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      It was the perfect storm of catastrophic events. The massive blackout that swept the entire city plunged its citizens into a frenzied panic and provided the cover he needed amidst the chaos.

      Car horns blared. Sirens howled in the distance. Cracks of gunfire rang out from every corner of the greater Chicago metroplex. It was the best scenario to carry out his mission.

      He surveyed the streets below from his perch on the building. His steely glare studied the mass of gridlocked vehicles. Pedestrians swarmed the sidewalks, funneling in all directions to get where they had to go.

      No calls would be made to nine-one-one. Cell service was down and had been since the power crashed earlier that morning. He wouldn’t be rushed and could take his time.

      Three officers arrived on foot and tried to calm the hysteria. They were sorely outmanned and struggled to provide order to the people pushing past them. Soon, that would be of little concern.

      Removing the sling from his shoulder, he sat the rifle case on the rooftop and opened it. His nerves were steady and free of hesitation. He was a surgeon in the operating room, ready to work.

      As he plucked the M24 sniper rifle from its housing, he stood and edged to the lip of the roof in a crouch. After securing plugs in both ears, he lowered and unfolded the bipod legs to stabilize the weapon.

      The buttstock pressed to his shoulder. He adjusted his grip and peered through the scope. As luck would have it, the three officers stood in a relatively straight line with only five feet separating them.

      Like fish in a barrel.

      After the first shot, he’d have to move quickly to the next target to ensure success. None could escape. All would feel his wrath.

      With his finger on the trigger and the officer’s head in his crosshairs, he exhaled and pulled.

      A muffled pop sounded from the rifle. The buttstock kicked his shoulder.

      Officer one went down first to his left. Pedestrians scattered like rats from the area.

      He shifted slightly to the scrambling patrolman in the middle and fired again. Bodies of the boys in blue dropped fast as he moved with a left-to-right sweep to the last officer. Before the helpless cop could wrestle his firearm from the holster on his hip, a final, fatal shot to the middle of his skull sent him crumpling to the pavement.

      Satisfied, he pulled back and stowed the rifle back in the case. He latched it closed, secured the sling over his arm, and made a hasty retreat for the fire escape across the rooftop.

    

  







            ONE

          

          

      

    

    






JASPER

        

      

    

    
      Jasper lounged in his office chair, lost in thought. His fingers thumped the top of the cherry wood desk to try and relieve the stress he felt. A long, lingering gaze was fixed on the computer screens, but he wasn’t paying attention to the sales figures and emails populating either monitor.

      His heart raced. Pulse spiked. A cold bead of sweat ran from Jasper’s perfectly styled hair and cut down his cheek. He clenched his jaw and ground his teeth, then glanced at the TV mounted in the far corner of his spacious office.

      The news rolled from the muted television. Closed captioning spit out the news anchor’s report of the latest gang violence and robberies plaguing Chicago.

      He blinked and sighed. His forefinger and thumb pinched the bride of his nose. Regardless of how hard he fought to ward off the wave of anxiety, it attacked Jasper just the same. Tomorrow wouldn’t be any better.

      Get it together. You’ve been through worse. Don’t fall apart now.

      A bout of dizziness swarmed in his head. Jasper leaned forward in his plush, brown leather executive chair and propped his elbows on the desk’s surface.

      His office phone rang. The din grated his nerves. It annoyed Jasper much more than it should, sending him into a downward spiral of depression and anger.

      The bottom right desk drawer housed relief from the torment. It called to Jasper, offering to ease his troubled thoughts. His will had been strong, but the pending one-year anniversary of his fatal car accident was too much for him to bear, and made him weak to resist the taste of the liquor.

      Reaching for the handle of the drawer, Jasper hesitated for a second, then pulled.

      “Mr. Fox. I have the paperwork ready for you to review,” Alicia said from the doorway of Jasper’s office. “Is this a good time?”

      He closed the drawer and sat straight in his chair. Jasper cleared his throat and peered at his assistant, presenting a fake smile that he had perfected over the years. “Yes. Of course. Please come in.”

      Alicia examined his flushed face and clutched the manilla folder, then entered the office. She adjusted the red-tinted glasses she wore that matched perfectly with her lipstick and outfit.

      Her blonde hair was put up in a tight bun. The pencil skirt suit was form-fitting to her hourglass body. Long tanned legs stretched from the bottom of the skirt to black heels that clicked off the wood floor.

      Most of the men in the building, and in general, coveted her feminine assets, but Jasper paid no mind to her physical beauty. She was smart and efficient and could outwork any man.

      “The numbers are looking good for the Stone Groups property. I’ve verified all information you requested.” Alicia handed over the folder and sat in the guest chair across from Jasper. “We should be good to proceed with the acquisition.”

      Jasper set the documents down and scanned each of them. His wandering mind struggled to comprehend the legal jargon and numbers stuffed on the papers. He’d have to read it later when he wasn’t so distracted.

      “That’s good news and good work on your part. If you keep being this efficient, you’ll move up in no time.”

      Alicia smiled at the comment, but a troubled glint lingered in her eye. One that wasn’t lost on Jasper. “I appreciate the kind words, and I’m glad you approve of the work I’m doing.”

      “No need to thank me,” Jasper replied. “It’s the truth. You’re a rising star here at Triton Cross Properties.”

      She nodded, but the smile quickly faded to concern. “I hope I’m not overstepping my boundaries, but are you doing, okay? You seem,…distracted.”

      Jasper flipped the manila folder closed with the papers stuffed inside. His fake smile cracked, but he dared not to get into his inner demons with her. “I am. Work is a bit stressful as of late, but nothing that isn’t manageable. Why do you ask?”

      “I ….” Alicia paused, then said, “Never mind. I just wanted to be sure everything was okay.”

      “It is.”

      A momentary silence hung thick in the air. Jasper wanted out of the office fast to clear his head before he crumbled before her.

      “Well, I know you’re busy, so I won’t take up any more of your time.” Alicia stood from her chair and moved toward the doorway. “If you need anything or have questions about the report, please let me know.”

      “I will. Thank you for all of your hard work.”

      Alicia ducked out of the office and closed the door behind her.

      Slouching in his chair, Jasper rubbed his palm over his face. His cell phone pinged an incoming message, but he ignored it. Before he could head home, he had to clear his mind, and there was one place he could think to go to do exactly that.
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LIA

        

      

    

    
      Lia waited for a response from the text she sent to Jasper, but none came. The phone’s screen dimmed, and the brief message of “I love you” faded to black.

      She sipped her coffee and placed the device on the tiled bar top. As much as she wanted to call him, she refrained.

      Steam from the hot brew of hazelnut coffee wafted out of the black mug. Her lips cautiously pressed to the heated surface of the cup as she took another drink, lost in the contemplation.

      It had been almost a year since Jasper’s tragic accident that changed their lives. He wasn’t the same man since that fateful rainy night. Not since their SUV lost control and went into a tailspin on the winding, slippery, narrow road that killed an innocent woman.

      Come on. Answer.

      Her phone pinged. Lia snatched the device from the counter and then put the mug down. She swiped her thumb across the screen to access the message and was greeted by a text from an unknown number.

      “We are trying to reach Jasper Fox for an interview. He hasn’t returned our calls or messages. Please have him reach out to Trent Stanton to coordinate a good time to speak.”

      Lia penned a curt response that was nothing short of brutal. Her manicured nails struck the glass screen in quick succession. She hit send, but the message remained.

      Frustrated, Lia switched to Jasper’s message string and penned another text.

      “Another reporter contacted me, wanting to speak to you. At least, I’m assuming he’s a reporter. Anyway, please let me know how you’re doing. I haven’t heard from you at all today and want to know how you’re holding up. We’ll get through this together. Love you, babe.”

      In the top right corner of the phone, she noticed the signal strength was abysmal. Normally, the service was strong in their house, but the lack of reception befuddled Lia.

      Clutching the phone, Lia backed out of their cavernous kitchen with her cup of coffee and down the hall to the landing. Lia figured that maybe the signal strength would be better from her second-story office than on the first floor of the home.

      She sipped her coffee and climbed the stairs while viewing the screen. The outgoing message to Jasper hung up in a never-ending loop that failed to send. Lia retried to send twice more as she hit the second-story landing and navigated the long, wide hallway to her office that was located at the far end.

      Pictures mounted on the walls showcased their smiling, happy faces. Lia glanced at each and reminisced the adventures they’d shared.

      One was of them standing in the Redwood National Forest from their spring trip to California. It was chilly that day, but not cold enough to be miserable. Both wore wide smiles. A blissful look of complete contention beamed from them both.

      The next framed photo was of them on the Maid of the Mist double-decker boat at Niagara Falls. Water cascading down to the lagoon below served as the backdrop of the picturesque memory. They had gotten wet that day, but it didn’t affect the elated smiles and laughing that stole their breaths.

      All of the trips they shared were memorable. Each held a special place in Lia’s heart and she longed to have that same vibrant happiness once more.

      Sun beamed into the large home office from the bay windows. Lia preferred having natural light to illuminate the room. It made the space feel inviting and cozy and not so sterile like a stuffy office building. Not that her workspace was horrid, as she had an amazing view from her corner office that overlooked downtown Chicago.

      Her home base, where she worked from time to time, was carefully planned and staged. She spared no expense in outfitting her home office with a real wood mahogany desk and matching bookcases. Positioned near the windows was a plush light brown cloth chair she used to get lost in her latest obsessed thriller or suspense series.

      The fifty-inch TV mounted on the far wall played at a reduced volume. She had forgotten to turn it off earlier when she went downstairs for another cup of coffee.

      Rounding the side of her executive desk, Lia sat in her high-back black chair. She set the mug on the coaster and continued to scrutinize the phone’s inability to send her texts.

      A circle with a line through the middle replaced the meager one bar of service she had left. Service had been cut off to nothing.

      She fiddled a bit longer with the phone and finally tossed it to the desk in vexation. Lia pulled the keyboard closer and hammered the keys, checking her social media feed and penning a message through one of the programs.

      News playing from the TV drew Lia’s ear as she retyped the same message that, for now, seemed to be working without any issues. She grabbed at the remote at the edge of the desk and thumbed the volume button.

      The news story spoke of a solar flare that had erupted from the sun. It was categorized as a massive CME, or Corneal Mass Ejection, that occurred the day before and was heading toward earth.

      Lia returned to finishing her message as the interviewee chimed off the side effects of the solar storm that would collide with the planet. Blackouts and cell disruptions were a few of the keywords Lia picked out.

      It made sense to her as to why the phone was experiencing intermediate service. She tapped the screen of the device and saw the signal strength was back to two bars.

      As Lia wrapped up the message and hit send, the TV’s broadcast ceased. Buffering flashed on the screen, followed by a looping red circle that whirled listlessly.

      Her dual thirty-two-inch white Samsung monitors lost internet connection. All webpages crashed and displayed a loss of signal and inability to reconnect.

      Sighing, Lia grabbed her mug and drank the hot brew. As she stared out of the bay windows, Lia thought of Jasper and hoped that his day was going better than how she feared it might be.

    

  







            THREE

          

          

      

    

    






JASPER

        

      

    

    
      Richard’s Bar on Milwaukee Avenue wasn’t Jasper’s first choice of establishments to grace with his presence, but it was early in the day, and none of the bars he would normally drop in on were open at the time.

      For a Wednesday at 1:00 p.m., the bar was relatively empty. A scant few patrons drank at the bar he sidled up to and at the tables lining the far wall.

      The building was long but narrow. It had a quaint feel to it, like a dive bar.

      Jasper felt out of place compared to the folks he spotted. His suit and business attire made him stand out like a sore thumb among the more casually dressed and rougher types that glanced his way.

      “What can I get you to drink, honey?” the woman stationed behind the bar asked.

      Her red hair was pulled tight into a ponytail. She had a light base of makeup that accented her cheekbones and full lips. The dark green tank top she wore revealed the top of her cleavage to entice the easily seduced male demographic into tipping above average.

      “Um, give me a shot of whiskey to start. Whatever you’ve got,” Jasper answered, keeping his eyes away from her breasts and on her smiling face.

      She patted the bar top, winked, and said, “You got it.”

      While she poured him a shot glass of Maker’s Mark Kentucky Straight Bourbon Whiskey, Jasper twiddled his fingers and tapped the heel of his dress shoes on the steel footrest of the barstool he sat on.

      The subtle clanking drew curious glares from his fellow drinkers at the bar. An elderly man sporting a long gray beard and wiry unkempt salt and pepper hair downed his drink, then faced forward.

      “How’s your day going so far?” the bartender asked. “Not bad weather we’ve got going on.”

      Jasper was lost in contemplation and heard her speak, but his brain didn’t register what exactly she said to him. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      A few drops of the whiskey splashed the scarred wood-grain bar. She plopped the skinny shot glass down in front of Jasper and tossed the white towel she wiped her hands off on over her shoulder. “I asked how your day is going so far.”

      “Oh. It’s going. No complaints.” That was a lie, but Jasper had no intentions of unburdening his soul to a barkeep.

      She sized him up as he brought the shot glass to his mouth. The sweet and spicy scent of the whiskey made his mouth water. He had done well avoiding alcohol for years, but the tragedy and trailing media and court circus plunged him back into the embrace of the spirits.

      After a momentary pause, Jasper gulped the whiskey down. The smooth taste warmed his body instantly. His tongue licked his lips, savoring the flavor.

      He pointed at the now empty fluted shot glass, indicating he wanted another round.

      The bartender obliged and poured another. “Are you one of those Wall Street types? Big stock traders and such? I dated a guy once years back who worked for a big firm. I can’t remember the name off the top of my head. Anyway, he had a huge house, a nice car, and a yacht. Too bad he was a dick in the end and full of himself.”

      All Jasper wanted was to drink in peace and not carry on a conversation. He wasn’t rude by nature, but he skipped out of work to come to a bar to drink in the middle of the day and wasn’t seeking counsel from a big boobed red hair barkeep.

      Instead of snapping at her and making an already crappy day worse, Jasper threw back the shot and then simply said, “No. I work in real estate.”

      Her smile grew by a half inch. She leaned forward a bit more and squeezed her chest to present her feminine qualities to him.

      Does she not see the ring on my finger? Jasper thought, irritated by the vixen’s coy moves. This isn’t why I’m here.

      Before he could halt her advance, one of the men parked at the far end of the bar near the entrance shouted at her.

      “Hey, sweetheart! How about you stop flashing your tits at him and get me another drink!”

      The pudgy bald man scowled and then threw his arms above his head. His goatee was bushy and wild. Hairs went in all directions.

      “Shut your trap, Steve, and mind your manners,” she shot back. “You’re lucky I’m even serving you after your last stunt.”

      “Enough of the yapping. Do more pouring, sugar tits.” Steve chuckled and lowered his arms, staring Jasper down as he spun the empty whiskey tumbler.

      “I’m sorry about that. I’ll be right back.” She stormed off down the bar toward the belligerent man, giving Jasper a reprieve from her obnoxious questions and drivel.

      The barkeep and Steve exchanged words as Jasper dug his phone out of the interior coat pocket. He pressed the power button on the side and then keyed his four-digit password to unlock the device.

      A gluttony of messages populated the screen. None of which he had any such desire to read and tackle right then, except for one.

      Lia’s text made a bad day bearable. She was perfect in every way, and he was lucky to have her at a time when Jasper felt as though he didn’t deserve such an amazing woman.

      He lingered on the “I love you” text. As sadness washed over him for ditching work and ignoring her message to come and drink, guilt coalesced. Jasper had promised he wouldn’t revert to his old ways, but life pounded him hard. His resolve was weak, luring him into bad behavior.

      Jasper tapped the keys to reply when he discovered his phone had no service. All bars had vanished, leaving no signal in the top right corner.

      Why don’t I have a signal?

      Raising his phone, Jasper moved it around to see if he could get a signal. He didn’t want to leave her hanging and worried. Well, not any longer than what he already had.

      “I think it’s time for you to go, Steve,” the bartender said in a raised voice. “You’re cut off. I’m in no mood for your crap today. Please leave. Now.”

      “Damn, Tracy,” Steve replied. “Why are you being such a baby? I’m only kidding and didn’t mean anything about you flashing your tits at the suit down there. They’re lovely.”

      Two men seated at one of the tables behind Jasper stood and advanced toward the bar. Each was taller and bigger than the short fat man that harassed the bartender.

      “How about we go outside, friend, and discuss your manners toward the lady?” one of the men said in a lower octave.

      “Yeah. I think you owe her an apology first,” his partner said.

      Steve shot up from his barstool to the floor. He was a good foot shorter than the men towering before him. “I don’t believe you two pencil dicks were asked over.”

      “Okay, everyone. Let’s calm it down.” The bartender tried to defuse the situation as best she could. “There’s no need for this. Please leave, Steve, or I’ll have to call the cops. Again.”

      Not wanting to get involved in a bar fight, Jasper stood from the stool, fished out a twenty-dollar bill, and dropped it on the bar.

      As the men bickered, Jasper made for the entrance and left the bar. He headed for his sky-blue BMW 8 Series Coupe parked at the curb, ready to get home and out of the craziness of the big city.
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SEAN

        

      

    

    
      A thin layer of sweat coated Sean’s palms, despite the coolness of the air brushing against his skin. He rubbed them on the top of his pants, anxious to get his therapy session started and over with as fast as possible.

      The office had a warm, inviting tone to it. Rich with leather furniture and a soft but palatable scent of vanilla made the setting bearable to Sean.

      Dr. William Gladstone sat across from him with his legs crossed. The older, gray-haired man adjusted in the brown leather seat that stretched under his slightly overweight body. He pulled his glasses down further on his nose and wrote in his notebook.

      Dr. Gladstone reminded Sean of his father who had passed several years prior. It made the sessions easier to stomach and get through, as he didn’t feel pressured to share if he didn’t want to.

      “You seem uneasy today,” Dr. Gladstone said. “How have things been since our last session? Sleeping better?”

      Sean stopped rubbing his palms on his pants, unaware of the subtle ticks he had, showing his unease. “It’s going well. No real complaints. Not any more than the usual things, I suppose.” He gulped the lump in his throat and continued. “Sleep is up and down. I’ve never been one who got a full night’s rest, but it’s been okay. Better since you prescribed the Ambien. That’s been helpful.”

      Dr. Gladstone wrote in his notebook and nodded. “And what about the nightmares? Are they still as persistent, or have they leveled off?”

      “Leveled off some.” Sean wiggled in the seat and then leaned forward, unable to find a comfortable position. “I mean, I do have some dreams that are worse than others, but since I’ve been coming to see you, it’s gotten tolerable.”

      “Tolerable is a start, but I’d like to have it better than that.”

      Sean tipped his head in agreement and peered at the valance draped over the windows. Horns honking seeped into the silent space, disrupting their session.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow? For some, the anniversary of a loved one’s death can trigger them.” Dr. Gladstone placed his forearms on top of the notebook and spoke in a sincere caring tone. “You’ve made a ton of progress over the last three months. We don’t want to lose that momentum.”

      His foot tapped the floor. Another nervous tic sprung its ugly head. Sean halted the repetitive motion and spoke with confidence.

      “I am. It’s been a long, hard road, but one that’s allowed me to heal and move on.” Sean leveled his gaze with Dr. Gladstone. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I am getting better. Tragedy has been a part of my life for a while now. Between work, losing my dad, and last year, I’ve had to learn to cope and allow myself to go through the grieving process. After all, that’s how we heal and move on, right? We can’t if we don’t accept what’s happened and know that tomorrow is another day.”

      Dr. Gladstone scribbled on his notebook and tipped his head. “That is true. You can’t hold yourself responsible for events that are out of your control. Sometimes, bad things happen to good people. It doesn’t mean that you’re cursed. It’s part of life.”

      He placed the notebook and pen on the end table beside the chair, then Dr. Gladstone uncrossed his legs and leaned forward with his fingers intertwined. “Using the tools we’ve discussed, and accepting what is, will lead you out of this darkness that you’ve had to fight. From what I can see, you appear calmer and you’re heading in the right direction.”

      “Thanks. I feel that I am.” Sean bobbed his head and smiled, even though he didn’t feel the emotion. “Keeping busy is another big part of my coping. Idle hands are the devil’s playground, right?”

      “That they are.” Dr. Gladstone unfolded his fingers and sat straight in the chair. “I have a book that I’d like for you to look at. It deals with loss and grieving.”

      “Are you assigning homework?” Sean jokingly asked.

      Dr. Gladstone smirked and then stood. “If you want to see it as that, then sure. But I think it will be a wonderful resource for you to have in your arsenal. I’ve read the book myself and feel like you will glean some benefits and insight from it.”

      “I’ll take anything at this point,” Sean replied.

      He scanned the bookcase in the corner of his office. Starting at the top left corner, Dr. Gladstone searched each shelf while angling his index finger at each book spine until reaching the bottom shelf.

      “I’m not seeing the book here.” Dr. Gladstone faced the closed door behind him and said, “Let me check with Samantha, as we should have some copies left. I’ll be right back.”

      “Sure.”

      Exiting the office to the reception area, Gladstone spoke with his assistant stationed at her desk. Through the doorway, Sean watched the pair converse.

      The Goddess Hestia Sculptural Torchiere floor lamp that looked like a piece of art instead of a simple light fixture buzzed and then dimmed. Sean never understood why Dr. Gladstone had the torch lit when copious amounts of sun shone from the large window and illuminated his posh office.

      He paid the waning light no mind and stood from his cold chair, then Sean advanced to the window. Lost in contemplation, he glanced out to the world beyond made of high-rise buildings and brick structures that dotted the Chicago urban landscape.

      All Sean could think of was of the coming days and the plans he had. So much had been taken from him that it crushed his soul into a fine powder that the winds of injustice blew away. He was nothing more than a shell of his former self. Dead inside with a forced fake smile to appease those that acted as if they cared about his well-being.

      Not everyone Sean knew was outwardly pandering to his fragile state of mind, which he mastered under the guise of reform. It took work to disguise the hurt inside of him, but one did what one had to do to fool the masses.

      “Here we go.” Dr. Gladstone entered the room, carrying a book. “We had a single copy left.”

      Sean turned from the window as the therapist approached him. “I’d hate to take your last one. If you jot down the title and author name, I can purchase one online.”

      “No need for that. I can order more.” Dr. Gladstone gave the book to Sean.

      “Thanks.”

      He read the cover.

      Resilient Grieving: Finding Strength and Embracing Life After a Loss that Changes Everything by Lucy Hone, Ph.D.

      “Please consider reading it, Sean. I think you’ll find it of use.”

      “I will. If you recommend it, then the book must be good.”

      The power in the entire suite crashed. A steady din of beeping sounded from the waiting area.

      Dr. Gladstone studied his opulent floor lamp and then turned toward the doorway. “Hm. Seems that the power is out.”

      Samantha left her desk and approached his office when the power came back online. She flitted her gaze to the lights above in the waiting room and then headed back to her station.

      “Strange. I wonder if the electric company is having power problems.”

      Sean shrugged and tucked the book under his arm. “Looks that way.”

      “Anyway. Please let me know what you think of the book.” Dr. Gladstone escorted Sean to the waiting area where Samantha was tending to the equipment that crashed. “Samantha can get you set up for another appointment. Well, after we get the computer up and running.”

      “Actually,” Sean said as he strode past him. “I think I’m going to hold off for now on my next appointment. This session has been insightful. I’ll let you know what I think of the book, though.”

      Dr. Gladstone was silent to the news but then said, “Okay. Please let me know, though, how you’re doing. Remember, if you start feeling overly anxious and overwhelmed, do your breathing and count to ten. I’m here if you need anything.”

      Sean shook his hand. “Thanks. I will, but I have a feeling that the coming days aren’t going to be so bad.”

    

  







            FIVE

          

          

      

    

    






JASPER

        

      

    

    
      Guilt tormented Jasper the entire ride home. The sweet taste of whiskey filled his mouth. Although he hated himself for going back on his word of abstaining from liquor, the drinks had dulled the stress and made the day more bearable than it had been before visiting the bar.

      The BMW’s V-8 engine purred in the Fox driveway. Jasper grasped the wheel at ten and two. His gaze locked onto the closed garage door as he took a moment before opening it and alerting Lia that he was home.

      Jasper loosened his hold on the black leather wrap of the steering wheel and grabbed the breath mints from the center console storage compartment. Popping two in his mouth, he tossed the half-empty package to the cubbyhole, and then he thumbed the garage door button on the pad attached to the visor above him.

      It failed to lift. He mashed the button again but was met with the same conclusion.

      Weird. The batteries must be dead in the controller.

      Instead of fighting with the opener, Jasper killed the engine and exited the car, leaving it parked in the driveway. The stroll to the front door was a walk of shame that he hadn’t felt in years. His head pitched forward. Both hands wedged into the front pockets of his slacks as his swanky dress shoes clacked off the stone walkway to the entrance of their beautiful abode.

      As Jasper passed under the beige and brown stone archway, the front door clicked and opened. Eyes downcast, he glanced up and spotted Lia standing in the doorway.

      “I was wondering if you were going to come in or stay in your car.”

      “The garage door controller isn’t working.” Jasper dabbed his head at the driveway. “I was trying to get it working. I’m not sure what’s wrong with it.”

      He hated lying to his wife. Even a little white lie felt like deception, but Jasper couldn’t help it.

      “Yeah. The power has been wonky today.” Lia pushed the door open further as he approached her. “So has the internet and my phone.”

      Jasper embraced his darling wife in a tight hug and kiss on the cheek. Removing his arms from around her, he stepped back and said, “Yeah. I was going to reply to your text earlier but I lost service. That’s never happened before, especially in the city where it’s the strongest.”

      “Which message?” Lia moved out of his way and followed him inside their home, shutting the door behind her. “I sent two. One text and the other through messenger.”

      “The text. I never received another message from you.” Jasper removed his black blazer and undid his tie. “I wonder what’s causing all of the issues today?”

      Lia took his coat and draped it neatly over her forearm. “It could have something to do with what the news was talking about earlier. I caught only a few snippets here and there. Something about a CME or whatever it’s called heading toward us.”

      “Is that like an EMP?”

      “I guess.” Lia trailed Jasper to the white sofa and sat down next to him. “The scientist guy the news was interviewing said some disruptions could occur in the power and cell service. I didn’t catch much more than that.”

      She placed the coat over the back of the couch as Jasper settled into the conforming cushion that molded to his muscular frame.

      “It’s probably nothing to worry about. It’s not like we’ve had blackouts before.”

      “Yeah. I imagine you’re right.” Lia propped her elbow on the cushion and stared at him. “So. How was your day? I wasn’t expecting you home until later.”

      Jasper glanced at the high ceilings, lost in a mountain of thoughts. “This morning was busy. Full of reports and acquisitions. My desk phone was possessed. It rang constantly and wouldn’t stop.”

      “Well, that’s what happens when you’re one of the most sought-out commercial real estate property companies in the state and even the country. You’ve worked hard and accomplished so much. Success is the fruit of that labor.”

      “That it is.” Jasper was successful and rivaled his wife’s achievements. She was determined and ambitious, climbing the ranks at her job in record time.

      They were a power couple with plenty of wealth and influence, though, speaking to either of them, one wouldn’t guess as much from their down-to-earth personalities.

      “Oh. Before I forget to tell you, I got a text from an unknown number today.”

      “Are they wanting to extend our cars’ warranties?” Jasper asked. “I get those daily and ignore them.”

      “No.” Lia pulled her phone from her back pant pocket and read the text. “It was from some guy trying to reach you for an interview. He said to contact Trent Stanton.”

      Jasper sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. “Christ. I can’t believe they contacted you.” He shot up off the couch, balling his fingers into tight fists. “I told those vultures at the news network I wasn’t interested in doing a follow-up piece. Why can’t they leave it be and leave us alone?”

      “Which news outlet was it?”

      “All of them.” Jasper exhaled and mastered his emotions. “Over the past month, I’ve received calls from various newspapers, bloggers, news stations, and every Tom, Dick, and Harry in the city.”

      Lia stood and strode toward him. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier? You shouldn’t have to burden yourself with that.”

      “Because I didn’t want to add to your plate, either.” Jasper’s shoulders sagged in defeat. The weight of the world on his shoulders crushed his soul. He pinched his nose and then peered into his wife’s loving eyes. “You have been through as much as I have. You deserve a break and normal life for a change.”

      She cupped his face. The scent of her lavender lotion filled his nose and relaxed his heated temper.

      “So do you. That’s why, I think, at least for the rest of the week, you should get away.”

      Jasper kissed her palm and then parroted her comment. “Get away? What does that mean?”

      “It means that you need some time from all of this craziness. A chance to unwind and clear your head.” She removed her hand and continued, “I can see the hurt brewing behind those brown eyes of yours. You haven’t been the same since that night and haven’t taken any time away from it for almost a year.”

      “How can we take time off from work?” Jasper turned away and paced about before facing Lia again. “You’re swamped with work, same as me.”

      Lia moved on him and clutched his arms. “That is true. But this little trip is for you alone. I’ve already cleared it with your work, and Alicia can handle the day-to-day until you return on Monday.”

      From the way Lia talked, she had someplace in mind for Jasper to retreat to where he wouldn’t be bothered. Arguing with her wouldn’t work, seeing as she was formidable in holding her ground and not giving an inch when it came to debates.

      “Okay. I’m not keen on going without you but I know you’re not going to give on this.”

      She patted his chest and smiled. “You’ve been trained well, Mr. Fox.”

      “So, where am I heading? I’m guessing you have something lined up.”

      “Well, I thought you could go to your uncle’s cabin in Kentucky. It’s remote and you won’t be bothered. Besides, you need to go out there and go through the remainder of his stuff before you sell the property off.”

      Dread washed over Jasper. That didn’t seem like a relaxing getaway he envisioned in his head, but Lia was right. He had to finish sifting through boxes of his late uncle’s junk. Selling the cabin and acreage was a priority, and this had to be done sooner than later. Now was as good of a time as any to do it.

      “At least the cabin is remote enough and cell reception is horrible, so I won’t have to worry about reporters bothering me. I guess I can take the BMW out there or rent a truck. Trunk space is null in that coupe and won’t fit much of whatever I decide to bring back, if anything.”

      Lia fiddled with his shirt front and said, “You won’t have to worry about that right now. I’ve got transportation set up for you.”

      “You do?” Jasper’s brow angled upward.

      “Yep. A private charter flight. One of our clients owed me a favor for saving him millions on a recent deal. So, I called it in. You leave tomorrow morning.”

      Jasper was taken aback. His wife was full of surprises, and this certainly was a huge one she laid on him.

      “Well. I guess I need to pack, then, don’t I?”

      “Yes, you do.” She kissed him on the lips and smiled. “Also, you need to use better breath mints. I can smell the whiskey on you from a mile away.”

      “Duly noted.”
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SEAN

        

      

    

    
      The darkness outside plunged the interior of the modest three-bedroom home into obscurity. Light glided over the walls from the cars passing by Sean Moore’s dwelling. He sat in his brown recliner, cloaked by shadows from the growing blackness within the house.

      He’d been seated in the chair for the duration of the evening and into the night. A myriad of to-dos raced through his head in the coming days, all of which he was anxious to put into motion.

      His fingers rapped against the arm of the recliner. It allowed him to think and focus. If anything, he was a man on a mission, forged in the fires of grief, and ready to ease the suffering that had plagued him for far too long.

      The session with Dr. Gladstone earlier that day brought a sense of peace to Sean’s life. He respected the therapist and appreciated the attempt at bringing him back from an edge that no one knew he was toeing, but soon, they would.

      Sean tugged on the chain of the lamp stationed next to his chair. The bulb’s brilliance flickered into existence, marking that the power had come back on at some point. He cared not about the intermittent blackouts rolling through the greater Chicago area. The darkness had become his friend, and he was used to moving within the shadows.

      A bottle of Ironroot Harbinger 115 whiskey reflected the light’s gleam. It accented the spirit’s colorful mahogany hue.

      Next to the towering unopened bottle was Sean’s favorite glass to drink out of. A personalized tumbler from his wife that had “World’s Greatest Husband” engraved on the side. Both the glass and Harbinger were presents that Sean cherished and reminded him of his wife, Claire.

      As much as Sean was tempted to crack open the sealed bottle and pour himself three fingers of the stout whiskey, he abstained from doing so. It was meant for a special occasion, and he couldn’t rush it.

      Instead, Sean grabbed the book Dr. Gladstone gave him and he perused the contents. He flipped through the pages one by one, skimming each for what words of wisdom were printed on the cream-colored sheets. A particular phrase caught his attention. He read it silently and dwelled on its meaning.

      “The death of someone we hold dear may be inevitable; being paralyzed by our grief is not.”

      Sean snickered at the passage and then put the book back on the top of the end table by the lamp and whiskey. Grief had no longer paralyzed him as it had for months on end. Although the pang of losing a loved one never goes away, most accept the reality and carry on. It was the healthiest thing anyone could do to have a chance at living.

      The clock on the wall above the TV clicked past 10:00 p.m. He had a big day tomorrow and had to be rested. His plate was full and Sean didn’t want to strike out the following morning by being completely drained and unable to handle a hectic day.

      He stood from his recliner and made his way down the blackness of the hallway that the light from the lamp failed to illuminate. Sean entered the master bedroom and headed for the king-size bed.

      Still clothed in the day’s attire, he plopped down onto the firm mattress and then removed his shoes. A yawn overtook him, causing both sockets to fill with tears.

      Sean swung his legs onto the bed and he lay down. Two pillows propped up his head at an angle where he could see the entire bedroom.

      His arm stretched to Claire’s side. In his head, Sean could feel her soft skin beneath his fingers. She’d snuggle close to him and drape her arm over his chest. Her warmth and rhythmic breathing lulled him into a peaceful state, allowing him to fall asleep and to know that in his dreams, he would see her again.
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      She didn’t want to send Jasper off to Kentucky on an empty stomach, but the blackouts had different plans. The exceptional meal Lia planned to make was reduced to nothing more than a banana and a bowl of cereal.

      While Jasper got ready upstairs, Lia worked in the kitchen to present him with a semi-hearty breakfast. She placed the food on the bar and gathered a bowl and spoon from the cabinet and drawer for the lackluster meal he would consume happily.

      Staring at the box of Honey Nut Cheerios and banana she threw together on the bar, Lia shrugged at the peasant spread, accepting what was. She then tapped the screen to her phone and scoured her social media feeds for insight on the blackouts and additional information on the CME that would reach earth soon.

      For the moment, she had cell service that was weaker than normal. The home’s Wi-Fi was offline and the single cell bar vanished and then came back.

      A confirmation text from the pilot of the private charter flight had dumped into her texts at some point. They were still on to head out at 10:30 a.m.

      Jasper dropped his duffle bag and satchel in the hallway next to the staircase, then he made his way toward the kitchen. Fully dressed in jeans, boots, and a thin light-blue long-sleeved shirt, Jasper approached the bar, seemingly content about leaving today without her.

      “Well, I think I got everything ready to go.”

      Lia set her phone down and said, “Good deal. Did that duffle bag have enough room to fit all of your clothes and supplies?”

      “For the most part. It’s cramped and full, but it’s holding everything.” Jasper looked at the food before him. “Is this for me?”

      “Yeah. I was going to surprise you with eggs, bacon, toast, and some hashbrowns, but the power is out again, so here is your gourmet breakfast.”

      “I love it. This is perfect.” Jasper smiled and took his seat. “Thank you, beautiful.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m sorry if it’s a bit plain. I was hoping to at least have some coffee, but again, no power.”

      “Don’t be. I can stop on the way and grab a cup from a gas station.”

      Grabbing the box of Cheerios, Jasper undid the flaps at the top and poured cereal into the white and black striped bowl.

      “So, I got a confirmation text from the pilot flying you out today.”

      “That’s good.” Jasper drowned the cereal with milk and began to eat. “What airport am I flying out of, again? I can’t remember if you told me yesterday.”

      “DuPage Airport. It’s a small airfield about thirty minutes away that’s used for corporate and private flights, among other aviation needs. The pilot was landing at that airport and didn’t want to go to O’Hare.”

      Jasper dunked his spoon into the cereal and took another bite. “Is there extended parking where I can leave the BMW?”

      “There is. I reserved you a spot, so you’re good to go.”

      “Man. You thought of everything.” Jasper pressed his lips and smiled with a mouthful of food. “What would I do without you?”

      “Starve, obviously.” Lia pointed at the cereal and banana. “I mean, look at that amazing meal you have. I don’t want to flex, but how many women do you know that could whip up such an amazing feast on the fly?”

      “None. That’s for sure.”

      “Damn right. None.”

      He polished off the cereal and then deposited his bowl and spoon in the dishwasher. Closing the door, Jasper turned and leaned against the counter. “I wish you could come with me. That would make this trip a billion times better. Plus, I hate leaving you here alone with the power being wonky. You know how bad the crime rate is in Chicago. And not to mention the fact that you’ve run into Sean Moore on two different occasions recently. I find that odd and unsettling. Regardless of what he has said and acted; I don’t trust him. You remember how he lost it during the court proceedings, right?”

      “I do remember the vile things he shouted at us, but that was then. He wasn’t like that now. His demeanor was more pleasant and amicable than anything. I’m not worried about him. You shouldn’t be, either.”

      “It’s hard not to be concerned about his state of mind.” Jasper dipped his chin and fell silent briefly, then continued, “After all, I’m the cause of his pain. And anger.”

      “What happened that night a year ago was an accident. You know it, and so does everyone else.” Lia sauntered to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “This is why you need this trip. It will be good for you. Some fresh air. Quiet. Nature. No people. That sounds pretty darn amazing and much deserved. We’ll plan a trip for us soon. Maybe Fiji? Europe? Let’s be adventurous.”

      “All of those sound perfect. I just want to be wherever you are.” Jasper’s dark mood leveled out.

      As he kissed Lia deeply, he savored the moment and could not wait to be back home in the next couple of days.

      “You kissing me like that is going to start trouble, mister.” Lia pecked at his lips and smiled. “We don’t have time.”

      Jasper gave a wry grin. “Oh, there is always time if you make it.”

      She grabbed his wrist and positioned his Casio G-Shock watch to him. “No, we don’t. It’s going on 9:15, and you need to head out, especially if you’re going to stop on the way to the airport.”

      “Fine, but we are going to pick this back up when I get home, Mrs. Fox.”

      Lia kissed him again and said, “That we will.”
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JASPER

        

      

    

    
      Jasper entered the parking lot of DuPage Airport at 10:10 a.m. and located his reserved spot. The gas station he stopped at was out of coffee and he settled for a Starbucks Espresso canned drink in place of a hot beverage. It did well enough at satisfying his caffeine fix.

      Whipping the 8 Series Coupe into the parking space, Jasper shifted into park and killed the engine. He had removed the key fob and got out of the car. Depositing the key into his front pants pocket, he headed for the back of the vehicle and popped the trunk.

      The airfield seemed particularly uneventful. No planes were taking off or landing. A scant few vehicles dotted the expanse of the parking lot as well.

      He had never been to such a small airfield before. When flying, Jasper tended to gravitate to O’Hare, so he was used to the crowded terminals and traffic that came with an international airport.

      Pulling his duffle bag and satchel from the cargo hold, Jasper secured both straps on each shoulder and then shut the trunk lid.

      An older gentleman in his mid-fifties flagged Jasper down at the entrance of the chain link security fence that separated the airfield from the parking lot. His thick, brown hair, dashed with streaks of gray, fluttered in the wind. He was slightly pudgy but not overweight.

      Jasper thumbed the remote lock on the key fob and headed toward the smiling tan man. His pearly white teeth gleamed at Jasper as he extended his hand to him.

      “You must be Jasper Fox.” The man spoke with enthusiasm. His mouth creased, and the aviators he wore covered a large portion of his face. “I’m Dale Pinter. I’ll be your pilot today.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Jasper reciprocated the gesture and then said, “How did you know who I was?”

      “Your wife told me what you would be driving, so I thought I would wait here at the gate and catch you before you entered the building. Save us some time and get you on your way sooner if possible. I’ve got a tight schedule and can’t afford to get behind.”

      “That sounds good to me.” Jasper then said, “I’m ready to take off if you are.”

      “I am. Come on. Let’s get you settled and get that bird in the air, shall we?”

      “Lead the way.”

      Dale escorted Jasper past the main building to his hangar and the jet they were flying in. Both men walked at a steady clip for the door on the side of the plane.

      On the outside, it looked like a posh aircraft. Not that Jasper expected a crop duster and ragged plane by any means.

      “I’ve got it fueled up and ready for takeoff,” Dale said in a shout over the gusting wind and an aircraft that was taking off down the runway. “Let me see your bags, and I’ll stow them in the aft cargo storage.”

      Jasper handed the duffle bag and satchel over as they neared the back of the jet. “How long of a flight is it to Kentucky?”

      “Oh, I’m figuring about an hour and a half. Give or take.” Dale clutched the straps of the bags and tossed them into the storage compartment. “It should be a relatively smooth flight, though. The weather from here to Kentucky is mostly clear and sunny.”

      “That’s good to hear. I’d hate to be flying in bad weather.”

      “Well, you’re in good hands.” Dale closed the lid to the storage compartment and secured the latch. “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Fox, we’ll get situated and take off.”

      The two men boarded the plane. Dale drew the door closed and faced Jasper. “You’re more than welcome to sit back here or up in the cockpit with me. Whichever you prefer. I’m okay with either. Some folks like to sit in the front, while most enjoy the seating here. Your call.”

      Jasper preferred to be alone and not up front with a stranger. He wasn’t a talker, to begin with, and from Dale’s exuberant personality, he had a feeling the pilot would chat him up.

      “I think I’ll hang back here if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Works for me.” Dale gave an indifferent shrug, then pointed at the plush beige seats. “Pick your poison and strap in, please. I’m going to get this bird in the air.”

      “Will do.”

      As Dale headed for the cockpit, Jasper studied the four seats arranged in a club configuration and the cabin of the jet. It was detailed in wood trim and had an elegance about it. The seats weren’t worn and the interior had a new car scent.

      Taking one of the rear seats, Jasper sat down and buckled in. He raised the blind covering the oval window and glanced out.

      He pondered how amazing and talented his wife was. She had pull that he didn’t have and made magic happen when he least expected it. Even then, Jasper was stunned by her and how much she loved him.

      Dale placed a black headset on his head and adjusted the arm of the microphone over his mouth. His fingers worked the battery of switches and knobs on the dash before him.

      The engines of the aircraft came online. It jolted Jasper, who was lost in his head. The floor trembled under his boots. He crossed his legs and adjusted the seat as the plane taxied out to the runway.

      Jasper pulled his phone from his back pocket, remembering that he wanted to send Lia a text before taking off. Also, he had to put his phone in airplane mode as well.

      Thumbing the power switch on the side of the device and inputting his password, a single unread message popped up on the screen.

      It was from a number he didn’t recognize. No name populated the screen above, marking it wasn’t someone whom he had met before.

      His finger hovered over the ‘X’ in the right corner of the message, ready to delete it, but he held off on doing so. Curious, Jasper opened it up and read the brief communication as the aircraft got into position for takeoff.

      “Today’s the day. Let’s make magic happen, shall we? See you soon, Fox.”

      Jasper’s brow furrowed in confusion. The cryptic odd text puzzled him as whoever sent it seemed to know him. He couldn’t help but think of Sean Moore since he had contact with Lia recently. Despite his cordial encounter with his wife, he still didn’t trust the man. Not after what had been done to him.

      As the plane’s engines revved and tore off down the runway, Jasper secured the device in airplane mode and then shut it off. He dwelled on the text and completely forgot to message Lia one final time as they left the runway and climbed high into the cloudless sunny sky.
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      Sean woke that morning with a sense of purpose and peace he hadn’t had in the last year. Instead of dreading the start of a new day, he embraced the challenges ahead of him and decided that his path forward would be paved in what he considered to be righteous justice.

      His morning began sharply at 6:30 a.m. He shot up out of bed, rested, and not nearly as tired as the previous three hundred and sixty-four days. He showered with what water was left in the pipes as the rolling blackouts continued across Chicago.

      He spent the remainder of the morning tidying up his house and ensuring he had all the supplies for what would come next. It was mostly clean and didn’t need much care, but he felt the desire to do it anyway.

      After picking up the home, Sean landed in the kitchen at the table he and Claire shared every meal for the past twenty years of their marriage.

      A small window of fluttering lights and powered appliances allowed him to brew a small batch of coffee before the electricity crashed once more. He sipped on the hot black coffee and outlined his day inside his head.

      Every stop he had to make was planned accordingly. The power disruptions were a curveball he hadn’t factored in, but he’d adjust on the fly and not allow it to ruin his day.

      His wedding ring twirled on the top of the table. The sound of the band striking the wood was the only sound he heard as he pictured Claire seated across from him, smiling and batting her soulful blue eyes at him.

      She’d sip her coffee and pull the loose strands of her golden bronze hair over one ear while she gazed at her phone. The simplest gestures and mannerisms she had made Sean smile. Those good memories far outweighed the bad in decades of life and the love they shared.

      He slipped his wedding band on his finger and then checked his watch while taking another sip of the coffee. It was half past ten.

      Sean polished off the fraction of java in the bottom of his mug, stood, and went to the sink. Placing the cup into the basin, he exited the kitchen to the living room. Gathering his black duty bag and rifle case, he departed his quaint two-bedroom home in Lansing for his 1985 Chevy Silverado that was parked in the driveway.

      Stowing the gear in the passenger floorboard of the brown two-tone pickup, he climbed into the cab and settled behind the steering wheel. Giving his home one last look, Sean started the pickup and backed out of the driveway to the street, ready for what lay ahead of him.
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      Getting showered, dressed, and ready for her important meeting later in the day was cumbersome at best. The sporadic power outages made her routine tense after Jasper had left for his trip.

      Lia had no way of communicating with her office or checking emails for updates about her client’s appointment that she had worked tirelessly on setting up. As far as she knew, they were still on. The global entity was hard to nail down, but she managed to do so through contacts of hers. If she could land the whale, it would send her career to the stratosphere and beyond.

      The time was 11:30 a.m., and Lia had a lunch date with her sister, Rose, at 12:15. Her younger sibling had wanted to catch up with Lia for months. Given their hectic lives and tight schedules, Wednesday was the only day that week they could meet. Lia begrudgingly agreed to lunch on one of the most important days of her career. If it hadn’t been for the restaurant being so close to her work, she’d have declined.

      Standing in front of her Jazmine Cheval Mirror, Lia examined her outfit while snapping her gold Cartier bracelet on her right wrist. She turned and viewed her attire from different angles.

      Her sculpted gray pantsuit formed to her athletic body. The black heels completed the ensemble.

      A light touch of makeup accented her features. It wasn’t overly done like certain women Lia knew who made them more clownish than beautiful. Subtle and sleek was how she liked to present herself. Natural beauty far outweighed that of having to apply tons of makeup, in her opinion.

      Satisfied with her appearance, Lia grabbed her purse, keys, and phone, then she headed for the garage. Forced to manually lift the garage door due to the power outage that she prayed was localized to her community, Lia pulled the red cord to disengage the trolley from the opener carriage. She then muscled up the weighted door that tested her leg strength and stability in high heels.

      The rollers clacked in the tracks as they followed the curvature of the steel above her. Exhaling a winded breath, Lia adjusted her blazer and approached the driver’s door of her gunmetal gray Infinity QX80.

      She scaled the robust SUV and sat in the comfortable seat that conformed to her body. Lia deposited her black Gucci purse on the passenger seat, then pressed the engine start button on the dash.

      In less than eight seconds, the engine and headlights came on. She shifted into gear and backed out of the garage, stopping in the driveway to shut the garage door.

      Once it was closed and secured, Lia mounted the vehicle and backed into the street. She tore off down the road, piloting the luxury SUV through winding turns of her upscale neighborhood.

      Traffic that day on I-294 was relatively dense, but nothing out of the ordinary. She used the controls on the steering wheel to make calls to the office and to leave a voicemail for Jasper, alleviating the need to pluck her phone from the cupholder and risk using it while driving.

      Unable to connect, Lia gave a disgruntled huff as she followed the flow of traffic into downtown Chicago, hoping that her day would get better from there.
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      An hour into the flight and Jasper couldn’t refrain from dissecting the mysterious text he’d received before takeoff. The conundrum festered in his head, not allowing him to enjoy the breathtaking view of the lush green landscape and mountainous terrain of the Appalachian Mountains.

      Against his better judgment, Jasper powered his phone on and read the message over and over again from his seat in the back of the aircraft. His fingers tapped his clean-shaven chin as he tried to deduce what it meant.

      As much as he believed it was Sean, he had no proof that it was. After all, an army of reporters was teeming with excitement to get an update on his life since the accident. They cared not for the woman who’d perished. Ratings and being the first with a scoop were what they wanted.

      “How are you doing back there?” Dale asked over the private jet’s intercom system. “I hope you’re taking in this amazing view. There’s nothing like a view of the world from up high.”

      Instead of shouting a response to the cockpit, Jasper pocketed his phone and stood. While ducking, he threaded his frame between the seats and headed toward the front of the aircraft.

      “I didn’t want to shout and wasn’t sure of how else to communicate with you from the rear of the plane. I hope this is okay?”

      Dale fiddled with the bountiful instruments before him and removed his headset. “Not at all. You want to take a seat up here?”

      Not wanting to be rude, Jasper obliged and sat down. He stayed away from the yoke and controls, minding his hands and feet as he adjusted to the cramped space.

      He peered out of the split windshield of the plane at the vastness of the landscape before him. It was far different seeing the world from the cockpit than from the small oval window next to his seat.

      “That is a pretty great view. I can honestly say I have never done anything like this before.”

      “This is my dream job. Has been for over a decade.” Dale’s smile refused to fade. “You’ll never be freer than when you’re up here. You tend to see the world in a different light.”

      Jasper could attest to that. The scenery was second to none. It would be an experience he’d look back on fondly for years to come.

      The two men spoke at length for the next little bit about destinations Dale had visited and how Lia had landed his private charter. Much to Jasper’s surprise, he didn’t mind chatting with the pilot, who, in fact, was pleasant and easy to engage with.

      Feeling the urge to empty his bladder, Jasper left the cockpit for the small bathroom. Handling his business, he flushed the commode and proceeded to wash his hands when the lights dimmed some.

      That’s odd.

      He flicked the water from his fingers and dried both palms, then Jasper exited the bathroom.

      “Hey. I’m not sure if this is normal or not, but the lights in the bathroom flickered some.”

      Dale had his headset on once more as he adjusted dials and flipped switches. No response came from the pilot at first as he managed the plane’s systems that, from Jasper’s point of view, appeared … off.

      “I think you may want to sit down and buckle in.”

      “So, there’s an issue with the plane, then?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure what’s going on.” Dale pressed one hand to the side of his headset and listened as Jasper took his seat next to him. “Communications are trashed for whatever reason. All I’m getting is white noise. There’s interference, but I can’t tell from what.”

      Jasper strapped in. His throat moved as he gulped, unsure of what to do.

      The lights on the instrument panel waned and dimmed. Losing altitude, the aircraft dipped somewhat.

      A slight weightlessness tickled Jasper’s stomach. He searched for a place to brace himself as the nose of the plane pitched forward.

      Dale clutched the yoke and pulled back, leveling the aircraft’s descent. “We’re not too far out. I think I can keep her steady long enough until we arrive.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help? I have no clue of what that would be, but I’m willing to do whatever if it means us not crashing.”

      “As long as we don’t lose our engines, we’ll be ….”

      Dale trailed off. His face twisted as if a sudden jolt of pain overtook him. He released the yoke and clutched his chest, unable to pilot the aircraft.

      “Dale. What’s wrong?” Jasper asked in a higher register.

      “It’s my pacemaker,” Dale answered in a panic. “Something’s not right.”

      He clenched his jaw and then slouched in the chair. His eyelids clamped shut as he went limp, leaving Jasper to deal with the troubled aircraft alone.
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      His attempts at reviving the pilot failed. Regardless of how much he screamed at the motionless, unresponsive man, Jasper couldn’t wake him up.

      “Come on! Wake up, Dale!”

      Jasper shouted and shook him by the shoulder while wrestling the yoke. It failed to bring him back and left him in a life-or-death situation that he was now forced to confront.

      Damn it. I can’t believe this.

      Staring at the instrument panel loaded with an array of foreign-looking switches, Jasper struggled with what to do next as he fought to keep the plane from falling out of the sky until he could figure out his next move. What power remained in the nimble private jet’s engines soon failed and sent Jasper into a slow descent from what he guessed to be at least 40,000 feet or more.

      Acid bit the back of his throat as he gripped the yoke tighter. His knuckles turned a milky white. He held the yoke with a firm grip as the plane descended toward the wilderness below.

      The trees grew closer.

      His anxiety spiked to dangerous levels. Endorphins flooded his system, causing Jasper to become dizzy.

      Please. Please. Please.

      As the plane glided through the air, he looked over the controls. Not that it mattered. Jasper knew nothing about flying. Flipping all switches and twisting knobs, Jasper prayed for something, anything to respond and function, but nothing did.

      Eventually, the belly of the plane skidded over the canopy of trees under him. A loud scraping din from the branches striking its contoured body played inside the cabin. The contact at blinding speeds jolted the aircraft and Jasper in his seat.

      Both wings took damage and snapped under the barrage of dense limbs slamming into them. Tortured metal groaned from the violent onslaught. The nose sunk further into the canopy, ripping the plane apart.

      An opening presented to Jasper as the battered aircraft exploded from the trees in a fury of busted machinery and darted at the water of the lake below.

      Bracing for impact, Jasper closed his eyes and held onto the yoke with everything he had.

      Spearing the crystal blue water at an angle, the aircraft splashed down. The extreme force of abruptly stopping snapped Jasper in his chair.

      Water engulfed the plane in minutes. The nose dipped below the surface and started its descent to the bed of the lake.

      Numerous spots of the aircraft’s fuselage took on water. Cracks in the windshield held for the moment, but the weight of water seeping in through the tiny fissures grew larger.

      Jasper shook the crash off while fumbling with the seatbelt latch. He removed the strap as water collected around his feet. His head hurt and his body ached all over, but he survived the impact.

      The pilot hunched and sagged against the far wall. Dale did not indicate that he was still alive as water poured into the plane. Jasper pressed two fingers to the side of his neck for a pulse but found none.

      Sinking further into the lake, the rear of the jet was the first to go. Churning water and creaking metal dictated a hasty exit from the wreckage, or Jasper risked being dragged to its watery depths.

      Abandoning Dale to a murky grave, Jasper fled from the cockpit to the emergency exit. His legs splashed through knee-high water that collected into the fuselage. He raked his hazy vision over the cabin, confused as to where to go to escape the downed aircraft.

      A hole in the side of the plane where the right wing used to be vanished under bubbling water. To get out, Jasper realized he’d have to go under.

      Taking a deep breath, he dropped into the cold grip of the lake and swam out of the breach in the fuselage. A piece of sharp metal sliced the top of his thigh as he swam out, drawing blood that leaked into the water.

      He broke the surface and splashed, then Jasper paddled to the shore that felt like it was a million miles away. Reaching land, he stood and lumbered up the slight incline, then collapsed onto his back.

      As his heart pounded in his chest, he gasped and sat up from the grassy bank. Jasper palmed his wounded thigh and stared at the tiny jet that continued its journey below the surface, knowing full well he was lucky to have survived.

    

  







            THIRTEEN

          

          

      

    

    






SEAN

        

      

    

    
      Sean made the trip from Lansing to Chicago in under twenty minutes. Various routes were mapped out for ease of navigating the city’s congested traffic flow that threatened to slow his plans. He had contingencies for almost everything and left no detail to chance.

      His first stop was an abandoned building on the south side of town. It was the perfect spot to store his truck while he got to work and prepared for the day’s events.

      The location had next to no foot traffic and would reduce the chances of anyone breaking into his ride. Months of planning and recon were key to having a successful day. Without it, his chances of carrying out his plans would certainly fall flat, and he wasn’t about to squander the opportunity.

      He steered the Silverado off the highway and took the coming exit. Cars were stacked on the off-ramp, held up by a powerless traffic light and wreckage in the middle of the intersection. Rolling to a stop behind a white Sprinter van that had Franks’ Plumbing plastered in a bold, colorful print, Sean assessed the situation.

      Occupants of the vehicles ahead of him got out of their cars. They wandered the off-ramp, craning their necks and peering at the intersection.

      What the hell is this all about? Sean thought, perturbed by the inconvenience.

      He turned the dial to the radio for a traffic update but heard static instead. Sean swept through several radio stations and discovered none were broadcasting.

      White noise crackled from the truck’s speakers. Annoyed, he switched the radio off and huffed.

      The driver of the Sprinter van got out and surveyed the scene. Sean watched him and then glanced to the wreckage far ahead of them.

      Horns blared from all over. People took to the streets in some cases, while others remained safe in their vehicles.

      Sean checked the time on his watch and then rubbed his head. Sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic was not on his itinerary. He twisted on the seat and peered through the back window to see how close the sedan was to him. The white car was off of his back bumper by a half car length. He faced forward and gauged the distance from the Sprinter’s rear to his bumper.

      There was enough room for Sean to possibly maneuver his truck out of the stagnant traffic and drive down the shoulder of the off-ramp to the street ahead.

      Gunshots popped nearby, but Sean couldn’t locate the shooters. People milling about on the road ducked and scurried to their vehicles. They climbed into the cars and trucks, as did the driver of Franks’ Plumbing.

      Sirens howled, melding with the scattered weapons firing. Having his duty bag and rifle case would bring far too many questions from the boys in blue if he happened to garner their interest. He had to keep under the radar and not draw attention to himself.

      A black pickup, two vehicles back, rammed its way out of the bottleneck. The fracas of horns protested the aggressive charge of the much larger truck, which slammed the smaller red and white Mini Cooper that crashed into the sedan behind Sean.

      The brush guard raked across the trunk of the Mini Cooper as it angled into the shoulder and gained speed down the narrow strip of road.

      Vehicles further back matched the aggressive move and crashed into cars around them. As the gunplay continued, it sent additional drivers into desperation as they tried to maneuver their vehicles out of gridlock.

      Sean shifted into reverse and backed up as cars flew by on the shoulder. Honking horns and screeching tires warned of their position as Sean’s back bumper crashed into the hood of the white sedan.

      He torqued the wheel clockwise and punched the gas while the Sprinter Van’s brake lights flashed a deep glowing red. A quick look to the shoulder of the off-ramp confirmed Sean had a narrow window to exploit as more vehicles jockeyed for position and charged his way.

      The front left bumper of his Chevy pickup clipped the Sprinter Van’s rear. Metal groaned from the collision but Sean refused to let up on the gas and floored it, darting ahead of the inbound vehicles.

      Clutching the steering at ten and two, Sean piloted the pickup past cars that tried to jump out in front of him but slammed their brakes.

      Accidents collected within the upheaval, furthering the risk of being trapped within the melee as looming sirens incentivized Sean’s hasty exit.

      His pickup rolled over the curb to the open plot of land that had other cars careening down the slight slope toward the street. He trailed one of the vehicles across the weed-covered landscape to the far road that offered a way out of the confused and chaotic scene.

      The Chevy’s tires chewed earth and then met the paved road. He jostled about in his seat while navigating the hysteria of the drivers and pedestrians that scattered on the walkways.

      A side street with little tariff presented a way out of the turmoil. Sean shot a narrow gap among two cars parked on the road, threading the bulky pickup past the vehicles and across the corner of the sidewalk that dumped him out onto the street.

      He floored the truck as flashing red and blue lights arrived on scene at his back. Sean had cleared the area and avoided detection, keeping him under the noses of law enforcement and on target to continue his mission that would commence soon.
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      Lia steered the Infinity QX80 into the underground parking garage of her office building from the gridlocked streets near the massive high-rise. The early afternoon traffic, which seemed heavier than usual, put her behind schedule, as did the malfunctioning signals plaguing the city.

      It was now after 1:00 p.m. She wasn’t able to make it to Renzo’s café for her lunch date with Rose. Her phone couldn’t connect to the provider's service, putting Lia in a situation where she had to ditch her sister without notice. She felt horrible about missing their get-together and would make it up to Rose later, but given how horrible the day had started and continued to go, Lia wanted to make sure she was ready for the meeting if it was even still on.

      The lights of the Infinity sliced through the shadows of the garage that weren’t lit in their normal yellow hue. Many of the parking spaces that should have been filled on a Wednesday afternoon were empty. What few luxury cars that were there dotted the underground garage, leaving swaths of open spaces between them.

      Biting her lower lip, Lia wondered what was going on. It wasn’t a holiday, and lunch was all but over. The garage should be stacked with cars, but it wasn’t for some odd reason.

      As she scanned the low-lit parking lot, she braked and spun the steering, swinging the SUV into her parking space near the bottom floor entrance. The Infinity idled smoothly underneath Lia as she surveyed the expanse of empty slots near her.

      She switched the engine off, gathered her Gucci purse, phone, and briefcase that she had left in the passenger seat, then Lia exited the SUV.

      The lights shone on the concrete wall ahead of her, illuminating the area while she skirted by the grill toward the entrance of the building. She craned her neck and scoped out the garage as horns blasted from all sides of the towering steel giant.

      Lia entered the bottom floor and made her way toward the bank of elevators. The steady flow of people inhabiting the building was far less than she was used to. Their numbers were greatly reduced, but those inside went about their routine, checking their phones while moving in different directions. Again, not surprising given how empty the parking garage was, but it tickled her curiosity nonetheless.

      One saving grace was that the power was still on. Lights brightened the sections of the building away from the sun’s reach that beamed through the wall of windows and doors at the main entrance.

      As she thumbed the elevator button and waited for one of the doors to open, Lia decided that once she arrived at her office and verified her client’s appointment, she would then decide her next move. If they canceled, she’d gather up what files she would need to be able to work remotely and head back home.

      Part of Lia figured the client would cancel, but ultra-wealthy people didn’t live by the same rules as everyone else. She had learned that lesson years back in her dealings with some of the most well-to-do individuals around. Lia learned early on to never underestimate the power of money and what it did to those who coveted more of it.

      A ding signaled that one of the elevators had arrived. The door to her left retracted. Two women and three businessmen rushed out of the carriage, nearly mowing Lia down.

      She recognized the individuals from casually passing by them in the building. Their sights were glued to the phones’ screens as they hurried toward the parking garage and the main entrance.

      “Excuse you,” Lia said, annoyed by almost being run over.

      Stepping into the elevator, she located her floor on the wall of buttons and pressed it. The carriage dinged and the doors closed, sealing her inside.

      A slight jerk that was barely felt, and the elevator ascended, moving at a good clip. While she waited for the carriage to reach her suite located on the fortieth floor, Lia messed with her phone to see if she had a signal and if Jasper had texted, informing her that he had arrived.

      The pilot she got to fly him to Kentucky was highly regarded and had decades of experience under his belt. It was the first time they had ever used a private charter flight, and she wanted to make sure the trip there went smoothly.

      Lights recessed into the carriage’s ceiling flickered and then dimmed. Lia peeled her gaze from the non-functioning device to the buzzing lamps overhead, praying that the lift wouldn’t lose power and trap her inside.

      At the time, she never considered taking the stairs, as scaling the stairwell in high heels didn’t appeal to her. If push came to shove, Lia would make it happen.

      She arrived at her stop without incident, causing a sigh of relief to sound from her parted lips. The elevator stopped and the doors opened to the wide hallway of her floor.

      Lia exited the carriage quickly and made her way to the Ellis Investment Services office suite, which took up the majority of the floor. A short jaunt to the entrance of glass doors revealed a skeleton crew of workers buzzing about the maze of cubicle stations.

      Heather, the front receptionist, sat behind her desk, scrolling through her phone. Once she noticed Lia, she put the device down and stood.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Fox. I’m surprised to see you here today. I thought you were taking the week to work from home?”

      “I have a client meeting scheduled for today; though, I’m not certain if it’s still on or not.” Lia glanced over the few employees she spotted and then said, “My phone’s been acting up and the electricity at my house has been unreliable at best, so I wasn’t able to check my emails or make any calls to see if the meeting was still on.”

      “We have been dealing with internet issues most of the morning, and heard about the power outages happening across the city,” Heather replied. “Upper management sent everyone home before lunch. Everyone else that’s still here decided to stay behind and gather up what files they needed before leaving in case it goes on for days. I’m here because, well, I need the money and can’t afford to skip out. Not until everyone else has left, anyway.”

      From the sound of it, her scheduled meeting was more than likely canceled. Given the issues in the office and city as a whole, it was a safe assumption to make.

      “That’s what I’ve been dealing with for the past day at my house. I hoped it was localized there, but it doesn’t look that way.” She then asked, “You haven’t gotten any messages for me today by chance, have you?”

      Heather glanced at her well-kept and organized desk. “I don’t believe so. It’s been rather quiet on the phone front since we haven’t received any calls.”

      “I didn’t think so but wanted to make sure.” Lia peered to the far end of the suite where her office was located. Before she could speak another word, the lights crashed, plunging the entire floor into a powerless void.

      Groans sounded from the few workers hidden among the cubicles. Lia expected a temporary blackout before the power would restore, but it never did. At least she had gotten off the elevator first. Being confined in a box hovering in the air and facing a fatal plummet to the bottom floor sent a shiver down her spine.

      “Well, that’s great,” Heather said, vexed by the outage. “This is one time I wish I wasn’t wearing heels. That trek down the stairwell isn’t going to be fun, but I guess it’s better than being trapped in an elevator, especially since the phones are all down.”

      “Agreed.” Lia patted the top of her desk. “I’m going to grab a few things from my office, and if you want, we can head down together.”

      Heather smiled through the frustration. “That would be great. I’ll wait here for you.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Lia scuttled the length of the suite for her office. Her co-workers materialized from above the tops of the cubicles and from their offices ahead of Lia.

      Stacy Johnson, head of the firm’s public relations board, stepped out of her dark office, blocking Lia’s path.

      “Great. So much for getting any work done.” Stacy was a veteran of the company and had worked there long before Lia had joined the ranks.

      She was a miserable divorcee with no kids and no life, other than that of her job. That was how other people in the office described the tenacious fifty-five-year-old who dressed in short tight skirts and a dense layer of makeup that did her no favors.

      Lia had nothing against Stacy and respected her work ethic, though her people skills were less than desirable.

      “Can you believe this, Fox? I wonder if someone forgot to pay the electric bill?”

      Not wanting to engage in a discussion during the blackout, Lia shrugged in response and maintained her brisk stride past the huffing middle-aged department head to her corner office.

      Ducking into her well-lit spacious home away from home, Lia bolted across the expanse of her office toward her large executive desk.

      Sunlight shone through the wall of windows, giving her a magnificent view of Chicago. Despite the headaches that came with a high-valued position within the organization, the urban landscape view made it worthwhile and reaffirmed how the years of hard work and dedication paid off in the end.

      Dumping her Gucci bag, phone, and briefcase to the desk, Lia opened the bottom left drawer and thumbed through the files that were cloaked in shadows. She plucked a few out and popped the latches on her briefcase to open it up when she felt the floor tremble.

      The pen holder and picture frame of her and Jasper shook. Lia’s brow shot upward, wondering what was happening. Chicago was known to have earthquakes, but most were barely noticeable and caused little to no damage.

      A thundering roar sounded. The tremors increased to a violently jolting ruckus that made her entire office quake.

      Screaming boomed from the bullpen outside of Lia’s office. She skirted the corner of her desk and raced to the doorway. From there, she noticed a handful of the firm’s workers pointing at the east side windows.

      They retreated from the glass, shouting as the bedlam trounced their strained voices.

      Lia ran out of her office and opened her mouth to inquire as to what was wrong when she spotted something in the near distance heading toward them.

      Squinting, she saw a jumbo jet flying lower than it should and past the other skyscrapers. It turned at an angle, clipping one of the mammoth high-rises with its right wing.

      Fire erupted from the jet and the building. The wing tore away from the fuselage. As smoke billowed from the contorted steel and flames burned the machinery, the aircraft made an arcing turn that put Lia’s building in the jumbo jet’s flight path.

      Dumbfounded and panicked, Lia fled to her office and shut the door as the jet stayed its course. The tremors rivaled that of a bomb being detonated as the plane collided with the bottom floors of the building under the suite.

      An explosion rocked the skyscraper. Lia ducked under her desk and tucked her legs to her chest. It was one of the loudest noises Lia had ever heard.

      She covered her ears and clamped both eyelids shut to ride out the impact and, hopefully, survive long enough to see another day.
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      Wet, injured, and stranded in the dense Appalachian Mountains of Kentucky, Jasper was lucky to be alive. He sat on the bank of the lake, frazzled by the near-death experience he had eluded.

      His gaze trained at the surface of the water, knowing that the wreckage of the private jet had sunk to the bottom, along with his gear. Wits and soaked clothes were what he had at his disposal.

      All of his belongings had gone to the murky depths where they would stay for the foreseeable future. He had no way of getting down to them, even if he wasn’t hurt.

      Jasper tended to the narrow gash on his thigh as best he could by ripping off one of the sleeves from his shirt and tying it around the wound. The added pressure sent a shockwave of pain that made him flinch and grumble.

      After the sting subsided, he relaxed his taut muscles and looked at his hand.

      The one item Jasper managed to escape the aircraft with was his phone. Water had completely soaked the device to its inner workings. He held it up. Drops of water dripped from the corners. The odds of the phone working were low. Current circumstances made him test the unit to see if, by some small miracle, it would fire up.

      For grins, he thumbed the power button, but it failed to boot. Jasper knew as much and figured it wouldn’t work, but it was worth a shot.

      A swell of mixed emotions surfaced. His fingers clamped around the outer edge. He squeezed its sides and gnashed his teeth. Strings of colorful words ran through his head as he tried to control his rage.

      How was he going to contact help? Where would he go from there? Did the plane have a beacon for a search party to find him? Most importantly, he wasn’t a survivalist like his uncle and ignored his words of drunken wisdom when he tried to bestow knowledge on Jasper.

      Lia would no doubt be worried sick if Jasper didn’t contact her to let her know he arrived safely. He pictured her frantic and crying while walking the halls of their home. Not to mention the weird text he had received before everything on the aircraft went to hell and Sean Moore running into his wife at various places made him leery of the widower’s intentions.

      Slamming the device to the grass, Jasper got to his feet and paced the lake’s bank. With his arms raised and fingers interlocked behind his head, he strolled back and forth while trying to figure out his next move. He had no map and thus, no idea of where to head first.

      The surrounding woods and dense vegetation made it impossible for Jasper to get his bearings. At that moment, whatever direction he decided to go was going to be a crapshoot. Standing idly by with no reason to believe help would be coming anytime soon since they weren’t able to contact anyone when the plane started its unexpected descent, Jasper had one move he could make.

      Instead of hanging around and wasting daylight, he settled on a course of action and ventured away from the lake. Jasper entered the dense sylvan armed with nothing more than his fortitude, and a burning desire to get back to his wife.
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      He arrived at his designated spot without further incident. The traffic jam and trailing madness on the off-ramp and streets put Sean in a foul mood, but it wouldn’t spoil the plans he had.

      The Chevy pickup entered the abandoned building’s south entrance. Its throaty engine echoed inside the hollow walls of the derelict structure. Sirens howling throughout the city indicated that the full force of Chicago’s finest was out and about, patrolling the unfolding unrest.

      Sean parked his truck in a shadowy corner and then switched off the engine. Silence filled the cavernous space.

      Birds fluttered about the rafters and cawed. They flew through the busted windows lining the tops of the walls as he opened his door and jumped out.

      His first order of business was securing the rollup door and locking it in place. Sean lowered the heavy sheet metal door and made his way back to his truck.

      Muffled gunfire cracked outside of the building. It didn’t sound too close, but the present danger of gang bangers and other murderous types who roamed the city was nestled in the back of his head and made Sean cautious. Still, he was confident in his abilities to navigate the mean streets of Chicago and handle whatever sort of threat decided to test their luck against him.

      Years of training and having been in countless skirmishes on various SWAT teams across the country had prepared him for whatever lay beyond the walls of the building. He wasn’t scared, but more attuned to the conflicts of battle that hardened his resolve to charge into the fray.

      Sean approached the passenger side of the pickup and opened the door. His duty bag and rifle case had shifted during his hasty escape from the off-ramp. He gathered the gear and headed for the rear of the truck. Lowering the tailgate, he placed both bags on top and opened them.

      From there, he proceeded to remove his pistol, a bulletproof vest, a plain black ballcap, and additional magazines that were stored in the confines of the pack.

      For the next fifteen minutes, Sean ensured his firearms were fully stocked and ready for action. Each was loaded to the gills and waited for him to place them on his person. He removed his button-up shirt and put his concealable body armor on. Sean then tightened the straps, locking the vest at a comfortable level that would allow him the freedom to move, unhindered by the protective gear.

      Next, he stowed the FN 509 MRD-LE in his waistband, as well as additional magazines. His time spent with the Los Angeles SWAT Unit allowed him to get familiar with both the pistol and rifle he used. Sean admired the accuracy and ruggedness of the weapons and settled on those for his crusade. After firing hundreds of rounds through each firearm, he found that neither jammed and worked flawlessly.

      A distant focused glare took hold of Sean as he stared at the endless shadows plaguing the building. He put his shirt back on to conceal the vest, then secured his M24 sniper rifle for movement.

      As Sean sealed the case and slung the sling over his shoulder, he pictured the final moments with his wife, Claire, as she faded away, broken and dying, in that hospital room.

      Claire gave a loving smile and touched his cheek; then she mouthed “I love you” before passing on. His world crumbled that day, as it had many times since. For Sean, losing his wife was the final straw that broke his spirit and sent him into a downfall from which he would never escape.

      For those that failed his family, he prayed that a higher power would have mercy on their soul because he was out of forgiveness.

      Sean slammed the tailgate closed, secured the ballcap on top of his head, and locked his truck, then scurried to a side door across the building, ready for the first stop of his campaign.

    

  







            SEVENTEEN

          

          

      

    

    






LIA

        

      

    

    
      Her skull throbbed. A pounding headache formed deep in her head, making each move she made increase the pressure, but at least she was alive.

      Lia lay on the floor under her desk. Smoke tainted the air. Her lungs burned from inhaling the toxic fumes. She had lost sight of the aircraft that was heading right for the high-rise, and she was unsure of the extent of damage it caused. Given that the skyscraper hadn’t collapsed from the collision, Lia guessed that the pilots were able to angle the aircraft enough, but she wasn’t certain if that was the case.

      Pushing up from the thinly carpeted floor, Lia scooted out from the opening of the desk. She used the tabletop’s overhang and her chair to aid her in standing up.

      The world spun. Her balance felt off. She swayed some, disoriented by the flood of adrenaline that consumed her.

      As Lia gathered her legs under her, she coughed and took stock of the aftermath. She looked through the wall of windows that separated her corner office from the rest of the suite.

      An abundance of noise from the city was now easily heard in the normally quiet space. Several of the large windows were missing, allowing the gusting wind to infiltrate the skyscraper.

      She moved around the desk, keeping close to it while heading for the doorway. Her palm lifted from the surface, forcing Lia to move on her own and maintain her balance.

      The others stirred from across the suite. They crouched and gathered their bearings, trailing the impact and explosion. No one appeared hurt from what Lia saw, but all were shaken from the nerve-shredding experience.

      Each moved in ponderous slow motion. The one saving grace was that the floor, and building in general, wasn’t fully staffed as far as Lia assumed.

      Black smoke funneled into the air from below the base of the busted window. The dense cloud hindered their view of the world beyond. As Lia staggered out of her office, she surveyed the suite and spotted Stacy on the floor next to her doorway.

      Hacking and shaking her head, Stacy pushed on the floor and got to her feet as Lia advanced toward her. The Public Relations Director appeared unharmed. She sported no visible injuries that Lia could see as she trudged close to the windows of her office, then Stacy’s.

      “Are you okay?”

      Stacy stabilized her balance and leaned back on the glass. The back of her hand covered her mouth. She coughed and gave a thumbs up, then asked, “Was that an airliner that struck the building? Did I see that right?”

      “You did. I saw it as well.”

      “Why in the world was it flying so low? You don’t think terrorists hijacked the flight, do you?”

      Lia gave one final cough that doubled her over. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like that before. Well, not personally. I don’t think it completely crashed into us but more so clipped a portion of the building.”

      “How do you know that?” Stacy raised her arm and made a sweeping motion from right to left. “Look at all of that smoke. That plane had to have tagged us well.”

      Lia blinked and rubbed her eyes. “Yeah. It did hit us, but if the aircraft had fully plowed into the building, I highly doubt we’d be standing here talking. I’m not so sure it would have taken the full brunt of the impact. As far as I can see, the only damage our floor took was busted windows. It hit below us on the lower levels.”

      “In either case, I wouldn’t be surprised if this was an attack. You know most countries hate the United States and want to see us burn,” Stacy replied while adjusting her top and skirt. “I have my guesses as to who could have done this, but I’ll spare you.”

      Thanks, Lia thought, unconcerned about the who as she was more focused on the safety of everyone else.

      “I’m going to check on the others and see how they’re doing.” Lia tipped her head toward the receptionist’s desk. “Did you want to see how Heather is doing?”

      “Yeah. I will. I’ll also double-check the offices on the way. I don’t think anyone came in, but I’ve been holed up in mine for most of the morning, so I haven’t seen who all showed today.”

      Lia split from Stacy, who headed for the receptionist desk. One by one, Lia made her rounds, ensuring the firm’s skeleton crew was unharmed and didn’t need medical attention. All were free of injuries as they shook off the collision and moved away from the shards of busted glass that covered the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Her high heels crunched over the fragments of glass as she glanced at the missing windows. As the final few workers left their desks and navigated the maze of cubicles, Lia peered at the cityscape blocked by the black smoke.

      She edged toward the gaping mouth of one of the windows. What glass remained intact looked like sharks’ teeth.

      “What are you doing, Fox?” Stacy asked at Lia’s back. “I don’t think you should be getting that close. It might not be safe.”

      “I’m taking a look, is all. Wait there.” Lia approached one of the windows that spider-webbed out from the center but didn’t break.

      As she cautiously shimmed down the cracked glass and crunched the shards under her, Lia craned her neck. Her hand batted the air as she squinted to see below them.

      A melody of chaos rang out from the streets and city as a whole. She leaned forward while gripping the lip of the metal separating the two large windows.

      Flashes of a fire flickered from the site of the crash beneath them. Its orange and yellow tendrils flung out from the high-rise.

      Lia surveyed the flames and then glanced at the landscape of steel and brick across the city through the waning smoke. Damage to Aon Center was extensive.

      The plane’s wing that clipped the side of the skyscraper ripped a chunk of the structure’s exterior away. Twisted steel and ruined debris framed the powerless interior of the massive building that housed tenants and retail shops.

      With the destructive plane crash and the blackout leaving their building in an uncertain state of stability, Lia retreated from the window and headed for the receptionist’s desk. They had to call for help and figure out their next move sooner rather than later.
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      Jasper’s injured thigh caused him to walk with a limp and slowed his progress. Each step over the uneven terrain made the gash ache, but he moved on, refusing to let it slow him down more than it already had.

      Cloud cover blocked the sun’s strident rays. The canopy of green leafy limbs added to the barrier, casting most of the wooded area in a shade that Jasper traversed.

      He plucked a broken branch from the forest floor and used it to bear the brunt of his weight. It allowed him to take some of the pressure off his hurt leg, making it feel a tiny bit better.

      As he plodded about, Jasper tirelessly checked his phone. No water dripped from the device, but the damage to its electronics had certainly been fatal. Even knowing the odds of it booting were not in his favor, Jasper persisted in testing the power button. What else could he do?

      In the blink of an eye, his world had once more been flipped upside down. As if life hadn’t beaten up on him enough, the relentless pounding he took from a young age up through the present crushed his soul to dust.

      Most days Jasper felt like a hollow shell going about a daily routine that was pointless. Any progress made would soon be wiped away by tragedy in some form. Perhaps he was cursed, targeted by a malicious demon that enjoyed tormenting him for fun and feasted on his pain.

      The one spot of light in the dark tunnel was Lia. She made every day better and worth fighting for. Without her, a miserable existence plagued Jasper and sought to drag him to the depths of despair, but she entered his life at a pivotal moment that pulled him from the ether.

      Jasper slapped the phone against the heel of his palm, but it failed to initiate the device. Accepting what was, he shoved the phone into his damp back pocket and huffed.

      There has to be a road, house, or cabin out here somewhere, Jasper thought.

      He’d been traveling through the foothills for what seemed like hours on end. In reality, it had been less than two hours since he abandoned the lake.

      His stomach rumbled, signaling its desire and need for nutrition. The interior of Jasper’s mouth was dry and his gums had a tacky feeling to them. He licked his lips and swallowed while trying not to dwell on the mounting problems before him.

      Animals scurried about the grounds around him. Jasper heard them scuttle among the bushes and trees, but he never laid eyes on them.

      Birds chirped from high above, cloaked within the heavy vegetation of the trees.

      Thin beams of light cut down to the earth, marking the cloud's retreat from the area.

      A crack of thunder rang out. No. Not thunder, but a gunshot? One single report gave Jasper hope that someone was close by.

      “Hello!” he yelled, screeching as loud as his dry throat would allow him. “I’m here! Hello!”

      No response came or additional thunderous pops of gunfire. A hunter had to be in the area.

      Jasper was bound and determined to track him down, one way or another.

    

  







            NINETEEN

          

          

      

    

    






SEAN

        

      

    

    
      Chicago had descended into a gridlocked state of unrest. The normal Wednesday Sean expected was erased by the city-wide blackout that devastated the metroplex’s daily appointed grind.

      He stayed in the alleyways of the buildings, using them as cover while avoiding the unfolding violence that increased around him.

      On a normal day, Chicago experienced unprecedented homicides. Year over year, the death toll ticked upward to staggering rates that exceeded the rest of the country. Sprinkle in an unexpected event that sent not only the criminal element into a feeding frenzy, but now the everyday common Joe would be panicked and thus, adding to the unraveling fabric of society.

      For Sean, however, the disruption was more of a blessing than a curse. It posed some inherent challenges but made for the perfect cover and distraction for the population that played right into his plan.

      Police were out and about. Their squad cars struggled to find ways past the blockade of cars that couldn’t move due to downed traffic signals that decimated the steady flow of traffic.

      Fires burned but Sean couldn’t tell where they originated. His narrowed view from the confines of the alleys he moved through made it impossible.

      The hint of smoke that filled the air confirmed Sean’s assumption. No matter where he went, it followed, invading his nostrils and lungs.

      An explosion of some sort piqued his curiosity. It sounded like a bomb going off within the city.

      Sean toed the corner of the building and glanced at the street jammed with endless amounts of cars and people snaking among them. Similar to the off-ramp, the rows of vehicles tried to maneuver out of the confines of stagnant steel but were left no wiggle room to escape the trucks and cars parked in front and behind them.

      The gunfire sent civilians ducking for cover. It was a madhouse of confusion that pulled Chicago’s finest into the throes of utter turmoil and anarchy.

      Muzzle fire flashed at different spots of the stretch of road, then vanished. Sean studied the scene from the blind corner he hid behind. With the police distracted, he could go to work, using the engagement to pick off his targets, one by one.

      It was an unplanned stop, but he couldn’t pass it up. Sean had to jump on the opportunity and strike while the window was open for him to do so.

      He glanced over his shoulder and spotted a fire escape. An elevated position would give him the best chance for success and provide a bird’s eye view of their exact locations.

      Sean double-timed it to the base of the ladder and scaled the rungs with ease. Even with the added weight of the rifle, vest, and additional ammo, he managed to climb up the ladder to the first level in under a minute.

      Winded, he scaled the remaining flights in a dead sprint. His boots clacked off the steel steps in rapid succession. Most of the windows he passed had shades drawn or displayed empty spaces with no hint of people residing in the rundown lower-class dwellings.

      Racing up the last bit of ladder to the roof, Sean hurtled over the brick lip to the rooftop and made his way to the far side of the building.

      From his elevated view, Sean saw the full scope of the city’s dire state. Several pillars of smoke plumed into the air from multiple buildings. They varied in size and density, but one thing was certain, something catastrophic had happened.

      Removing the rifle case from his shoulder, Sean extracted the M24 sniper rifle and got into position. He scoped the area for wandering gazes near his nest but viewed none from the few windows he could see. Thus far, the event had distracted everyone, leaving Sean blind to the people around him.

      Setting the rifle’s bipod on the concrete lip, Sean steadied his breathing and put his finger inside the trigger guard, ready to go to work.

    

  







            TWENTY

          

          

      

    

    






LIA

        

      

    

    
      Speculations of what happened to the plane and the city, in general, ran rampant. Wild theories rang out from the firm’s employees that huddled around Heather’s receptionist desk.

      “I’m telling you right now, we were attacked,” Stacy said while she jabbed her finger at the missing windows. “Someone did this to us. What other possible reason could there be?”

      Jim Parsons, one of the firm’s recent hires, countered her argument. His bald head glistened with sweat, coating his scalp in a sheen of wetness that raced down the sides of his face. “Why do you assume it was a terrorist attack? The plane could have malfunctioned and was forced down. We don’t know. Jumping off the deep end into X country attacked us is foolhardy.”

      “Does it matter if it was an attack or by accident?” Diane Jones asked the bickering group. She was the eldest of the pack, knocking on the door of seventy years old, but her feisty attitude and repeated visits to her plastic surgeon made her not look a day over fifty-five. “We should be focused on trying to call for help and not theorizing what might have happened.”

      “Yeah,” Brent Williamson said, agreeing with Diane. The middle-aged man adjusted his trousers. His heavy southern accent grew more pronounced the angrier he got. “Have some respect for the people that died on that flight. I doubt they care as to the reason why the plane crashed, seeing as the majority, if not all of them, suffered the same fate.”

      Heather sat in her chair behind the reception desk, trying to make a call from her cell phone that failed to connect. “I’ve got no signal still on my phone. Does anyone else have any bars?”

      “No. I keep getting a no service notification,” Chad Stigler said, perturbed as he swiped his finger across the screen of his phone.

      The back of his tattooed forearm wiped across his brow, removing the sweat gathering on the tan skin. His clean-shaven face made him look even younger than thirty.

      “I’ve got no signal as well,” Diane said, sighing.

      “Me either.” Brent powered down the device and shoved it into the back pocket of his slate gray slacks. “Is there not a way for us to contact nine-one-one even if the cell service is down? I thought that whether you had network coverage or not, your phone had to have the ability to at least be able to contact the authorities.”

      “Under normal circumstances, yes, but we are not in a normal situation it seems.” Stacy showed her screen to the group. “I’ve been trying to contact 911 but it isn’t going through. This is my fourth attempt and so far, it hasn’t done anything.”

      “What about an EMP,” Chad said while snapping his fingers. “Doesn’t that disrupt electronics?”

      Brent jerked his chin at the young man and said, “If it were an EMP, or electromagnetic pulse, then our phones probably wouldn’t be turning on and a lot of the cars out there wouldn’t be running.”

      Lia propped her elbows on Heather’s desk, away from the crowd of chattering folks. Her multiple attempts at sending Jasper a text failed repeatedly, as did her calls to the police.

      “Did the aspirin help with your headache?” Heather asked.

      “It had. Thanks for offering me some.” The pang in Lia’s skull lessened to that of an annoyance than a raging throb.

      Being the senior staff member in the office, Lia pocketed her phone and wrangled the group’s mounting desperation.

      “Okay, everyone. Let’s calm down and focus.” Her voice boomed, shutting down the debate among the co-workers. “The who, why, when, and how doesn’t matter right now. What we need to do is focus on our next move.”

      “And what’s that?” Stacy shot back in an indignant snarl. “What’s your brilliant plan?”

      “We see if we can get down to the lower levels using the stairwell,” Lia answered, matching Stacy’s tone. “That’s what emergency protocol dictates, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
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      Stacy scoffed at her course of action, but the rest of the group happily agreed.

      “She’s right,” Diane said, bobbing her head. “We should check the stairwell. That’s the only way we’ll be able to get down since the elevators are out of the question.”

      “That’s a long way down,” Brent replied. “We’re on the sixtieth floor and I’m not in the best shape.” He palmed his gut with both hands and jiggled his small, but pronounced pooch.

      “We’ll take it slow and easy,” Lia said to the group. “No one is being left behind. We all go.”

      “Wait. Won’t it be dark inside the stairwell?” Heather asked, asserting her reservations. “I mean, if there’s no power, how will we be able to see? As far as I know, there aren’t any flashlights in the office, or not that I have noticed.”

      “Worst case is that we can use our phones to see.” Chad thumbed the screen and turned on the device’s flashlight. “This will brighten it up if the emergency lights aren’t functioning properly.” He waved the light shining from the back of his phone at everyone, then shut it off.

      “This all sounds fantastic, but perhaps the stairwell should be checked first before everyone runs into it,” Stacy said to the group. “Remember the plane that just hit the building? We don’t know what sort of damage it caused on the floors below and the stairwell. Before we all pile into a potential death trap, I think we should do that first. Once we know, then go from there.”

      The group agreed, tilting their heads and murmuring a unanimous voice.

      “Who is going to check it out and see?” Jim asked. “Are there any volunteers?”

      Lia chimed in. “I’ll go and see what we’re up against. The rest of you stay put until I return.”

      “I can come with you,” Chad said. “It might be better for us to stick together and not have anyone wandering about on their own.”

      Stacy rolled her eyes at the suggestion from Chad. The pair had a history that was cringe-worthy at best. She had a thing for younger, fit men, and Chad wouldn’t give Stacy the time of day. It made her bitter, more so than she already was.

      “Fine.” Lia didn’t care and wanted to avoid another discussion on the matter. They had to work thoughtfully and as a team. If Chad had different reasons for going with Lia, she would shut it down fast.

      “Well, while those two are looking into the stairwell, I’m going to the nearby offices to see if anyone else on this floor might have been able to contact the authorities.” Stacy peeled from the pack and made for the main entrance of their suite that was but a few feet away.

      “Didn’t you hear what Lia said?” Diane replied. “She wants everyone to stay put until they get back.”

      Stacy cut her eyes to Lia. “She isn’t my boss. You can stay here if you want and wait but I’m going to see what I can find. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Lia remained tight-lipped and let Stacy go about her business. The problems they already faced didn’t need to be magnified by dissent and further bickering among those who were trying to be a pain.

      As Stacy opened the glass door and disappeared into the gloomy hallway, Lia addressed the group. “Chad and I will be back shortly. Please, stay away from the busted windows. If you can gather your belongings safely, then do it and then meet back here at Heather’s desk.”

      Everyone tipped their heads, acknowledging the request.

      “Did you want me to grab your belongings from your office while you’re gone?” Heather asked Lia.

      “You can. Thank you for the offer.” Lia glanced at Chad. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes, ma’am. After you.”
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      Heading in the direction of the gunshot, Jasper moved at a good clip. The discomfort in his leg, and body in general, paled in comparison to missing the chance at finding whoever was out in the woods with him.

      “Hello!” Jasper shouted while ducking under low-hanging branches and shoving his way past bushes.

      He was concerned that the potential hunter had vacated the area before he could track him down. He also knew the potential that the person wasn’t a hunter at all, and he could be walking into a bad drug deal, or worse. But what choice did he have?

      The single report was challenging to track in the mountains. For all Jasper knew, he might have been moving away from the individual instead of going toward them.

      His boots shuffled along the forest floor. A sense of urgency caused a swell of panic as the idea of missing his chance at being rescued would slip through his fingers.

      Another pop of gunfire stopped him dead in his tracks. It was close and within the immediate area, but he spied no one among the trees that encompassed every inch of land surrounding him.

      Jasper rubbed his jaw, gears turning inside his head. Even if it was a hunter, surprising him out in the remote wilderness was dangerous and warranted a cautious approach. Catching a bullet would ruin his chances of making it home and end his existence in the mountains.

      Before Jasper opened his mouth to shout another call, he heard rustling within the thicket twenty feet ahead of him. His gaze was directed to the foliage and narrowed, trying to gauge who or what was approaching.

      He hunched and stayed motionless as the disturbance thrashed the vegetation. His hold on the branch he used as a walking stick and weapon tightened.

      “If you can hear me, I need help!”

      The rustling ceased.

      Jasper inched forward and raked the landscape in a single precise motion from right to left.

      An animal exploded from the bushes and ran at him. It was a white-tailed deer moving quickly.

      Its hooves stomped the ground. Jasper flinched and backed up. Then the animal changed course before arriving at him, cutting between two trees in a hard slice that kicked up chunks of earth from under the frightened creature.

      Less than five seconds later, a different set of footfalls stalked from the bushes. Caught in a fluster of panic, Jasper continued his retreat when an older man outfitted in a brightly colored orange vest and camouflage apparel appeared. He carried a shotgun and had the weapon tucked against his shoulder.

      The bill of the green and brown camo hat concealed a portion of his aged face. His mouth moved, shifting the thick white beard sprinkled with hints of black throughout the well-groomed hairs.

      He lowered the shotgun and stood at ease after spotting Jasper. The barrel angled at the ground as the corner of his mouth crinkled.

      “Christ, son. What are you doing out here in the woods standing around like that? That’s a good way for you to get shot. Did you not hear the gunshots going off?”

      “I’m not out here by choice; I can assure you,” Jasper answered. “And I did hear the gunshots. I shouted repeatedly, but no one heard me. I guess that it was you that I was calling to.”

      While staring at Jasper, the old man’s face scrunched. He reached up to his right ear and pulled an earplug out. “Come again? I forgot I had these damn plugs in my ears.”

      The elder huntsman plucked the other from his left ear and put them in his pant pocket.

      Jasper forwent repeating himself and got straight to the point. “I was in a plane crash a mile or so back. My leg is hurt, I’m hungry, thirsty, and in need of assistance. Can you help me? Please.”

      Placing the sling of his shotgun over his shoulder, the huntsman nodded and said, “I can. Come with me.”
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      Working his way down the fire escape to the alley below, Sean had a righteous sense of justice about what he had done. Taking out the four police officers was a prelude to things to come.

      True, some would consider the callous act barbaric and label him as a terrorist, but those individuals were blinded by the reality of a faulty system that wasn’t working. They hadn’t suffered as Sean had from the boys in blue and the rest of the folks who had failed him and his dead wife.

      Sean wasn’t out to get his name in the paper and garner accolades of any sort. He didn’t thrive on the idea of his name being spread about the community and nation for his heinous atrocities. To Sean, this was a lesson to be taught to those who had lost sight of what it meant to serve and protect.

      Sliding down the ladder to the ground, Sean turned and reversed course, backtracking from the direction he had come from earlier. He had planned to cross the street and dart into the next alley, but carrying out his recent lesson sent a bigger wave of terror through those people in the vicinity of the officers, and he didn’t want to be seen near the site.

      Hoofing it to the corner of the building, Sean skirted the blind bend at full tilt. The clamor of screams and horns trumpeting a chorus of chaos engulfed the city block.

      He kept low and was attuned to his surroundings. Each step was calculated. His piercing gaze raked the urban landscape and the street ahead.

      The congested alleyway was littered with scores of overflowing trashcans and dumpsters. A palpable stench of rotted food and waste permeated the air.

      Flies buzzed about the filth, hovering over the open containers and bins as he rushed past them. They flew at his head and body. He swatted them away and hurdled a silver dented trash can that was dumped on its side.

      Two men sprung out from behind a green waste dump ahead of Sean. They blocked his way, causing him to skid to an abrupt stop.

      Neither man bothered concealing their identities. Their tattered, unkempt clothes and raggedy general appearance signaled to Sean they were homeless, or destitute at best. Still, that didn’t keep them from brandishing two small revolvers in trembling hands. In Chicago, it wasn’t hard for anyone, criminal or not, to get a firearm by whatever means.

      “And where are you going in such a hurry, pal?” the sickly, pale-skinned man to Sean’s left asked.

      His wiry, brown hair was a mess and went in all directions. Crazed eyes opened wider as he licked his lips, making him look like an escaped mental patient who’d been off his meds.

      “Yeah. Hand over the case you’re hauling and any valuables you’ve got, or you’ll wish you picked a different alley to come down.”

      The man’s partner had a similarly unhinged twinkle firing in his bug-shaped sockets. He constantly scratched at the scraggly hairs lining his jaw. Long strands of his grimy black hair dangled about his head like spider legs.

      Sean raised his hands in compliance and waited for his moment to act. “Why don’t you put the guns away and move on? I’m the one man that you do not want to mess with today. I can promise you that.”

      They twitched and flinched at each subtle noise. If Sean had to guess, the two men were drug addicts in desperate need of their next fix.

      Bug eyes guffawed. “It is you that’s made the mistake here. So, unless you want to die in this trash, hand over the case and empty your pockets, or we will shoot you right here.”

      “And there’s not a single damn thing you can do about it,” his partner said while adjusting his unsteady handle on the grip.

      “Okay. Fine. But, before I do, can I give the two of you a bit of advice?”

      “What?” Bug eyes asked as his lips pursed.

      Sean dabbed his finger at their weapons and said, “If you’re going to hold someone up and then threaten them with violence, it works much better if you have the hammer cocked back on those revolvers you’re carrying.”

      The men hesitated for a moment, then looked to their guns, giving Sean an opening to launch a counterstrike.

      In a flash, he reached behind him and grabbed the FN509. As he brought the pistol to bear, the two thugs were refocusing their sights back on him.

      He squeezed the trigger and fired a single shot at each of the men. The bullets punched them dead center in their chests before they could return fire.

      Both men collapsed to the concrete with holes in their chests. The revolvers clattered off the ground near them.

      As they writhed on the pavement and bled out, Sean advanced while covering the injured men. He scooped up their guns and deposited them into the closest dumpster. Sean then put an additional round in each man’s sternum, completely snuffing out their miserable lives.

      Satisfied that they were no longer an issue, Sean stowed the FN509 in his waistband. He fled the scene, leaving the thugs’ dead bodies where they lay and belonged; in the trash, with the rest of the waste and vermin.

      His next target awaited him, and he didn’t want to keep them waiting.
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      Chad hung on Lia’s back, closer than she liked. Less than a foot separated the pair as they strolled down the silent murky hallway past the bank of elevators.

      His cologne was overpowering, invading her nose with scents of ginger, tobacco, and cocoa. Its smell compared to Jasper’s cologne, but he didn’t bathe in it.

      “How are you holding up through all of this?” Chad asked from over her shoulder. “It’s been a wild ride today, and that doesn’t seem like it’s going to change much.”

      Lia walked a bit faster and put some distance between them. “I’m doing fine. Thank you for asking. Let’s stay on task, shall we?”

      “Yes, of course.” Chad cleared his throat without saying another word. As they approached the closed stairwell door, he said, “You know, if you need to talk or whatever, I’m a good listener.”

      With her hand resting on the silver door handle, Lia turned toward him. Heat built in her neck and rushed her face. “Why would you say that to me? If I needed someone to talk to, my husband would be my first and only choice.”

      Chad threw his hands up in protest while clutching his phone. “I meant no disrespect, Lia. You’ve seemed different the past year, and I assumed things at home might be tense, for obvious reasons. I want nothing more than to be a good friend.”

      Please, Lia thought. And now was the perfect moment to spring this on me? Whatever.

      She released the handle and bowed up to the young man who crossed a line he shouldn’t have. “Listen, Chad. You seem like a nice guy with a good head on your shoulders. I’m not sure what you think you know, but please keep this professional, because that’s all we’ll ever be. Nothing more.”

      He ventured a rebuttal, but Lia cut him off and cemented her position on the matter before he could speak.

      “Furthermore, this is not hook-up central. I’m well aware of your activities with women in the office and the building in general. If you want to comfort someone and lend an ear to their troubles, I suggest you seek them out, because I’m not interested. Are we clear?”

      His confident swagger stiffened. He bobbed his head like a schoolboy who’d been scolded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Now that we have that settled, how about we do as planned and check out the stairwell? Sound good to you?”

      Chad tilted his head and discontinued his idle banter that had nothing to do with their task.

      She fished her phone from her pantsuit pocket and then activated the flashlight. A bright white glow beamed from the device on the floor.

      Parroting her move, Chad backed up, switched his flashlight on, and waited as Lia pulled the handle down. She opened the door and waved the light at the stuffy blackness beyond.

      Lia moved inside the doorway to get a better visual of the stairwell as Chad grabbed the door’s edge, holding it open for her.

      The emergency lights were not on. Blackness consumed every square inch of the stairwell. It was as if they were stepping into a void of nothingness.

      Her phone swept the landing and then trained at the flight of stairs ahead of them. The pointed tips of her heels clicked off the ground as she advanced on the railing. She leaned over the top bar and shone the light at the abyss below.

      “What are you seeing?” Chad asked, moving into position next to Lia.

      The door squeaked shut and hit the jamb with a hollow thud, erasing what fraction of light they had from the hallway.

      Again, the smell of smoke refused to dissipate. It choked her since the sealed enclosure didn’t allow the sulfuric stench to escape.

      Light shone from somewhere three floors down, illuminating the landing and entrance to the stairwell. From what little bit she could see, part of the wall had been damaged, and the door leading out was missing.

      Below them, Lia detected footfalls and what sounded like another emergency door slamming shut, then silence. Whoever was beneath them seemed far away and then gone.

      “I think part of the stairwell below us was damaged when the plane struck the building. There’s debris down there. From here, it’s difficult to say if it’s passable or if I’m not seeing it correctly.”

      Chad leaned over the top railing and stretched his arm down toward the lower levels. His phone’s light was slightly brighter than hers, but it still wasn’t enough to get a clear picture of the area.

      “Yeah. I think you might be right, but I can’t be sure. Not from where we are anyway. To tell if the stairwell is passable, we’ll have to work our way down and inspect it. Best to do that now before we try to drag everyone else in here.”

      Lia agreed while squinting and waving the phone at the darkness.

      “I can go there and look it over alone if you want. I know that high heels will make it cumbersome to descend those steps.”

      “It’s fine. I’m accustomed to working in heels.” Lia moved around Chad to the steps and scoped out the stairs before starting her descent. “Let’s get down there and see what we’re facing.”
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      They egressed the densely wooded sylvan by heading southwest, following a snaking trail that cut through the brush. The huntsman moved at a steady clip ahead of Jasper, setting their pace.

      “Are you sure you don’t want some help, friend?” the older man asked. “I don’t mind giving you a hand. You’re grunting something awful, and that leg of yours isn’t looking too great.”

      “I’m good, but thank you,” Jasper answered, wincing periodically. “How much farther until we make it to your cabin?”

      “Not too far. We’re almost there.”

      They hit a clearing that expanded into a swath of open land dotted with thick, tall trees. Sprawling peaks surrounded them, encasing the plot of earth in lush scenery that wasn’t available in Chicago’s urban scene.

      As they plodded through the field of swaying grass, Jasper detected a hint of smoke laced with hickory. Ahead of them, past a wall of additional trees, he located what he assumed to be the huntsman’s cabin.

      Jasper’s fingers ached to the marrow from gripping the stick tightly. The branch he used to take a portion of his weight allowed him to reduce the strain on his injured leg. He imagined what the trek along the rugged terrain would have been like if he hadn’t thought to snag the branch.

      The huntsman led Jasper along the trail, past the trees, and to a bridge made of different-sized chopped lumber and rope. It spanned the width of a wide-mouth stream that circled the property.

      Their boots clomped over the platform to the far side. They hit the embankment and advanced across the property toward the surprisingly nice large log home.

      Unlike Jasper’s uncle’s cabin, which was in dire need of renovating to remove the rotted wood and crumbling roof, the old man’s abode was in great condition. He had a variety of colorful plants around the base of the home. There was more dirt than grass, but it didn’t detract from the property’s well-kept aesthetic.

      Two additional buildings populated the grounds. Both were large and in just as good of shape as the cabin itself, which made Jasper somewhat jealous.

      “This is a great piece of property you have here,” Jasper said as they rounded the corner of the two-story home toward the wooden deck. “I’ve never seen one this nice before.”

      “Thanks. It’s my little slice of heaven. Remote and peaceful. Not a bad way to live if you ask me.”

      The huntsman scaled the steps and tromped across the deck to the front door. Jasper followed, albeit a bit slower, but he managed up the steps and made it to the entrance of the home, where the older man held the door open for him.

      A mixture of scents bombarded Jasper upon entry to the cabin. The hickory he smelled earlier melded with a melody of spices that filled the entire dwelling, which was lavish and pristine.

      Windows lined the walls from all sides. It gave a stunning view of the woods around them. Not a spec of civilization was in sight.

      Brown leather furniture populated the space. Its scent added to the other smells, and it made for a feast for his nose to consume.

      One of the main attractions of the cabin Jasper noticed upon entry, aside from the big kitchen, was the oversized stone fireplace.

      Positioned above the flames was a cast iron post hanging from a tripod stand. Given the upscale feel of the home, it seemed out of place, but Jasper wasn’t one to judge.

      The huntsman shut the door behind Jasper and placed his shotgun on the floor next to the entrance. He then pointed at one of the wide leather seats in the living room.

      “Why don’t you take a seat there while I grab my medical kit so we can tend to that leg wound you have.”

      Jasper limped over the cherry wood floor to the brown leather chair and sat down slowly. As the day had worn on, more of his body signaled additional spots that were sore and hurt. It wasn’t until he went to sit that more surfaced.

      Clenching his teeth, Jasper dropped the branch to the floor. It made an abrupt, jarring noise that made him cringe. He used his arms to control his descent and sat on the soft cushion. Jasper deflated into the chair’s comforting backrest, relishing in the luxury of being safe and off of his feet.

      He glanced at the fireplace, then up to the 80-inch flat-screen TV mounted above. Its black screen reflected the room but didn’t give him a good look at how bad he felt and probably appeared.

      Footfalls sounded behind Jasper and headed toward him. The huntsman appeared, holding a white box.

      “All right. Let’s see what we got here.” He sat on the edge of the oak coffee table and popped open the lid.

      Jasper leaned forward and repositioned on the seat. “I do appreciate your kindness. You have no idea how bad my day has been.”

      He gave a dismissive wave and said, “No need to thank me. It’s the least I can do. I can imagine how horrifying that must have been for you. Surviving a plane crash is no small feat. Speaking of, was it a small passenger plane you were on by chance? I heard a loud noise early but couldn’t tell what it was. I just chalked it up to maybe thunder.”

      “Private charter flight. It was me and the pilot on the plane.”

      As Jasper unwound the torn cloth from around his thigh, the extent of the damage was now in view. The gash looked to be about an inch long and was deep, at least to him. Pieces of the bloody fabric of his pants flopped over the flesh that he moved out of the way.

      “How’d you go down? I’ve always been fearful of flying for that reason. I’d rather drive than get into an aircraft. They’re nothing more than death traps if you ask me.”

      Leaning forward and lifting his chin slightly, the huntsman gently pinched Jasper’s lower thigh above his knee and studied the injury.

      “To be honest, I’m still trying to figure that out.” Jasper grimaced from the pressure, but he didn’t venture an audible response. “We lost communications and the plane began to act weird. Then the pilot said something about his pacemaker or something. Before I knew it, he was dead in the cockpit and the plane was going down.”

      “Wow. You should count your lucky stars that you’re alive.” He kept his focused stare at Jasper’s thigh and then continued. “I think this is going to need to be stitched up. It’s longer than an inch and is deep.”

      “I was afraid of that.” Jasper never cared for stitches.

      In the past, he had received his fair share from accidents playing, and being bullied as a kid. The doctors weren’t careful and made the process more painful than he thought it should be.

      “I can stitch it up if you’d like, or you can do it yourself? However, if you want to do it is fine with me.”

      It was a no-brainer. Although Jasper didn’t know how the huntsman would do in tending to the wound, his ability to stitch the gash would cause more problems than fix.

      “You can if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all.” He dug a package out from the kit instead of a needle and string. It had Emergency Laceration Closures in bold white letters on the front. As he tore the package open and pulled one of the closures free, he said, “I’m Bill Tanner, by the way.”

      “Jasper Fox.”
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      Each step they took down the stairs to the lower levels was cautious. Lia trained the light from her phone at her feet while Chad shone his ahead of them.

      Her eyes quickly adjusted to the blackness. Hints of the damage caused by the plane came into focus as they hit the landing and made for the next run of steps.

      Lia gripped the railing and made her way down to the fifty-seventh floor. The walls separating the stairwell and hallway had suffered a catastrophic failure.

      Portions of concrete carpeted the landing in front of the missing door and wall. The railing was a twisted mess of tangled steel.

      A strong odorous stench of fuel permeated the air.

      “Oh, man.” Chad investigated the damage to the hallway beyond the stairwell that had more sunlight beaming through the missing portion of the building. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing.”

      “What is it?” Lia moved down the additional steps and then she skirted by chunks of busted concrete.

      The floor under them creaked a subtle warning. She paused and refrained from taking another step.

      “Did you hear that?”

      Chad wrenched his chin over his shoulder to her, then down at the landing. “Was that the floor that made the noise?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know if it was or the damaged part of the building.” Lia stepped back to the bottom step and assessed the landing’s integrity. “I’m not so sure we should risk bringing everyone through here. If there’s a fracture in the construction, it could buckle under our weight.”

      “Agreed.” Chad retreated to the steps at her side. “There’s another stairwell we can check. Maybe it’s in better shape.”

      Lia examined the destruction from the step she stood on. Busted walls, shards of glass, and more concrete met her gaze. She wondered if there was anyone on the floor that required assistance. As much as she wanted to get down to the first level and out of the building, Lia couldn’t in good conscience do that until she checked for survivors.

      “We should head back up top and let the others know what we’ve found and what our next move should be.” Chad looked to Lia for a response as he made his way back up the stairs.

      With a resolute breath, Lia replied, “You can if you want, but I’m going in there. People might be hurt, and I’m not moving on until I know for sure.”

      Chad worked back down the few steps and said, “If you’re staying, then so am I. It’s safer to do so.”

      “It is. Come on. Let’s head in and check for survivors.”
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      The sutures held in place and pinched the skin together, narrowing the gash’s opening on Jasper’s thigh to less than a centimeter.

      “How’s that feeling?” Bill asked while scooping out a hearty portion of stew from the caldron inside the fireplace.

      “It’s not bad. Much better than a needle and thread, for sure.” Jasper straightened his leg and then bent it back.

      “That’s good to hear. Those sutures are easier to work with and apply. If that gash had been any bigger, I’m not so sure we would have gone that route. I do have a needle and thread, though, so it wouldn’t have been the end of the world.”

      Soup splashed into the black oval bowl Bill held from the mouth of the ladle. Chunks of thick meat were dumped into the brew, as well as vegetables.

      “I hope beef stew is okay to eat? It makes a lot and goes a long way. Also, it’s venison, but whatever.”

      “I’m grateful for whatever you have, so it’s perfect. Plus, it smells amazing.”

      Bill brought the bowl to Jasper, who licked his lips in anticipation of eating the wonderfully scented meal. “It’s a specialty of mine and one of the few meals I can’t mess up. Dice everything up and throw it in. Easy as that.”

      “Those are the best kind.” Jasper handled the tepid sides of the ceramic bowl with kid gloves while blowing at the bubbling liquid that produced trails of steam.

      “Oh, let me get you some water. I also have some strong libations if you want something a bit stout. It might help with any residual discomfort you’re having.”

      Taking a sip, Jasper nodded and swallowed the flavorful bite. “Water and a drink would be great. I didn’t realize how banged up I was until I stopped and sat down. The adrenaline must have blocked it.”

      “Coming right up.” Bill meandered about the spacious kitchen, digging into the upper cabinet above the black ceramic cooktop.

      As Jasper ate and sipped the soup, he glanced around Bill’s home for a phone. He didn’t spot one within the furnishings, but that didn’t mean the huntsman didn’t have a way to communicate with the outside world.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have a phone I can use to call my wife, would you? I need to let her know what happened and that I’m okay.”

      “I do, but it’s not going to do you any good,” Bill replied as he plunked a bottle onto the granite countertop. “Cell service around these parts is crap, but they’re pretty much toast at the moment. Sorry.”

      The news hit Jasper hard. He felt helpless and hated not being able to contact Lia during a crisis. She was probably in panic mode and beside herself.

      Jasper fished his phone from his pocket and placed it on the arm of the couch, then took another bite from the stew. “Do you know why the cell phones aren’t working by chance? I know my service back in Chicago was spotty, and we were battling blackouts, but it would come in and out at least.”

      “Yeah, I have a pretty good idea.” Bill set a bottle of water on the lip of the coffee table as well as a glass of what looked to be whiskey. “I poured you some of my Jameson Irish Whiskey. Neat. I hope that’s all right with you? I don’t have ice cubes.”

      “It’s perfect. Thanks.” Jasper got up from his plush chair, grunting from the pressure on his thigh, and went for the Jameson.

      A stiff drink was what he craved right then. He gulped down half of the stout spirit that warmed his body.

      “Have you been experiencing any blackouts here by chance?”

      Bill took a seat across from Jasper on the couch. He crossed his leg and drank from his whiskey tumbler. “I have, but it hasn’t affected me as much as folks in the city and towns. I don’t rely on the grid to support my home. I’ve taken it upon myself to secure a power source that’s localized to my cabin. Solar panels on the roof and a diesel generator out back.”

      “I wonder if this blackout is widespread. Like the entire country.”

      “That would be a wise assumption since we were hit by a huge blast of solar energy from the sun that has nuked the power grid and satellites. A CME or Coronal Mass Ejection in layman’s terms. From what you experienced during your flight, that might be what caused your plane failure and subsequent crash.”

      Jasper polished off the last bit of Jameson in his glass while listening to Bill. Swallowing, he clutched the tumbler and asked, “Did you say nuke the power grid? As in, no electricity anywhere?”

      “Pretty much, though, it’s not an actual nuclear explosion.” Bill downed the rest of his drink and continued, “When the blast hits the planet, it travels along long electrical and phone lines. Anything connected to the grid, say, like an outlet, will be zapped and done for. TVs? Gone. Refrigerators? Toast. Those fancy EV cars everyone has. Worthless if attached to the grid when the strike occurred.”

      “Heavy,” Jasper murmured.

      “Yeah. It’s no joking matter. People are going to learn fast what it’s like living in the stone age.” Bill pointed at Jasper’s empty glass. “Want another drink?”

      “I do. From the sounds of it, I think I’m going to need one.”
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      A scene of devastation and carnage blanketed the entire floor of the office building. Wind gusted from outside into the gaping portion of the building’s exterior that had been wrecked by the plane. Fires burned mounds of rubble and busted pieces of the aircraft that were among the ruins.

      Lia had never witnessed such a catastrophic event in person. The level of destruction on a high-rise building was surreal. It reminded her of the twin towers in New York, a day that changed many lives. The only difference for them was that it wasn’t a full-on collision, and the building was still upright.

      “Man. This is unbelievable.” Chad gawked at the pieces of scorched wreckage left behind and the destroyed mess of what used to be a pristine floor of the skyscraper. “There’s not a single area that’s left intact. If anyone was in here when the plane hit, I’m not so sure they would have survived the impact.”

      Lia struggled to gain solid footing on the chunks of debris in her high heels. It made the search effort cumbersome but also put her at risk of falling and injuring herself on the bent steel and rebar jutting up from the remains.

      “Maybe, maybe not, but let’s do a quick sweep and see.” Lia’s ankle buckled as she traversed a narrow path free of debris.

      Chad snatched her arm and kept Lia from hitting the ground. “Whoa, there. Are you okay?”

      “I am. Thanks.” Lia gathered her balance and continued while raking her gaze over the horrific scene.

      Finding survivors in such a mess was like finding a needle in a haystack. Thus far, they had not spotted a single person since entering the space. It was unclear if the floor was empty when the plane impacted, or if folks that were present had been buried under the mess.

      “You know, I’m not so sure if we’re even going to find anyone in here. I mean, look at this.” Chad cut through the debris, moving in line with Lia as they cautiously hunted for people. “Plus, and more importantly, is that we don’t know if there is any structural damage. The floor could be hanging on by a mere thread and the slightest added weight could cause it to collapse. We don’t know.”

      His assessment was correct and one Lia understood. She had thought of the inherent perils of entering such a dangerous area but knew that if she were trapped and hurt, she’d want someone brave enough to at least try to rescue her.

      “I get what you’re saying and agree. We’ll check the immediate area here, and if we don’t spot anyone, then we can head back up top. Sound good?”

      Chad hoisted his leg and stepped over a block of busted rock with its jagged edges visible. Rebar stuck out from the sides, threatening to cut him if contact was made.

      “Yeah. Please, don’t get me wrong here. I do want to help where I can, but we also need to be safe about what we are doing as well. If either of us gets seriously hurt, that might prove fatal. I’d like to get out of this building in one piece.”

      “We will.” Lia paused and scanned the contorted steel and missing sections of walls revealing an unhindered view of Chicago’s skyline. “Why don’t we split up and check this immediate area? Keep away from the edge. If we don’t spot anyone, then we head back. Once we’re down and out of the building, we can notify the authorities. I’d be willing to bet they are well aware of what’s transpired.”

      “Sure. Meet back here in say ten minutes?”

      “That will work.”
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      Downtown Chicago was quickly devolving. The blackout and subsequent fires and violence that devastated the city occupied the police, who were unable to gain control of the growing upheaval.

      High-end retail shops were looted by unmasked folks from different walks of life. Their valuables were taken, hauled out through the missing front display windows and gaped doors by thieves who clutched armfuls of jewelry and fancy clothes in their arms.

      Fires razed businesses. Smoke belched into an already congested cityscape that was hindered by the copious amount of burning cinder and brick. Illinois’ largest city had been reduced to a Third-World country that circled the drain.

      For Sean, the breakdown of society provided the perfect smokescreen for him to move from target to target, exacting his pound of flesh from those whom he deemed responsible for allowing the man who destroyed his life to get away with it scot-free.

      One such individual who took residence on Sean’s list of names was Douglas Preston, the lawyer who had represented, or better yet, given up on Sean’s case of a wrongful death suit after Claire passed. The smug shark folded and declined to push Sean’s agenda, which was ultimately dismissed by the judge, who saw no evidence to proceed with the charges. Soon, they’d both answer for their crimes, which, to Sean, were punishable by whatever means he deemed appropriate.

      His rifle case bounced up and down on his shoulder, moving in sync with his wide stride. As Sean worked up North Clark Street, he spotted the building Preston’s law firm was located in.

      The area had cleared of civilians, leaving a tiny margin who vandalized the luxury cars parked next to the curbs and in the gridlocked traffic. Alarms bellowed from the sedans and SUVs. The vandals paid no mind to the cacophony of charged sirens calling out in the tight corridors of buildings surrounding them. Help wouldn’t be coming anytime soon, if ever, giving the thieves ample time to hunt for goods left within the automobiles.

      Sean hit the blind bend ahead and raced across the sidewalk to the street. His body weaved through the vehicles to the far side of the road. He panted, but his conditioning kept him from having to stop. This was a day he was ready for, both mentally and physically.

      He bypassed the main entrance of the cathedral-like structure, which housed an array of public servants and lowlife businesses that fed on the anguish of people, and headed down the east wall of the building toward the side entrance he’d scoped out days prior.

      Once Sean gained access to the building, it would take him under eight minutes to make the journey to the second floor where Preston’s firm was located. There would be a single security guard for him to contend with, but the older, overweight gentleman posed no concern for him.

      Arriving at the side entrance used by the building’s employees to walk to their vehicles in the parking garage next door, Sean pulled on the silver handle that was controlled by a magnetic lock. With the power being down, the door would open sans the plastic access card one would normally need to gain entry. As long as the deadbolt hadn’t been set, he’d be good to go.

      A simple tug revealed the locking mechanism was disengaged, and the deadbolt hadn’t been set, granting Sean unimpeded access to the building.

      As a wolfish grin formed, Sean passed through the doorway into the dark void. He engaged the deadbolt and took off down the corridor, anxious to carry out his form of justice.
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      Before Jasper knew it, he had downed two more glassfuls of Jameson. Each additional sip numbed the pain from the crash, but it didn’t change the utter mess he, and the country, were now in.

      Bill kept the bottle close at hand on the coffee table and poured more drinks as they chatted in the living room. After swallowing the third drink, Jasper declined another, not wanting to get plastered in the wake of a national emergency.

      “You know, I should probably stop as well, but damn it all, when bad things happen, I tend to turn to the spirits. And I don’t mean the man upstairs.”

      Jasper’s head swam in a vast ocean of bad news and defeat. Hearing Bill unload what he figured to be the cause of the current catastrophe and not being able to contact Lia shattered his soul into a billion pieces.

      The addition of the liquor furthered his demise and the rampant thoughts of something bad happening to Lia. He didn’t want to think of such horrid images that twisted his gut, but his mind couldn’t help but gravitate to the worst possible scenarios, one of which involved Sean Moore.

      “You know, you’re not looking too well, friend.” Bill gulped down the thin layer of whiskey sloshing in the base of his tumbler, and then he wiped the back of his hand across his bearded mouth. “Are you going to be sick? If so, head to the restroom or outside. I’d prefer outside since I don’t want to waste flushing the commode because of puke.”

      The room spun in a dizzying whirl that made Jasper sink into the chair’s cushion. A cold sweat formed on his flesh. He felt clammy and unable to sit still as he battled his inability to control his emotions.

      “I think I need some fresh air to clear my head.” Jasper shot up from his seat, favoring his injured thigh. It was more sore than painful, but he babied it regardless.

      Bill stood as well and placed his tumbler next to the bottle of Jameson. “I hope I didn’t lay it on too thick with the doom and gloom. It’s been years since I’ve had visitors. Apparently, my people skills are lacking.”

      Jasper waved him off as he lumbered toward the front door of the home. “It’s not you or anything that you’ve said. I need a second to clear my head, is all.”

      His boots skidded across the wood floor as if his legs refused to operate. Jasper’s vision blurred slightly as he blinked the haze away, but it refused to subside.

      Bill spoke at his back, but to Jasper, it sounded like gibberish. As he opened the door and stumbled out to the deck, acid scorched the back of his throat. His stomach clenched, and the clammy sensation increased, signaling what was about to happen.

      Bile collected in his mouth as Jasper toed the edge of the wood deck. Hunched over, he retched.

      What fraction of food and drink Jasper consumed splattered the ground. He dry heaved, but nothing more than the initial waste he ejected came out.

      After riding out the bout of sickness induced by stress, Jasper spat what specs of food remained lodged in his mouth to the dirt and headed back inside.

      “Better?” Bill asked while standing next to the wall that separated the kitchen and hallway.

      “For now. Sorry about that. I’m not sure what came over me.” Jasper shut the door behind him and held his wrist against his mouth.

      “Well, you’ve had a bad day, and I probably made it worse. Plus, your body is coping with the crash. Combine all of that and the drinks, and I think you have your answer.” Bill stood straight and tilted his head at the hallway. “I took the liberty to get you some clothes out in the back bedroom so you can change out of that garb you’ve got on. They’re my son’s. You look about the same size as him. I think they’ll fit you.”

      Jasper regained his composure, but he didn’t feel right yet. His head was in a fog, but he powered through. “Again, I appreciate it. I hate to be an inconvenience.”

      “You don’t have to keep thanking me. It’s the least I can do.”

      Offering a gracious nod, Jasper made his way to the hallway. “After I get changed, I’d like to talk to you about something.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Helping me get back to Chicago.”
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      As Chad searched the rubble on the west side of the floor, Lia sifted through the debris north of the stairwell. So far, they hadn’t discovered anyone, or not that Chad had alluded to. She figured he would have called for her if he had found survivors, but his silence both relieved Lia and made her worry.

      Moving about the destruction and massive chunks of ruinous material, Lia swept the floor in one fluid motion without stopping. She hadn’t been able to detect body parts sticking out from under the piles of wreckage and busted building, but that quickly changed.

      A faint cough sounded, followed by a groan. It was weak and barely audible.

      Lia halted and listened. As she skimmed the area, she noticed an arm rise from the debris ahead of her.

      The hand was covered in dust. Blood dotted the fingers and down the trapped person’s wrist to their forearm.

      Another feeble moan came that struggled to rise above normal volume.

      “Hey!” Lia said aloud to Chad. “I got a person here!”

      Chad’s footfalls rushed from his section of the floor he searched and headed toward Lia. She scaled the busted remnants of the building’s interior to the calling voice that cleared up as she neared.

      Her footing on the elevated sloped rubble slipped out from under Lia, causing her to fall. She got back up and leaped from the end of the debris to the small plot of the open floor near the survivor.

      “I’m here. Don’t worry.”

      Pinned under a tent of dense concrete and building material was a frightened woman. She looked to be around Lia’s age. Her short red hair framed her bloody face in sheer terror.

      Dust covered her skin as tears flowed from her bloodshot, swollen sockets. Her gaze tracked Lia as she sniffled from the depths of the mess.

      Lia took her hand and appraised the woman’s condition as best she could. The rubble hindered her from being able to get a good visual from the tiny opening it offered her.

      “Are you able to move any?”

      The woman moved some, but it wasn’t much. She howled in agony and stopped.

      Chad clomped over the debris to Lia, who released the woman’s hand and inspected the rubble pinning her down.

      “I can’t believe you found someone. I thought for sure no one was in here.”

      “She’s trapped under this. I’m not sure how extensive her injuries are, but I think it’s safe to assume she’s got extensive damage.”

      Lia couldn’t find a better visual through the mound. Narrow gaps between the stacked debris didn’t offer enough to make a judgment call.

      “Maybe if we both tag team these smaller pieces, we can remove enough to perhaps get her out.”

      “Depending on the extent of her injuries, if we lessen the pressure, won’t that make matters worse?” Chad asked, unsure of the proposal. “I mean, we’re no doctors, and if she’s injured that bad, she’ll have to have medical attention faster than what we’ll be able to give her. That’s if we’re able to move any of this off of her.”

      “We have to try,” Lia shot back without taking her gaze from the large chunks.

      Her fingers wiggled into a tight fissure, finding placement to grip.

      As Chad paralleled Lia and mimicked her finger hold, they both lifted at the same time, but the dense mass of waste barely budged.

      They strained and grunted as the woman howled in agony from the shifting material further crushing her frame.

      “Stop! Stop! Stop!” the red-haired woman asked through bouts of crying.

      Lia released her handle on the jagged rocky material, as did Chad. Frustrated, she growled and tried to find another avenue to gain access to the trapped woman.

      Taking her by the arm, Chad pulled Lia away from the pinned woman and whispered, “We’re wasting our time on this. Those pieces of debris are larger than what we can move by ourselves. And, as you stated earlier, she probably has extensive injuries that we are not going to be able to tend to.”

      “What are you suggesting, Chad?” Lia jerked her arm from him. “We leave and move on as if we hadn’t found her?”

      Chad sighed, then glanced at the woman’s arm from the pit that held her captive. “Yes and no. Our best, and only move we have here, is to notify the authorities once we make it to ground level. I’m not Superman, and you’re not Wonder Woman. Moving this debris on our own isn’t going to happen, and as you even said, she’s hurt badly.”

      His words rang true, but Lia hated admitting as much. They were mere mortals trying to save a life that was unclear how fragile it was from the concealment of rock. It killed Lia to be so powerless when she needed the strength of ten men and the knowledge of an ER surgeon to offer the hurt woman a chance at survival.

      Belting a defeated huff, Lia turned from Chad and approached the opening among the rubble. With tears forming that she fought to restrain, Lia gingerly grasped the woman’s palm.

      “We’re going to have to get some help from below as we’re not able to lift this debris off of you. Hang in there. I will get help for you.”

      The woman’s breathing was shallow and reduced. A lifeless rasp escaped her partially cracked bloody lips. She nodded but didn’t give a verbal reply.

      Chad softly touched Lia’s shoulder, pulling her back from the mound of busted concrete. Her hand let go of the red-haired woman’s.

      As they made for the missing wall leading into the stairwell, Lia gave one final look over her shoulder at the woman who remained behind, uncertain if they’d be back to save her before it was too late.
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      No security guards patrolled the powerless hallways. A scant few workers in the building rushed past Sean in a fast jog toward the wide staircase leading to the first floor. The man and woman dressed in business attire paid the disgruntled man no mind as their dress shoes clacked off the marble floor.

      Reports of gunfire from outside of the building were muffled. Sirens accompanied the discharging weapons, blasting from every corner of the city that plunged further into mayhem.

      Adjusting his hold on the FN509 MRD-LE, Sean zeroed in on Preston’s law firm that came into view at the far-left corner of the corridor. The suites he passed had no movement behind the frosted glass.

      As he slunk close to the wall, Sean trained his weapon of choice at the entrance of Hawthorne and Preston Law Services, LLC. A purposeful exhale blasted through his nostrils as he slowed and stalked the closed door of the law firm.

      The door across the hallway flung open.

      Two men appeared in suits and carrying briefcases.

      Sean paused and swung his body about, then locked the sights of the pistol at their chests while keeping his head angled to conceal his face. Quaking in the doorway, the two well-groomed businessmen flinched and raised their arms.

      Their trembling voices built as they stayed put, paralyzed by the gunman before them. Sweat dribbled down the sides of their smooth-shaven faces, unable to retreat or advance from the office.

      “Please, don’t shoot us,” one of the younger men said in a shaky treble.

      His older and balding colleague kept his lips sealed, reluctant to speak.

      Without venturing a verbal response, Sean tipped his head at the corridor, indicating to the two businessmen that they had safe passage to go.

      Not wasting the chance to escape, the pair funneled out of the office and sprinted down the hallway as if their lives depended on how fast they moved.

      The tromping footfalls ebbed as they cut down an adjoining hallway, vanishing from Sean’s view.

      Repositioning his firearm at the office he intended to breach, Sean skulked ahead to the edge of the frosted glass. He squinted and peered at the obscured surface while listening for movement and voices beyond the entrance, but heard neither.

      From what Sean remembered about the layout of the suite, the firm’s secretary was stationed about eight feet directly in line with the doorway. From there, it was a short distance to another door that led to a hallway and the different rooms of the lawyers and clerks.

      Preston’s office was the third door on the right. Mark Hawthorne’s office was further down at the end of the hallway. The wealthy lawman was currently out of the country on vacation with his family in Europe, leaving Preston alone to handle the business’s caseloads.

      Sean tested the doorknob. It twisted without restriction. He cracked open the door and slipped inside to the stale, stagnant air of the suite.

      Moving in a deliberate and calculated forward motion, Sean swept the secretary’s desk first, but the older, brunette woman he remembered from past appointments who greeted him with warm, inviting smiles was gone. No belongings of hers were on the organized desk’s top, signaling to Sean that she had left.

      Sunlight from the windows pierced the open blinds and illuminated the dimmed space. Pockets of shadows around the lavish furniture in the waiting room were scanned while he shuffled toward the partially cracked doorway.

      Sean listened for footfalls or chatter but heard neither. A heavy silence loomed large from the corridor. It was the middle of the week, and with a full caseload and running the firm by himself, Preston had to have shown up for work. The one caveat Sean hadn’t counted on was the implosion of the city’s power grid and the subsequent fallout that followed.

      Pulling the door open slowly, its hinges squeaked softly. He cringed from the noise that sounded louder than it would under normal circumstances.

      His ears listened for a response but detected nothing. That was either a good sign or bad, depending on how one looked at it.

      The long run of hallway was lit by way of the window opposite Sean that faced the street. Taller buildings surrounding them and the position of the lone window reduced the amount of natural light streaming into the corridor.

      Visibility was adequate for Sean to see and not have to rely on his flashlight. He didn’t want to risk alerting anyone in the suite, but from what he deduced since entering the law firm, the staff had left, or they were exceptional at hiding and remaining undetectable.

      Each room Sean passed was viewed with a quick look while he set his sights on Preston’s office. He made sure to minimize his footfalls and not cause additional noise that would disturb the silence during his hunt.

      Preston’s office door hung open. Sean sucked against the wall and stalked the jamb. Mastering his deep breaths, he stuck his head around the doorway to view the attorney’s office.

      The lawyer was nowhere in view. His chair behind the massive maple oak desk was empty and turned at an angle. Sunlight flooded into the cavernous space from the large bay windows, illuminating the office.

      He moved just inside the doorway and roved the entire room from one end to the other but didn’t locate his target.

      As Sean advanced toward Preston’s desk, a jarring thud sounded from down the hallway. He paused, then scuttled to the doorway and peaked at Hawthorne’s open office door.

      A discord of movement and additional clamor in the attorney’s office marked that, in fact, Sean wasn’t alone. He had no evidence to suggest that Preston was in the building, but he would soon find out.
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      He withdrew from Preston’s office and advanced to Hawthorne’s bigger suite. The lawyer’s digs far outmatched that of Preston, signaling the attorney’s pecking order.

      The rifle case softly bounced against Sean’s vest he wore under his shirt. As he closed in on the doorway, he craned his neck and tried to view who was in the building. If it wasn’t Preston, he would slip out quietly, leaving no trace behind that he was ever there.

      At first glance, Sean couldn’t view who meddled in the office. He inched forward a hair more past the doorway’s jamb. His hold on the pistol’s grip tightened as his finger rested on the side of the firearm above the trigger guard.

      A man with his back to the door came into view. He stood in front of a wall of filing cabinets across the office near Hawthorne’s desk. The top drawer was exposed and extended the full length out. He thumbed through the contents, then slammed the door as if perturbed.

      From Sean’s angle, he studied the man and determined that it was Preston. The lawyer’s clean-cut hairstyle certainly aided in his assumption, but the overabundance of aftershave that stung Sean’s nose in the past confirmed as much.

      Preston hunched and dug through the next drawer of case files. The lawyer was oblivious to Sean’s presence as he went about rifling through Hawthorne’s cabinets.

      The floor creaked a muffled warning from under Sean. Preston paused, stood, and then turned around in a single beat.

      Aggravated, his pursed lips and furrowed brow quickly evaporated to that of pure shock and terror. Both arms shot upward. The dark brown folder Preston clutched in his fingers stayed in his grasp.

      “Jesus H. Christ.” His voice rose an octave. The lawyer’s fear was palpable. Sean could taste it from across the room. “I don’t know who you are or what you want, but we have no money on site.”

      “I’m not here for money or valuables,” Sean answered, keeping his forehead angled so that the bill of the hat could conceal his identity for the time being. “I’m here for justice. Righting a wrong that was done.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what that means.” Preston looked toward the doorway while standing perfectly still. His brash bravado and smug personality had disappeared, revealing a scared, frightened small man to contend with Sean.

      “Is there anyone else inside the office?”

      “Huh? What?”

      Sean remained calm and poised, then repeated his question. “Listen closely, Preston, and pay attention. Are there other staff members inside the office? Now, before you answer, know that I’m in no mood for games, so if you lie to me, it will prove deadly not only for you but whoever else is here.”

      “I’m–I’m alone. It’s just me here.” His slight stutter, which he didn’t normally possess, confirmed he was being truthful. “Who are you, and what are you wanting? If it’s not valuables you’re after, then I’m not sure why you’re even here.”

      Lowering the pistol to his side, Sean closed Hawthorne’s door and then leveled his gaze with Preston’s. “Oh, I think you know why I’m here. If not, you’ll soon learn.”
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      It was nice to get out of the dirty, smirched garb Jasper wore and get into some clean clothes. A shower would do wonders for making him feel better, but that was something he didn’t want to press with Bill.

      The clothes Bill had gotten for Jasper were a bit snug in the waist of the jeans and shoulders of the long-sleeved cream shirt. Jasper wasn’t in peak physical condition, but he was thick and had a natural muscle tone that mixed with the tiny fraction of flab he had.

      Since retching his guts outside and changing his soiled attire, Jasper’s sickly torment eased off. It allowed him to think straight and not be encumbered by the nauseating effects that muddy his thoughts.

      Before exiting the pristine bedroom that had nothing more than a single full-sized mattress and a four-drawer chest of drawers, Jasper plotted out his best way of approaching Bill about getting back to Chicago. He had dropped a hint about it earlier, but Jasper wanted to be diplomatic about his approach.

      He wasn’t about to strong-arm the older man into doing what he wanted. For one, he was in no shape to do so, and two, despite being desperate, Jasper didn’t view himself as a thug. At least, not anymore since he turned his life around. Reason would see him through, one way or another.

      A myriad of picture frames lined the top of the dresser. In each photo was a beautiful older, gray-haired woman, a young tall, chiseled man who looked like a younger version of Bill, and a little boy that had features of both men.

      Jasper guessed that was his wife, son, and grandson. Each had a bright smile. They appeared close from the pictures. A loving family from what he gathered at first glance. Though, like many families, and his own, that could be deceiving.

      Having spent longer in the bedroom than Jasper intended, he departed the room and made his way down the hallway. His boots clomped over the hardwood floor.

      The sore thigh muscle caused Jasper to limp, but it lessened as the day went on.

      Entering the expansive living room, Jasper didn’t see Bill at first, but then he heard cabinet doors shutting from the kitchen.

      “Did the clothes work all right for you?” Bill asked while placing the tumblers they drank out of in the upper cabinet drawer.

      “They did. A bit tight in a few places, but it’s better than wearing what I had on.” Jasper advanced to the bar and took a seat on one of the stools under the granite countertops lip.

      “I’m glad they fit. I’ve had those clothes for so long I wasn’t sure if they would or not.” Bill tossed the blue and white towel he used to dry dishes over his right shoulder and approached the single basin drop-in sink. “Are you feeling better? You still look a little green under the gills.”

      Jasper rubbed the back of his clammy neck. “Yeah. I’m doing better. I think the shock of everything caught up to me. I’m not averse to bad news, but this ranks up there with horribly troubling stuff.”

      The huntsman bobbed his head while wiping down the sink, then tossed the dish towel to the counter. “I can understand how that would be a rather traumatic experience for anyone. You should count your lucky stars that you made it out alive with the few cuts and bumps you got. Someone was definitely looking out for you.”

      “Oh, believe me. I do.” Jasper placed the heels of his boots on the round steel bar near the base and then said, “You have a nice family. I saw the pictures on the dresser in the room you had me change in.”

      Bill looked away in sadness and then back to Jasper, acting as if the words stung him some. “Thank you. We were at one time. It was some of the best years of my life. But that was long ago. Married for forty years to the best woman a man could hope for. I hit the lottery with that one.”

      From the way Bill spoke, Jasper witnessed the pain surface on the elder huntsman. His sockets were wet as he looked away. “What was her name, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Not at all.” Bill blinked the shine away and sniffled. “Her name was Candice. I get choked up at times when she’s brought up. To be honest, it doesn’t happen too often, if ever.”

      “That’s a lovely name,” Jasper replied. “She sounds like an exceptional woman. We have that in common.”

      “She was much more than exceptional.” Bill dried off the bowls they used for the stew and put them in the upper cabinet at the end of the kitchen. “Candice was the total package. Perfect wife and loving mother. She gave me a son that, through no fault of his own, is more like me than her. I can be a bit of a hard ass, and so can he. Candice evened us out and acted as a buffer.

      “Once we retired and had this place built, she passed before we moved in. I didn’t have the heart to sell it since it had her spirit in every piece of wood that went into here. At times, I can feel her around. It’s comforting and also saddening at the same time.” Bill paused with his fingers clutching the knob of the cabinet.

      Seconds ticked by in silence before he continued. “Anyway, with her passing, my relationship with Tim, my son, went to the crapper. We had a falling out, and since then, it hasn’t been the same. I see him and my grandson, Luke, now and again, but it’s awkward and plain weird.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It’s tough when family ties are strained like that.” Jasper could relate to tension in the family. He and Lia had their fair share of spats, but they always came back from it and grew. “I’ve been there a time or two myself. My wife and I have grown closer through our spats, so there is always a chance for growth.”

      “I suppose. We shall see what happens.” Bill cleared his throat, then waved his hand. “But none of that is your problem. As I currently see it, you’ve got a mountain of your own to climb.”

      “You’re correct about that.” Jasper proceeded to bring up Chicago again and how Bill might aid in getting him there. “I know we just met, but I wanted to ask what you might be able to do to help me get back to Chicago. I’m not supposed to return home until the weekend. I was supposed to be heading to my uncle’s cabin to go through his personal effects and get it ready for sale, but in the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t seem to be high on the priority list right now.”

      Bill scratched at his thick beard while staring at Jasper. He had a deadpan expression that befuddled him into not being able to read what the huntsman was thinking.

      “Whatever you can do would be most appreciated. I don’t have much money on me at the moment, but I can pay you when I get back. All of my bags are at the bottom of that lake, and what cash I did have is soaked and ruined. I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important.”

      “Well, I don’t discount what you’re saying, son. I’m a good judge of character and believe you want to get back home to your wife. Chicago is a lawless land, even in normal times.”

      “Does that mean you’ll help me out?”

      “It means that I’ll give you a ride into the nearest town. From there, you’ll be on your own. They have a bus that I want to say goes that way, but you’ll have to check and see. With the current environment, the buses may be closed down. Either way, that’s going to be your best shot at getting back to Chi-Town.”

      “Thank you. At this point, I’ll take whatever I can get.”
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      A pang of guilt leeched off Lia. The red-haired woman’s frightened face was etched in her head. She hated abandoning her, but they had no choice.

      “Do we know if the northern stairwell is still intact?” Stacy asked the group, and more so, Chad and Lia. “If it’s in as bad of shape as the other, then we’re either going to have to remain here, or take our chances down one of them.”

      “It should be in far better condition than the one they used,” Brent answered. “The northern stairwell is furthest away from where the plane struck. Unless my logic is wrong, I’d assume that it’s travelable and safer for us to use to get down.”

      “I say we take it and go now.” Lia had to get to the base of the building quickly for the pinned woman’s sake. If she couldn’t do anything else to help her right then, she could at least do that. “Debating this any further isn’t going to change the outcome. I promised that woman trapped below that I would get help, and I’m damn sure going to do what I can to make that happen. If any of you want to remain up here and keep discussing instead of acting, that is your decision to make.”

      Chad, and the group at large, didn’t refute her stance. They nodded, though some were reluctant about traveling down, given what Lia and Chad had discovered in the stairwell.

      “Okay, Lia. I’m with you.” Diane clutched her satchel, then placed its strap over her shoulder.

      “Yeah. Me too,” Brent said. “I don’t care to be up here any longer. I want to be below and home.”

      The remainder of the group parroted the sentiment while clutching the personal property they had brought with them that morning.

      Heather tapped Lia’s shoulder and said, “I gathered your belongings from your office. I think I got everything.” She put Lia’s Gucci purse and briefcase on the edge of her receptionist's desk.

      “Thank you for doing that. I do appreciate it.” Lia took the purse and briefcase, then placed the straps of both items over her head to secure them in place. “If everyone is ready to move, let’s get going.”

      As Lia brushed by the outside of Heather’s station, Chad followed, matching her quickened stride out of the business's entrance to the hallway.

      “You got them in line quickly,” he said as they made their way in the opposite direction of the stairwell they used before. “I can see why the company made you vice president. You’re a natural leader. People respect you.”

      The tips of her high-heels clicked off the floor as she headed down the murky corridor to the north stairwell. “I think that might be a stretch. They’re scared and not sure what to do. Our options are limited. Plus, it’s not like we’re close to the bottom floor, and nothing happened. A plane hit the building, and we’re lucky it changed course when it did, or we’d be toast for sure.”

      “True, but I’m glad Stacy isn’t the one running the show. Her decision-making is not the best.” Chad looked over his shoulder and continued, “At least you made an actionable decision instead of waiting. I’d rather follow you than her any day of the week.”

      As the office staff marched down the hallway toward the stairwell entrance, Lia reached for the handle of the door. “I wouldn’t pat me on the back yet. We still have around sixty flights of stairs to navigate in the dark, and we don’t know how bad it is below.”

      “It can’t be any worse than being trapped up here.

      Lia pushed down on the silver door handle and pulled. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
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      The day wore on at a snail’s pace, creeping into the late afternoon and early evening hours. It didn’t help the fact that Bill’s truck was experiencing technical difficulties, and that he was elbow-deep into the vehicle’s engine trying to get it up and running.

      “Is there anything I can do to help out?” Jasper asked from the opening of the detached garage that housed the older model truck. It was now half past 6 p.m. “I’m not mechanically inclined, but I can try to do whatever you need.”

      Half of Bill’s body stuck out from the bottom of the truck’s undercarriage. He worked diligently, gliding on the low-profile creeper while digging tools out from the rusted toolbox stationed beside him.

      “Not at the moment. This old boy has been on the fritz for a while. I thought I had the problem fixed, but it doesn’t seem to be that way.”

      Jasper paced the entrance while staring at Bill as he tried to get his truck operational. The longer they waited, the less likely Jasper would be able to score a ride back home that day, if at all. But Jasper didn’t want to think of his bad luck streak continuing. After all, he deserved a break from the crap he had already been put through.

      Tools slammed the concrete.

      Bill huffed and dug his hand deep into his front pocket.

      “Is everything okay under there?”

      The huntsman fished out his keys and dangled them at Jasper. “Here. Take these and get in the driver’s seat. When I tell you to, I want you to kick the engine over. Don’t do it until I say so.”

      “Okay.”

      Jasper plucked the key from Bill and made his way to the driver’s side. He opened the door, rolled down the window, then climbed into the cab that was in relatively good condition, considering its aged exterior.

      Slipping the tip of the key into the ignition on the column, Jasper waited on starting the truck and listened for Bill to give the go-ahead.

      Less than a minute passed when the huntsman called out from beneath the truck.

      “All right. Turn it over, and let’s see if that does the trick."

      Gripping the key, Jasper rotated his wrist.

      The engine clicked and then grumbled. He stopped and tried again but was met with the same outcome.

      “Do you want me to keep trying?”

      Bill didn’t answer at first but then said, “No.”

      A medley of colorful words followed that was faint, but Jasper was able to make most of them out.

      It didn’t sound good and made him feel as though they wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.

      Jasper got out of the cab right as Bill rose above the truck’s grill. A frown formed on his face. He wiped his greasy hands off on an orange dingy rag while glaring at the exposed engine compartment.

      “I take it the problem isn’t resolved?”

      “Not yet.” Bill threw the rag at the radiator cap. “I’ll have to tinker with it some more and see what I can do. It may be time for me to get rid of this tin can. The issues are becoming more frequent and making it unreliable. Not good when you live in such a remote part of the mountains. I’m sorry about all of this. Not what I had planned on happening.”

      “How far is the closest town again?”

      “Oh, Mirstone is about twenty miles, give or take. Lots of winding roads and hills. You’re not thinking of walking it, are you?”

      Jasper tapped his index finger to his chin, contemplating that exact idea. “It crossed my mind. If I moved at a steady clip, I’d reach the town in say what, six hours, give or take an hour?”

      “Perhaps if you weren’t injured, but that leg of yours will slow you down.” Bill tipped his forehead at Jasper’s thigh. “Plus, you’ll be traveling at night on foot along the road, which there isn’t much of for folks to walk. Not that they do that anyway around these parts.”

      “Since your truck here isn’t working right now, I don’t see that I have much of a choice.” Jasper placed his palm on the dirty surface of the front quarter panel. “I know it may seem that I’m being rash, but I need to get back home to my wife.”

      “I understand. But leaving now isn’t going to do you a bit of good,” Bill said, and then explained. “I’m not overly optimistic that the bus station will even be open, much less anything else in town. It’s a safe bet that the solar storm hit them as well and along with everywhere else. Now, you’re free to do as you please. I’m not your keeper. But, if it were me in your shoes, I’d at least wait until morning and strike out then. You’ll arrive much earlier and have a greater chance of seeing if the buses are even running. Plus, you’ll have shelter here, and if I’m able to get this truck running, that will save your legs. As I said, it’s your call.”

      Jasper mulled it over as Bill bent down in front of the truck. Leaving now would have him walking in the dark on a narrow road heading to a small town that, on a normal day, would probably be shut down by the time he arrived. Factor in the blackout and any additional issues coming from the solar storm, and that would further complicate matters. Even though he wanted to throw reason out of the window and do whatever it took to get back to Lia in Chicago, Jasper had to make smart decisions and not place himself into a bigger bind.

      “So, you don’t mind if I stay the night and leave tomorrow? I feel like I’ve been a big inconvenience in your life.”

      “Not at all,” Bill answered while standing up and meeting Jasper’s gaze. “If I minded, I wouldn’t have made the offer in the first place.”

      “True.” Jasper backed to the open truck door and removed the keys from the ignition. “Here. We don’t want to forget these and leave them in the truck.”

      “It wouldn’t have made a difference if we had.” Bill turned and presented the expanse of wilderness surrounding his property. “I don’t get many visitors out here, so that’s not a concern of mine. Well, aside from city boys, such as yourself, dropping out of the sky, that is.”

      “Funny, but yes.”

      Bill grabbed the keys from Jasper and headed for the gravel drive beyond the detached garage. “Come on. Let’s head back to the house. If you want, you can get a quick shower and rest while you can. Depending on how tomorrow goes, you’re going to need it.”

    

  







            THIRTY-SEVEN

          

          

      

    

    






SEAN

        

      

    

    
      His swollen bloodied knuckles were split open and stung, but it paled in comparison to that of Preston’s busted face.

      Sean shook his hands and paced the floor before the chair he had restrained the attorney to. Hours ticked by during his time with the lawyer, who, for a short spell, begged and pleaded for mercy while whimpering like a scolded dog.

      “You know, I do admit that I thought you would be a bit tougher than that.”

      Preston’s head rocked about loosely in the waning light shining through the blinds of Hawthorne’s office. Blood and spit dribbled from the corner of his mouth and leaked on his white dress shirt. Both hands were restrained to the legs of the chair, as were his ankles, by way of an electric cord Sean cut from the lamps and other electronics in the office.

      A mumble and groan replied, but no coherent words followed.

      “What was that?” Sean turned and cupped his ear, mocking the beaten shark who had tasted his wrath. “I can’t hear you. You may need to speak up.”

      “Please. Let me go. I’m sorry about what happened to your wife, but it wasn’t my fault,” Preston said in a garbled choppy reply. “I did what I could, but in the end, there wasn’t enough evidence to proceed. I’m not sure what else I could have done.”

      Anger surged in Sean. He made fists and slammed them down hard on the conference table he had his guns and gear stationed on. “You could have done your job and not given up so easily.” Sean turned around, enraged by the comment. His jaw clenched, and his nose flared with each hard huff. “How is it that my wife is killed and not a single charge sticks to that piece of crap who was driving? Can you please enlighten me as to how justice was served?”

      Preston whimpered under duress as Sean advanced on him. “I don’t know what else to say that will make you believe me. For the love of God, Sean, I have a family of my own. Please stop this and let me go home to them. I won’t say a single word about what happened here.”

      Lies, he thought, knowing he couldn’t trust the lawyer.

      Sean ignored the request and continued his rant. “I mean. He was at the scene of the crime, and believe you me, it was a crime and not this so-called accident you keep spouting off as to change what he did.”

      The more Sean rehashed the events of being contacted by the police and the horrific hospital visit to his dying wife, his vengeful rage grew to a volcanic eruption boiling in his gut.

      He got within a centimeter of Preston’s face and stared deep into his soul, waiting for a response, but no answer came among the pitiful whimpers.

      Pathetic.

      Preston leaned away as far as the backrest would allow him to. His head cocked slightly to the right as Sean held his stern, focused glower.

      “That’s what I figured. Your inability to respond with an answer speaks volumes.” Sean stood straight and smacked the side of Preston’s bruised cheek. “Riddle me this, if you can, Preston. Let’s say, I don’t know, your wife and kids have a tragic accident caused by another person. Their lives are erased from existence. How would that make you feel? Would you be as apathetic then as you were when you kicked me to the curb as if relieved to be rid of me?”

      Mentioning Preston’s family sent him into a tailspin of panic. The growing tumult outside of the building paled in comparison to that of his sweet family’s safety. The pops of gunfire and discord didn’t steer his wide gaze from Sean, who stood before him.

      “Leave my family out of this, Sean. This matter is between us. Not them. I beg of you.”

      Sean wagged his finger at the lawyer, who fought and tugged at the restraints. “Oh, but they have everything to do with what’s happening here. A point is being made, and I’m not sure if you’re listening or not. It seems the best way for me to gain your full attention now is by going after something you hold dear. That, my dear friend, is what we have in common. Don’t you see that?”

      “Fine. If it’s a confession you want, then I’ll give you that. But you have to swear not to touch my family.” Preston’s weakened resolve bounced back as he sat straight in the chair.

      “Well. It seems that I discovered the right nerve to hit to get you past this wall of yours and to the truth.” Sean gave a satisfied grin and then said, “You have my word that I won’t harm your family, but if you’re lying, I will know and you won’t be the only one paying a hefty price for it.”

      Preston’s throat moved. His tongue licked his busted bottom lip as he spoke with conviction.

      “The truth is I could have explored a few different avenues that would have kept the case alive, but I didn’t, because, again, the outcome wouldn’t have changed. If you want me to admit to failing you, then I will. Despite what you think, I did my job to the best of my ability. I’m sincerely sorry for what happened to you. I mean that.”

      Sean lifted his arms above his head and clapped with a devilish smirk. “See. I do believe that you’re telling the truth there. Doesn’t it feel good to come clean and get that off of your chest?”

      Preston didn’t answer and recoiled in the seat from the unhinged rantings.

      “You know,” Sean said while shaking his finger at the attorney, “my therapist, whom I have a ton of respect for trying to guide me from this black abyss that I have been drowning in, has mentioned that I need to let the past go and move on. One cannot move forward while looking back. Accept what is and live my life, or whatever. And you know what, I tried to do that but it's hard when lowlife scumbags like you, that dreadful judge, and that cowardly man who took my beloved from me, get to go home to their families. A loving wife who greets you with a smile, a kiss, and a warm hug. I will never have that again. Do you not see that? It’s all been taken from me. All I can do now is take something back from each of you with the hopes that I can find some solace.”

      As Preston continued to plead his case for mercy, for not only him, but his family, Sean looked at his watch and then peered out through the opened blinds. It was getting late, and he had more stops to make on his tour that would be slowed some by the blackout and chaos in the streets.

      “Christ, Sean. Please don’t do this. Tell me what I can do to save my family.”

      Sean turned and marched to the end of Hawthorne’s large conference table where his tools of the trade waited for him. His fingers dipped inside the duty bag and felt around.

      “That’s the thing, Preston, is that it’s too late to undo the past. What’s done is done and there is no taking it back.”

      “No!” His strained, scratchy voice notched up to a half scream of sheer terror that boomed inside the cavernous office. “Help! Someone help me!”

      “You’re wasting your breath. No one is coming.” Sean turned back to Preston and narrowed his gaze with the lawyer. “I’m doing the city of Chicago a favor by cutting out the virus from its body. Change hurts and it’s messy, but it’s required to grow.”

      “You’re crazy! Mad! Help me!” Preston writhed in the chair, rocking the seat from one side to the other while jerking his arms, as Sean approached.

      Clutching the black handle of his knife and holding it near Preston’s gut, Sean placed his palm on the screaming lawyer’s shoulder and said, “Your confession of guilt has saved your family, but it has doomed you to death. May the man upstairs have mercy on your soul, because you’ll find no such thing here.”
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      One by one, the firm’s staff descended into the dark ether of the stairwell. Lights shone from their phones, illuminating the void of nothingness around them. Caution was taken while navigating the endless steps to avoid catastrophe, but they moved at a steady clip down the winding stairs.

      The lack of airflow made it stuffy and hard to breathe. Heavy pants from the flock of tired people trailing Lia sounded at her back. Their dress shoes and heels clicked off the concrete steps as they egressed down to the next landing.

      “How many floors have we covered so far?” Brent asked, breathless.

      “About ten floors, I think,” Heather answered.

      A groan sounded from the overweight man who lumbered down each step while using the railing to take the burden of his weight.

      “You know, we would reach the bottom quicker if everyone moved faster,” Stacy said from the back of the group. “This isn’t rocket science. Put one foot in front of the other and walk. Simple.”

      “Don’t be an asshole, Stacy,” Diane shot back. “I’m sorry, but your negativity is getting on my nerves and it’s the last thing we need right now. If you don’t care for our speed in descending these steps, then pass us and go about your business. No one is stopping you from doing so. Trust me.”

      The two ladies bickered back and forth, exchanging an endless supply of insults. No one else got involved and continued the descent that grated on everyone’s nerves.

      “If we look on the bright side, at least this section of the stairwell was clear,” Jim said while sniffing. “I can still smell a hint of smoke, but it’s not so bad that we can’t breathe.”

      “Yes, Jim. I imagine the people who died on the plane once it crashed into our building, then crashed to the ground are looking at the bright side of things.” Stacy’s sarcastic tone wasn’t lost on anyone. “Oh. And let’s not forget the people on the upper floors who were probably killed after the impact.”

      “Christ. Are you a naturally hateful person, or do you wake up each morning with the intent of being a raging bitch?” Diane wasn’t typically such a combative person, but the stressful day had twisted everyone into knots and shredded their nerves to nearly nothing.

      “The natives are about to revolt and start killing each other, I think,” Chad whispered into Lia’s ear who ultimately set the pace down the stairs. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Stacy and Diane threw down soon.”

      “They’re free to do as they please. I’m tired of babysitting children that do more fighting than anything else,” Lia answered. “I want to be out of here as well, but falling in the darkness and breaking a limb isn’t going to get them out of here safely.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      One of the stairwell doors creaked open below them. Footfalls trampled the landing in a loud, disorderly manner.

      Lia paused and peered over the railing at the multitude of lights blasting the darkness. The stampede of people from the 49th floor rushed down the stairs in a mad dash.

      “I wonder what has them spooked?” Chad asked from over Lia’s shoulder.

      “Looks like they get the urgency of getting out of this death box,” Stacy said.

      “You don’t think something’s wrong, do you?” Heather asked.

      “Stay calm and keep moving,” Lia answered while shifting her weight from one sore foot to the next. “We still have a ways to go, so we need to maintain a good speed.”

      Her ankles and knees ached from the high heels. The constant walking and traversing the stairs in the footwear proved challenging to wear, but she had no choice. Once she reached the parking garage and her vehicle, Lia would change into sneakers she had stowed in her gym bag, whether they went with her pantsuit or not.

      She got back on the move and forged ahead, as did the rest of the weary staffers. Floor after floor was traveled, getting them closer to the ground.

      Additional people crossed in front of them from the building’s sections ahead of Lia’s crew and from behind. Their numbers were sporadic, ranging from two or three to as many as a dozen. It paled in comparison to if the building was at full operating mode, which would have complicated a safe egress to the first floor.

      Lia thought of Jasper and wondered how he was doing at his uncle’s cabin. By now, she figured, he’d be buried under junk packed in boxes stacked floor to ceiling. That part of his retreat was lackluster at best, but the fresh air of the remote log home, far removed from the vile reporters and bloggers making his life, and hers, a living hell, would do him good and realign his mental state that had been crushed and broken.

      Part of Lia now had regrets for telling him to go. She couldn’t see the future and had no idea that the blackout would advance as much as it had, and that her work day would end in such a horrific way.

      All she wanted right then was for her husband to comfort her and hold her tight, but that wasn’t going to happen. Lia had to be strong and handle the catastrophic event as best she alone, because no one was going to save her, except for herself.

    

  







            THIRTY-NINE

          

          

      

    

    






JASPER

        

      

    

    
      Water careened down Jasper’s chest and past his defined abs. He relished being able to get clean, despite the fact that the temperature of the shower was cooler than he wanted and short in length.

      Heeding Bill’s request for conserving water, Jasper shut the valves off. He then grabbed his towel from the holder outside of the shower curtain. Wiping the abrasive fabric against his face, Jasper pulled back the wet curtain and stepped out of the tub to the bathmat below.

      Up until this point, he hadn’t paid attention to the many bruises on his body. A colorful array of black and blue marked the damage he now felt as he dried off.

      The sutures Bill applied held in place on his thigh, keeping the gash from leaking. Soap probing the wound made it sting, but it wasn’t unbearable.

      Jasper wiped off the surface of the mirror above the pedestal sink as he finished drying off. His reflection was that of a downtrodden man who looked about as beaten as one could.

      He was tired and hurt. The discomfort from the crash wasn’t terrible, but it made sure to let him know the areas that suffered some damage.

      Ignoring the discoloration of his bruised flesh, Jasper got dressed in the same clothes Bill had laid out for him. Refreshed, he deposited his damp towel in the waste basket in the corner of the narrow bathroom and walked out into the hallway.

      Darkness hung in the corridor as he shuffled to the living room where Bill sat on the couch. The abundance of large windows lining the walls provided what fraction of light was left as the day transitioned to night.

      Lanterns were stationed around the home. Each unit worked in conjunction to brighten up the massive dwelling that reduced the blackness.

      “That shower was great and appreciated,” Jasper said as he took a seat in the leather chair. “Again, I can’t thank you enough. It’s nice to know that, in this day and age, good folks still exist.”

      Bill swallowed the drink in his mouth and presented his tumbler to him. “I’m glad you did. After I got my off-grid power system operational, my next task was connecting a supply line to my well. It’s amazing what a bit of elbow grease and a submersible pump can do. Without it, I’d be bathing in the stream and or hauling water to the tub, one bucket full at a time.”

      “That sounds miserable and cumbersome.”

      “So is the life of a prepper and survivalist.” Bill winked and flashed a wry grin as he gulped down the rest of his liquor. “Can I interest you in another drink?”

      It was a tempting offer, but Jasper had to decline. He needed to stay sharp and not get carried away. Stress had lured him into drinking more than he should have in the past, and he didn’t want to fall into that trap again.

      “I’m good. I might get some water in a bit if that’s okay with you?”

      Bill nodded. “The water bottles are on the floor of the pantry. You can’t miss them.” He leaned forward on the plush couch, placed his tumbler on the coffee table, and then flipped the lid open of what Jasper guessed to be an elegant humidor up. “Cigar?”

      Jasper waved it off. “Thanks, but I don’t smoke.”

      “You’re missing out. These are Davidoff Aniversario Specials.” Bill plucked one of the cigars from the humidor and ran the length of it under his nose. “A perfect blend of nuts, spice, and everything nice. One of the best I’ve smoked.”

      He snipped the end and then torched the cigar using the lighter positioned near the box.

      As Bill puffed, smoke plumed into the air, adding to the leather scent already in the room. It reminded Jasper of business meetings he had back in Chicago with clients who wanted to meet at smoke shops to conduct meetings on their properties.

      A short stint of silence lingered among the men. Bill relished in his cigar and lounged on his couch. The huntsman didn’t seem to have a care in the world from what Jasper could see.

      “So, tell me a bit about yourself,” Bill said, breaking the silence. “What do you do for work back in Chicago?”

      “I’m a realtor. More so, commercial real estate,” Jasper replied. “I work with clients on acquiring and selling properties around the city. The firm I work for also does out-of-state locations as well.”

      Smoke blew from Bill’s bearded mouth and nose like dragon’s breath. He took another drag and lowered the cigar from his lips that was pinched between his fingers.

      “That sounds like interesting work. Lots of rich folks and companies scooping up parcels of land to throw up their apartment buildings and skyscrapers.”

      “It’s some of that as well as other endeavors.”

      “What does your wife do for work, or does she not? From the sounds of it, you probably kill it. Real estate is hot right now. Folks are making hand over fist. I’ve been approached a few times about selling my land but passed on their offers. You can’t beat this solitude and view. I can promise you that.”

      Jasper tapped his fingers on the arm of the leather chair while thinking of Lia and speaking with Bill. “She works at an investment firm and does well in her own right.”

      “Sounds like you two are a power couple. Living the good life there.”

      “We are and do for the most part. Lia is simply amazing.” Jasper felt a pang of longing for his wife that stretched out the longer he was away from her. “She’s a strong, confident, formidable woman. A no-nonsense kind of individual who can handle pretty much any situation that comes up. I was lucky to land her since she was out of my league.”

      Bill chuckled and shook his head. “The good, no—great women, are always out of our league. That’s what makes the thrill of the hunt so much sweeter when you’re able to garner their favor. I know that’s how it was with Candice. All the guys wanted her and tried their best to swoop in and sweep her off her feet. They crashed and burned epically. My swagger, though, seemed to have done the trick. That, or Candice was so beat down she gave in and settled on me. I know that wasn’t the case, but considering how great she was and how big of a bonehead I can be, the logic is sound.”

      “I think she chose wisely, same with Lia. I’m no stranger to having a troubled past,” Jasper said, thinking back to his younger days of feeling lost in the foster system after he was pulled from his uncle’s care. “I wasn’t the best person in my youth and was told I wouldn’t be nothing more than a thug. A hindrance to society. For a time, I believed it and, well, lived up to their expectation of me.

      “After landing in jail multiple times and skirting death, Lia came into the picture and my world changed. Not only did I pull myself out of the gutter because of her, but I also vowed to change my life and make a name for myself. I’ve done just that since then, notwithstanding the bumps in the road along the way.”

      The fatal car accident was the biggest splotch of his adult life. One he couldn’t take back nor change. Part of him understood why Sean hated him so much, and why he feared the man’s wrath now after receiving the ominous text on the plane.

      “Then we have that in common,” Bill said, knocking a bit of the ash off the tip of the cigar into the glass tray near the humidor. “We all have a past that we’d like to run from. I haven’t met a single person who doesn’t. It’s part of us, whether we like it or not.”

      Jasper tipped his head but didn’t speak. The guilt of his past roared back during the conversation, something he didn’t plan on exploring.

      “I think I’m going to grab that water right now.”

      “Sure thing. Remember, pantry. You can’t miss it.”

      “Got it.”

      As Jasper stood, so did Bill.

      “Well, I think I’m going to head down to the stream for a bit. Get some fresh mountain air while I finish off my stogie and take in that glorious fiery view. You’re more than welcome to join me if you like.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’m going to take it easy in here,” Jasper replied as he crossed by the side of the bar. “Maybe lay down and rest. I don’t know.”

      “Yeah. Probably not a bad idea. Since we’ve gotten here, you haven’t rested any. I imagine your body needs to.” Bill advanced toward the French doors leading out to the back deck overlooking the sweeping vistas framed within the floor-to-ceiling windows. “If you need any additional pillows or blankets, there are some in the closet of the room you changed in. That bed isn’t the most comfortable in the world but not the worst.”

      Jasper bent down inside the pantry and grabbed a water bottle from the pack. The walk-in cupboard was stocked with canned food and a variety of snacks. He eyed the goods and retreated from the pantry while closing the door.

      “I’ll take anything over sleeping on the dirt.”

      “Then, you’re in luck.” Bill thumbed the latch to the bronze handle of the door, then pulled it open. “Help yourself if you get hungry. I’ve got plenty to go around.”

      “Thank you.”

      Bill departed the house and shut the door behind him. Smoke rose into the air in front of him as he strolled across the deck toward the steps leading to the back of the home.

      As Jasper removed the cap from the bottle of water and took a drink, he left the kitchen and strolled down the hallway. He entered the low-lit bedroom and closed the door behind him.

      Resting on the dresser was a lantern. Jasper gulped more water down and screwed the cap on the top, and then he messed with the light. His fingers felt around the device, and he squinted until locating the switch to turn it on.

      White light glowed from the unit. Surprisingly, it was brighter than what Jasper anticipated. It didn’t use kerosene oil as its power source but instead relied on solar energy from the panel on the top of the device.

      Jasper carried the lamp to the bedside table and put it down along with the bottle. A minuscule sliver of dull light shone from the sides of the now-closed blinds in the room above the bed. He checked his watch and noted the time. 7:45 p.m.

      By now, Lia would hopefully be home from work and safely nestled in their home. He remembered that she had a big meeting that day with an important client and was her main reason for leaving home to go into the office instead of working remotely.

      Digging the cell phone from his back pants pocket, Jasper turned and flopped down on the firm, squeaky bed. The frame creaked a constant whine with each slight movement he made. It was annoying but better than being on the floor or dirt.

      Please work. Please work.

      So far, Jasper had been unsuccessful in getting his phone to power on. He meant to ask Bill if he had any rice that he could submerge the device in to see if that would get it operational but declined to do so. Considering how much water invaded the device and poured from its supposedly sealed body, it was a foregone conclusion that it was toast.

      Taking a chance, Jasper thumbed the power button. As expected, the phone failed to comply. He dropped it to the bed and mashed his palms to his face.

      Not being able to contact Lia intensified his anxiety. He was all but powerless to communicate with her. Part of Jasper regretted agreeing to go on this excursion she had lined up for him, but he had no way of being able to tell that they were going to be dealt a heavy blow by the solar storm. Perhaps the news warned folks of the event, but being wrapped up in his little world kept him distracted from real life.

      Removing his hands and dropping his arms to the bed, Jasper stared at the ceiling and waited for morning to come, knowing that it couldn’t arrive soon enough.
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      Their small group navigated the remaining steps toward the bottom floor of the skyscraper. Three flights were all that stood in their way.

      Each of the staffers huffed and was exhausted from having to descend over fifty floors to reach the base of the building. Several of their phones died or were shut off to conserve power, reducing illumination within the stairwell.

      Lia’s phone ducked below 20%. It needed to be charged soon before it completely died. She didn’t want to run the risk of Jasper getting a call through to her only to have him met with a voicemail.

      “What floor are we on again?” Brent asked as he tried to breathe within the hot box of the stairwell. “I lost count around floor 30, I think.”

      “We’re almost at the bottom, I believe,” Diane replied.

      Her voice was weak and shaky. She staggered down each step as if her legs were about to give out.

      “It can’t come soon enough,” Jim said with a rasp. “My legs are on fire. I’ve never walked this many steps at once in my entire life.”

      “I don’t think too many people have,” Stacy replied, sounding about as exhausted as everyone else. “Walking down this many stairs is generally an emergency type of thing and not something one does for fun.”

      Lia brushed her arm across her sweaty brow and then glanced over the railing as she hit the landing. The bottom of the first-floor landing was within sight as two people ahead of them exited the building.

      “We’ve got two floors to go and we’re there.”

      “What time is it, Lia?” Heather asked from behind Chad, who moved ahead of Lia.

      “It’s after 8:00 p.m.,” Chad answered while checking his expensive watch.

      “Christ,” Stacy groaned. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”

      “I don’t think any of us had, not with everything that happened,” Jim replied.

      As Lia followed the curve of the railing to the next flight of stairs, Brent shouted, “Diane!”

      The older woman collapsed two steps from the landing behind Lia. She hit the concrete pad hard as if dead to the world.

      Lia turned and tromped up the stairs while carrying her high-heels that she was forced to ditch to save her feet and ankles. She bent down and shone the light at Diane’s messy hair that spread across the side of her face.

      “What happened to her?” Chad asked, lunging up the stairs to them.

      “I don’t know,” Brent replied while rubbing his jaw. “One minute, she was walking in front of me, and then, boom, she went down. It looked like she was walking funny, but I figured it was from her being exhausted like the rest of us.”

      Chad kneeled next to Lia as she pulled away the strands of Diane’s hair that stuck to her sweaty flesh. “What do we do?”

      “She probably fainted,” Stacy called out from behind Jim and Brent. “It’s stuffy in this stairwell, and there is no airflow. Plus, we’ve had no water, really, so she could be dehydrated.”

      “She has a pulse, but it’s weak,” Lia said while pressing her index and middle finger to her neck.

      Gently gripping Diane’s arm, Chad carefully pulled her over to her back. He lay her down on the landing as they tried to figure out their next move.

      Jim stood at Diane’s feet and waved his briefcase at her.

      “I’m not so sure that’s what she needs,” Stacy said.

      “Well, it’s better than nothing,” Jim shot back, continuing to flap his briefcase that circulated some airflow around her.

      Lia shot upright and barked at Chad. “Can you carry her down the remaining steps? We need to get her out of here and fast.”

      “I got it.” Chad thumbed the light off on his phone, pocketed the device in the front pocket of his trousers, and picked her dead weight off the pad with ease.

      He handled her in a caring way while clutching her limp body close to his sweaty dress shirt. Standing and cradling Diane, he tilted his head at Lia and said, “Okay, go on. I’ll be right behind you.”

      She grabbed her heels and made her way down the stairs at a good clip. Lia paused frequently and checked on Chad, who surprisingly moved quickly after her.

      The office staff heeded the urgency of the matter and matched their given speed, egressing to the last staircase before reaching the exit to the stairwell.

      Tossing open the heavy door, Lia charged out of the sweat box to the expanse of the lobby of the skyscraper that was sparsely dotted with folks. Light from outside dimmed as the seconds ticked by, casting the interior of the building in partial darkness.

      “We need help, here!” Lia shouted while stabbing her hand behind her.

      “Hold on,” Chad said, stopping Lia dead in her tracks. “I think she’s coming too.”

      He looked down at Diane, who slowly stirred in his arms.

      “Here. Put her down on the floor.” Lia moved in sync with Chad as he placed the older woman gently on the marble tile.

      The office staff surrounded them, hovering over their shoulders and looking on.

      “Diane. Can you hear me?” Lia asked while flapping her hand at her face.

      She blinked and then stared at Lia. Her face scrunched in confusion as she asked, “What? What happened?”

      “You passed out in the stairwell,” Chad answered.

      “I did?” Diane sat up from the flat of her back. Her fingers touched the bruise she had on the side of her cheek from where she hit the ground.

      “You did,” Lia replied.

      “Yeah. You went down hard,” Jim said. “One minute, you were on your feet heading down the stairs. Then, bam. You collapsed before I could even grab you.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. I was feeling dizzy and weird but figured it was because of how stuffy it was in there. I don’t do well with heat, especially for long periods.”

      As Lia inspected Diane’s head for further trauma, Chad held the bewildered woman’s hand in his.

      “You have nothing to apologize for. How are you feeling now?”

      Diane winced as she straightened her back. “My head hurts and I still feel woozy, but I think I’m okay.”

      “She might need to go to the hospital and get looked at,” Jim said to the group. “If she is dehydrated, they’ll have to give her fluids and put her on an IV drip. That’s what they had to do to my cousin who had a similar experience.”

      “She’ll have to go to them because I’m still not getting any damn cell service to call 911.” Stacy advanced toward them, heading from the main entrance of the lobby. “Plus, traffic is looking horrible outside. It doesn’t appear to be moving at all. Even if we got through to call for an ambulance, it’s doubtful it would be able to get through that blockade of cars.”

      “I’m okay, everyone. Seriously. We’ve all had enough of this day, and there is no reason to concern yourselves with me.” As Diane stood, her legs wobbled, and then she collapsed into Chad, who caught her before going back to the floor.

      “You’re not okay and need to be looked at.” Chad held onto her, keeping Diane upright. “You might have a concussion as well since you hit your head. It would be better to have a doctor give you the once over just to be sure.”

      “The hospital isn’t too far from here. Maybe three or four blocks,” Heather said. “We could help get her there.”

      “I need to get home to my family,” Brent said, backing away from the group. “I’m sorry, Diane, but I can’t stay.”

      As Brent retreated to the entrance to the underground parking garage, Stacy followed and said, “I can’t stay either. I hope you get feeling better, but I need to check on my kids and make sure they’re okay and to let them know I’m fine.”

      Chad adjusted his arm wrapped around Diane’s tiny waist. “I’ll take her there.”

      “I’ll go with you and stay with her,” Jim said. “I’ve got no family at home waiting for me. Work is about all I have.”

      “Count me in as well,” Heather said, raising her arm. “I don’t want to be alone right now and especially walk through the city by myself.”

      Before Lia could open her mouth, Chad interrupted her. “Since we’re down here on the bottom floor, why don’t you see if you can find a cop close by and let them know they need to have emergency services here to help up top.”

      As much as Lia wanted to accompany Diane to the hospital, she couldn’t forget the red-haired woman trapped beneath the rubble. Lia promised she’d be back with help and wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t try.

      “Okay. I’ll try and track down a cop. There has to be one somewhere around outside.” Lia hugged Diane. “Get feeling better.”

      “I will. Be careful.”

      Heather hugged Lia and helped Chad with Diane. Jim tipped his head at her as he moved toward the glass doors of the lobby.

      “Stay safe and no super-hero business, Fox,” Chad said to Lia. “Do what you can but don’t put yourself in harm’s way.”

      “I don’t plan to, but I have to let someone know.”

      Jim wagged his arm at them. “Come on. Let’s move. It’s going to be a trek to get her to the hospital. Plus, we have no idea of how busy they are going to be.”

      “Go and be safe on your way there.”

      “You too.” Chad nodded at Lia as Heather helped him escort Diane out of the building.

      She trailed the four of them to the outside world that now seemed more chaotic. A heavy stench of smoke filled the air. The sky around the high-rise buildings appeared gloomy.

      Cracks of gunfire made her flinch and retreat to the alcove of the building’s entrance. Horns blasted in the distance, adding to the din engulfing the city.

      Lia scanned the gridlocked street and then down either direction of the walkway. People moved about in haste on the abandoned stretch of sidewalk, heading in different directions.

      A lone officer shuffled people from the area by twirling his arm and shouting at them to move away. As far as Lia could tell, he was alone without any backup.

      Leaving her nook, she rushed down the walkway barefooted while hauling her heels and personal property. The rough, harsh concrete scratched the smooth surface of her feet, but she didn’t care.

      Lia shouted, trying to get his attention as she flanked him. “Officer! Hey, Officer!”

      He turned around with his hand hovering above the grip of his holstered sidearm. She stopped and raised her arms, showing that she wasn’t a threat.

      The cop looked about as haggard as Lia felt and no doubt, looked. Sweat poured down his young face. His dark hair was matted to his scalp from under the police hat that had a white and black checkered band around the top. He speared the air with his arm in the direction she came from.

      “Ma’am. Clear this area at once. It’s not safe around here.”

      His voice was stern and deep. He didn’t allow her to speak before trying to send her away.

      “There’s a woman trapped up on the 57th floor where the plane crashed. She’s hurt badly and needs help, now.”

      He flitted his gaze to the sky where the plane impacted the building, then said to Lia, “Firefighters are en route and will be here momentarily. They will handle search and rescue once they are onsite.”

      “I promised her that I’d find help,” Lia said.

      “And you have,” the cop replied. “We will take it from here. For now, please, evacuate the area immediately and go home until we have everything under control.”

      Over his shoulder, Lia spotted large chunks of the building that had fallen to the sidewalk and into the street. It painted a grim picture of what transpired earlier that day.

      Gunfire popped off in the area. Each report thundered among the maze of buildings around them.

      The officer pulled his sidearm and gripped the weapon tightly as people fled in all directions. Heroically, he ran toward the gunshots while yelling at everyone within earshot to take cover.

      He craned his neck to look for the shooter while on the move. His pistol was aimed at the sky as he surveyed the area for possible threats. It was far too much to ask for a single officer to lock down the site while also trying to protect the innocent from random violence that popped up across the city.

      Lia retreated up the walkway while ducking and headed for the entrance of her office building. Her goal was to pass through the lobby to the parking garage to her SUV, then make her way out of the city to her home, where she wanted to be more than ever.
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      Sean’s list of targets was reduced by one. It gave him a bit of satisfaction and peace knowing that a wrong done to him and his family had been vindicated. He was a necessary evil that had to force change within the corrupt judicial system, whether they wanted it, or not.

      Night had taken Chicago hostage, draping its broad sheet of darkness over the tumult of the city. Orange fiery glow from fires burning brightened the smoky skies. Air quality plummeted to levels well below the already substandard that they were forced to inhale.

      Gunshots persisted without pause, as did the violence among the unhinged citizens that jumped at the chance to wreak havoc on the greater populace.

      For Sean, he had no desire to join in on the bedlam or even stop it from happening. The city had made its bed in regards to failed policies that had allowed such furor to take chi-town hostage by the filth that inhabited its streets.

      Looters continued their assault on local businesses and big box retail chains. Stores were ransacked as their goods were dragged out and looters scattered like mice.

      Sean avoided the turmoil as best he could while navigating the urban landscape plunged into a bitter fight for its soul. The black recesses of alleyways were his friend and kept him out of the fray and on his mission.

      With the cluttered mess of vehicles jammed in the downtown area and around the metroplex as a whole, Sean was forced to leave his truck hidden inside the warehouse where he had left it. He’d be on foot for the time being.

      His conditioning would prove vital. Lugging gear through hostile fronts while maintaining a steady pace was crucial. The one saving grace that offered him a bit of wiggle room was the blackout and subsequent fallout of society. It couldn’t have worked out better in his favor and was another sign that he was on the right course of action.

      Cutting past a blind corner of the alley he navigated in the dark, Sean stopped for a brief moment to catch his breath. His nostrils flared with each hard exhale that blasted from his body.

      A layer of sweat coated him from head to toe. It was humid and warm with no offer of relief from the smokey wind that met his clammy flesh.

      He ran his tongue over the tacky skin of his lips. Each hard gasp made him wish he had stored a bottle or two of water in the pack that he lugged around.

      “Sean,” a voice whispered in the darkness of the tight alleyway. Although low, it was clear enough for him to hear easily.

      Startled, he stiffened his posture and pulled the FN509 MRD-LE from his waistband. Tired eyes swept the area as he hunted for the soft subtle feminine voice who spoke his name.

      His hand fished in the front pocket of his pants for the tiny tactical flashlight he had. Sean moved carefully through the alley, sweeping the dark patches for shadowy figures hiding among the city’s waste.

      Removing the flashlight from his pocket, Sean thumbed the button on the end. Light exploded from the small, round lens. He combed the area while making his way to the street ahead.

      No figures were hidden among the trash piled against the walls. Rats ran for cover after the light shone on their fat bodies.

      Sean was unable to find the female who spoke softly and knew his name. The light hadn’t revealed the person whose soft voice wormed its way into his head.

      “Hello?” he asked in the same volume. No response came.

      Standing at ease, Sean stowed the pistol back in his waistband and pinched the bridge of his nose. Perhaps he was losing his mind, or the stress of the day had gotten to him more than Sean realized. A mental breakdown wasn’t out of the picture, considering he had his fair share of moments where he felt as if he was on the edge of insanity.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that the whisper sounded like his deceased wife, Claire. After all, she was dead and had been for a year.

      Keep it together, man. Don’t lose your mind now, Sean thought as he tried to regain his focus. There’s still much to accomplish. Remain steadfast and on task.

      Sean rode the wave of confusion until it let him be. The whisper didn’t return and all but vanished in the gloom of the smelly corridor.

      Shaking his head and getting his mind back in the game, Sean brought up the next name on his list. Judge Russell C. Davis.

      The older, plump, balding, bearded official who had presided over his case and ended his hopes for justice was a big fish to fry, and soon, he would.

      Sean had the foresight to gather the judge’s home address and scope out his residence ahead of time. He knew every inch of the property and could slip into his luxurious two-story home with ease. Other than his wife, no one else lived in the home, making carrying out Sean’s next task that much easier.
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      Lia used her phone’s light as her guide through the hallow void of the parking garage. The clap of gunshots, although muffled, was heard within the confined space.

      Each discharge made Lia move with purpose as she loaded into the driver’s seat of the Infinity QX80. She had managed to grab her comfortable sneakers from her gym bag while depositing the heels and satchel in the cargo hold, but she hadn’t put the footwear on yet.

      The hollow thud of her vehicle’s door slamming against the frame echoed inside the expansive covered parking. Lia pressed the ignition button, bringing the expensive luxury SUV online.

      Light shone from the wall of gauges behind the leather-wrapped steering wheel and the wide display recessed into the dash. The backup camera came online as she shifted into reverse and punched the gas.

      Tires squealed in the ether. Brakes squeaked as she slammed the pedal barefooted. Lia shoved the gearshift into drive and hit the gas, sending the beastly vehicle racing across the expansive garage.

      Her phone’s Bluetooth connected to the Infinity’s onboard system. She thumbed through the list of contacts stored on her phone. Reaching Jasper was a no-go after several failed attempts. Reason didn’t play a part in the hectic moment that rattled Lia into a survival instinct as she tried to call her sister.

      No dial tone sounded from the speaker as Lia jerked the steering wheel past a parked white Cadillac Escalade. She took the corner faster than she should have, causing the SUV to make a wide arc instead of a controlled, tight turn.

      Another three parked cars threatened damage to her car as she barely eked past their back ends. Regaining control of the Infinity and mastering her frayed nerves, Lia darted toward the exit of the garage.

      She climbed the slight incline to the dim street and was met with several cars blocking the road. The obstruction was not as severe on the side street as it was out in front of the skyscraper, but it hindered her ability to gain access to the roadway without ramming into the cars.

      Lia idled at the entrance of the parking garage, trying to plot a course past the vehicles. Pieces of the plane’s wreckage littered the area, as did chunks of busted concrete. Her route back home was bound to change and she’d be forced to think on the fly.

      A loud crash on the passenger side of the Infinity made her throat move and her body jump in the seat. She wrenched her chin to the dark tinted windows and spotted a black-clad figure beating the glass with his fists.

      The outside door handle was yanked as the crazed man persisted in hammering the vehicle’s window. He shouted at her, wanting Lia to unlock the door and let him inside under threat of being hurt or killed.

      Lia punched the gas and twisted the steering wheel clockwise. The Infinity lurched toward the curb and drove over the concrete lip.

      As the SUV accelerated down the sidewalk, the enraged thug hit the passenger window one final time before he ceased his attack. She lost sight of him while piloting the bulky ride past buildings and cars parked at the curb. The walkway was fortunately clear of pedestrians, reducing her chances of hitting someone.

      She pumped the brake and slowed as she came up on a gap between two vehicles ahead. The narrow berth looked big enough for the SUV to fit and offered Lia a way off the sidewalk and back to the street.

      Timing it just right without fully stopping, Lia rotated the wheel into the opening. The Infinity plopped down off the curb and into the road. Its right front bumper collided with the trunk of the smaller yellow hatchback, jarring her.

      Metal groaned from the contact, jolting the SUV and Lia. She kept her course and drove on until cleared of the vehicles.

      Lia hit a narrow pocket of open road not blocked by cars. Accelerating, she kept alert to the dangers that had gripped the city and prayed she’d make it out of the madness before it was too late.
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      He couldn’t sleep or find a comfortable position to lay in. With each turn and flop of his body against the thin twin-size mattress, the frame squeaked loudly, signaling his restlessness inside the silent home.

      Blackness filled every square inch of the bedroom. Not a hint of light shone from the hallway or the closed blinds above him. It made it feel like an endless void that he was trapped in, even if that wasn’t the case.

      Jasper checked the time on his Casio G-Shock watch. It was past 11:00 p.m., but it felt much later than that. To him, it seemed like it should have been around two or three in the morning, given his restless state.

      Belting an aggravated sigh, he shot up from the uncomfortable mattress. Jasper then swung his boots to the floor, which he refused to take off. Rubbing his face in the darkness, Jasper felt for the water bottle on the nightstand.

      His vision had accepted the absence of light and spotted the vague outline of the bottle. He grabbed it and removed the cap, then chugged the warm liquid down.

      A pop of gunfire shattered the silence. He flinched and squeezed the bottle, forcing additional water to spill down his chin.

      What the hell was that?

      Jasper screwed the cap back on the bottle, tossed it on the bed, and grabbed the lantern; then he rose and stalked the shut bedroom door. His heart punched his chest like a riveter, and his pulse spiked from the sudden gunshot. A slew of questions bombarded his tired brain as he listened closely at the door.

      Who fired the weapon? Was it Bill? If so, what caused him to discharge the thunder maker?

      He swallowed the lump lodged in his throat and twisted the doorknob. The hinges creaked as he pulled the door away from the jamb.

      Blackness from the hallway met his gaze. Not a hint of light shone from the direction of the living room or additional rooms down the hall from him.

      No footfalls sounded inside the spacious log home. From what Jasper could tell, the huntsman was not inside, given the lack of activity.

      Clutching the lantern, Jasper turned it on and crept from his bedroom to the darkened corridor. Light from the lantern illuminated the hallway, allowing him to see ahead.

      Jasper searched the living room for Bill while making his way to the entrance of the hall. No shadowy figures lurked in the home. It was still and quiet, with only the sound of his boots gently rapping off the wood floor.

      The front door opened suddenly, causing Jasper’s throat to hitch. His muscles tensed as he hopped back into a defensive stance with his free hand balling into a fist. Discomfort surged in his injured thigh from the jerky movement.

      Bill entered the home while lugging his shotgun in his arm. The barrel aimed at the floor as he paused and glanced at Jasper. “I’m sorry if I woke or scared you.”

      Relieved that it was Bill and not some backwoods hillbilly wanting to make him squeal like a pig, Jasper relaxed his stance and said, “It’s okay. I was awake.” He swallowed, then asked, “What’s the matter, and why did you fire the gun?”

      Light from the lantern caught a hint of blood on Bill’s right forearm as he turned and placed the shotgun on the floor near the doorway. “It’s nothing to worry about. I was just scaring off an animal that was rummaging through the trash.”

      “And the blood there on your arm?”

      As Bill closed the door and engaged the two deadbolts, he dipped his chin and studied the red on his hairy arm. “Hm. I didn’t realize I’d cut myself earlier while out in the garage. The truck is fixed and good to go, by the way.”

      Jasper read his face, which seemed calm and free of panic. “You got the truck fixed?”

      “I did. I don’t sleep well and decided to tool around on it to see if I could get it working by morning. After a bit of can do and elbow grease, it was brought back to life.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Jasper didn’t recall hearing the truck start but figured that he missed it during his trip to the restroom. “What sort of animal was out there?”

      “Oh, just a lonely black bear creeping about the house.” Bill crossed the living room to the kitchen, where he turned on the overhead light. “He was probably looking for my trash cans to rummage in. I had to put them away in one of the sheds to keep the wildlife from rooting around in them. The gunshot was a warning to scare him off, which it did. It’s nothing of concern. Black bears are generally shy and avoid contact with folks. This has happened maybe two other times to me.”

      “Well, that’s a big relief.” Jasper put the lantern on the bar and watched as Bill rolled his sleeve up.

      He twisted the faucet’s handle. Water sputtered from the tap as Bill inspected his arm a minute more, then he ran it under the stream.

      From Jasper’s point of view, he could see how bad the cut was. The huntsman turned his arm, hindering him from being able to see it clearly.

      “Since you have the truck fixed, are we still going to be able to leave in the morning?”

      Bill switched the faucet off and shook the water from his forearm to the deep sink. “Oh, yeah. That won’t be a problem now that the truck is operational. It still sounds like hell when it idles, but it’ll do the trick on getting us to town. After I drop you off, it won’t be your problem anymore.”

      “I wish there were some way I could repay you for the kindness you’ve shown me,” Jasper said as Bill patted his arm down with a paper towel. “When I get back home, and once things are back to normal, I’d like to do something for you. I’m not sure what that would be, but not doing anything feels—wrong.”

      “Normal? Things won’t be back to normal for a while if I’m correct about that CME,” Bill said, chuckling as he dabbed the cut, “and I’m confident that I am. Those massive transformers used to power the grid can take years to make, and then you have to deploy them. That’s in a normal society not under the thumb of a massive national emergency. The best way you can repay me is by making it home safely to that wife of yours and by being the best damn husband she’s ever witnessed. Do that for me, and we’ll be straight.”

      “I can certainly do that.”

      “Perfect.” Bill removed the soaked paper towel and examined the gash as he turned away from Jasper. “Well, I need to give this cut here a bit of TLC, and then I’ll retire after rinsing off. Sorry again for startling you with the 12-gauge, but that’s life in the Appalachian Mountains.”

      “No worries. I’m glad you’re safe and not hurt more than you are.”

      Bill winked as he left the kitchen and headed for the staircase next to the hall. “It’s going to take a hell of a lot more than a mangy bear to take me out. Better men have tried over the years, and I’m still standing.”

      As he climbed the stairs to the top, Bill whistled a subtle tune. For someone who had just had a run-in with a bear, the huntsman acted cavalier about the encounter.

      Jasper found it odd but to each their own. The one thing he focused on most was that the truck was fixed, and tomorrow, he’d be on his way back to Chicago, where he belonged.
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      Escaping the maelstrom proved challenging, given the constant traffic jams throughout the city and riots carrying on into the late-night hours. Every block Lia tried to exploit for a way out of downtown was packed with vehicles or rioters causing havoc that made it treacherous to tempt passing.

      The Chicago River added another hazardous variable that Lia had to contend with. Each bridge crossing the river had its own set of challenges she had to navigate to escape the civil turmoil.

      Her bulky Infinity crammed into tight spaces as she wormed through the gaps the luxury SUV would fit through. She straddled the sidewalk and street, running next to the river toward DuSable Bridge. It had the least amount of cars populating it and gave Lia her best shot at fleeing the inner city.

      Constant gunfire rang out every few seconds in the blackness swallowing the sprawling buildings. It made Chicago feel like hell on earth from the orange fiery tendrils that licked the smoky air.

      Lia piloted the Infinity as best she could in the tight space among the cars and street lamps lining the sidewalks. Damage to the vehicle increased as she was forced to steer clear of the lampposts and drive on the sidewalks that, fortunately, had few pedestrians traveling.

      Up ahead, a wall of cars stuffed into the entrance of the DuSable Bridge made it impossible to pass with the SUV. Beyond the barrier of steel was an open gap that carried Michigan Avenue across the main stem of the Chicago River.

      She hit the brake and brought the beastly vehicle to a skidding halt before the concrete decorative pillars stationed on either side of the bridge’s entrance.

      Son of a bitch.

      Lia slammed the heel of her palm against the leather-wrapped steering wheel. Her tired hazy vision swept the bumper-to-bumper traffic as she tried to find a way through while not having to backtrack or abandon her car.

      No such gap within the meld of cars presented a path she could use. It was a dead end that left Lia in the lurch.

      Back down the street, she remembered seeing an area wide enough that she could maybe fit the SUV through to skirt a large portion of the traffic. It wasn’t ideal but a better alternative than her current predicament.

      With a frustrated sigh, Lia gripped the gearshift and jerked it into reverse. As she twisted in the seat and draped her arm over the front passenger backrest, an explosion of fire erupted from the side street nearby.

      A fireball burped out from beyond the buildings. The ground under Lia vibrated. She couldn’t see what had happened and didn’t want to risk retreating into a mob of rioters who were continuing their rampage through the city’s downtown district.

      Lia had no choice but to abandon her car and flee on foot while she had the chance. Doing so killed Lia, but she didn’t want to attempt confronting a rabble of violent people out to destroy Chicago in the wake of a massive city-wide blackout.

      She shifted into park and killed the engine, then Lia grabbed the running sneakers from the passenger seat. Venturing outside of the Infinity barefoot across the Chicago urban jungle proved to be a perilous gamble within the current treacherous environment.

      In haste, Lia slipped on the cushioned footwear without socks while seated behind the wheel. She glanced at the driver’s side-view mirror for shadowy figures moving within the fiery burst of flames illuminating a fraction of the street near the blast.

      As she snatched her phone, opened the door, and jumped to the walkway, charged yells and gunshots rose above the din. Lia hung by the door of the SUV; fingers clutching the end with a taut grip. She wanted her satchel from the cargo hold, but the approaching gaggle of thugs dissuaded that notion and sent Lia sprinting from the vehicle.

      Her shoes hammered the sidewalk as she flew past the concrete pillars and cars stuffed into the entrance of DuSable Bridge. She glanced over her shoulder at the conflagration and people slipping between the cars as she raced over the bridge.

      All she had on her person was her keys and cell. The Gucci purse was left in the SUV by accident as it had to have been dumped into the floorboard when she slammed the brakes.

      Making it home now on foot was impossible and dangerous. Lia’s best and safest move was to head to her sister’s apartment and hope that she was there.
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      Lincoln Park was one of Chicago’s superior neighborhoods in the city. It had been labeled as one of the safest communities, sought after by the wealthiest who inhabited the metropolis.

      The picturesque neighborhood had manicured gardens, a hidden lily pond, and a historic indoor botanical garden. Not to mention tons of lakefront green space with sweeping city views that were now painted in orange and yellow brush strokes of chaos.

      It had taken Sean a few hours to reach the safe zone that had yet been touched by the violence. Traveling by way of foot and avoiding the fray took time as he wanted to steer clear of hostiles.

      No fires burned in the quaint, dark neighborhood. Gunshots within the community were absent except for the distant reports echoing from all over the city.

      Restaurants and shops had suffered no damage, but the force of wild thugs would no doubt soon make their way to the elitist doors and raze the homes and businesses to a cinder if given the opportunity. He had to finish his meeting with the judge and disembark before that could happen.

      Sean maintained a steady clip while pounding the pavement through the posh community. His clothes were drenched in sweat from lugging his gear and running throughout the city.

      So far, he hadn’t spotted any police in the area. No flashing lights or sirens indicated they were protecting and serving the rich while the rest of Chicago imploded.

      The lack of illumination from the front porch lights of the homes, street lamps, and business signs cloaked Lincoln Park in utter darkness. Its inhabitants kept inside their luxurious dwellings and dared not step out into the unfolding madness that gripped the city.

      His night vision goggles washed the environment out in a green hue. As rows of homes passed, he grew anxious as the judge’s gated property came into view past the wall of bushes and trees that lined the fenced perimeter.

      From the recon he had done weeks prior, Sean discovered the residence had no security cameras around the outer rim. He figured the home itself would be monitored, but the blackout had nullified the security system, allowing him to breach the home without a warning going off.

      He stopped along the stretch of fence, scanned the area, and then scaled the steel to the top. It was a cumbersome task with gear strapped to his back, but he managed to get up and over.

      Dropping from the top of the fence to the tiny opening within the shrubbery, Sean pushed out from the vegetation and started his trek across the expanse of the lush yard toward the back of the home.

      As far as Sean knew, the judge had no family pets that would give him away. During his reconnaissance, he spied Mr. Davis and his wife meandering about the property but didn’t spot any dogs with them. A search of the social media accounts confirmed as much since the majority of pet owners enjoyed posting pictures and videos of their animals regularly.

      On the off chance they had a dog that hadn’t come about during his visits, he would cross that bridge when he got to it.

      Sean hunched as he neared the home. Thick grass turned to concrete. He moved around the landscaping encompassing the large patio outfitted with a hot tub, grill, and swing set, which Sean knew was for the family’s grandkids that lived out of state.

      So far, all had gone according to plan. It emboldened him to pursue his quest for righteous justice that, as each name he crossed off his list, made the pang of heartache lessen.

      The French door’s blinds were open, as were the ones on the windows he viewed while closing in on his point of entry. No lights flickered from the ether inside the large home or shadowy figures. Reaching the double doors, Sean pulled his lock picking tools from his bag, and got to work. Bypassing the locks took little effort as two subtle clicks confirmed he was good to go.

      Stowing the kit back in his bag, Sean then gripped the handle and gently pulled it down. The door cracked open without so much of a bleating cry from an alarm.

      Dead silence from the dwelling matched that of the outside where he stooped. Opening the door a bit wider, Sean advanced into the house and secured the French doors back in place after him with no residual noise.

      Just as Sean imagined, the judge’s upscale abode was decorated in lavish furniture. The living room had scores of seating dotting the space.

      He drew the FN509 MRD-LE and skulked through the blinding darkness of the home. The green hue swept the furnishings as Sean maneuvered past the loveseat and couch to the hallway beyond.

      Each step was muffled, barely noticeable as he stalked into the expansive corridor. He paused for a moment and surveyed the hallway that spanned in each direction.

      This was the one area he had not been able to research ahead of time. To locate the couple’s bedroom, Sean would have to do a house-wide sweep. He figured they’d be on the second floor, but Sean decided first that he’d check the lower level for unexpected guests and to ensure his train of thought on the couple’s whereabouts was accurate.

      Sean conducted his sweep of the first floor efficiently. Each room was cleared in short order. He found no guests in the bottom portion of the residence, leaving the upper section for him to check.

      A spiral staircase ascended to the next floor. He trained his pistol at the landing at the top and moved up the steps one by one while maintaining a visual of the blackness of the upper floor.

      The stairs refrained from creaking a warning. Each placement of his boot on the wood surface was smooth. As he reached the landing, Sean paused at the blind corner and pressed his shoulder to the wall.

      He peered around the bend and viewed the stretch of hallway, and then Sean checked the other way. Closed doors down both corridors made it hard to decide where to start first.

      There was no clue as to where their bedroom was. Closed doors added a sense of mystery and unknown as to what waited for him. The last thing he wanted to happen was for the judge or his wife to rush his plans and force him to act in a hostile manner before he could have his time with him.

      After a minute of racking his brain on where to go first, Sean decided on heading to the left down the hallway. It was as good of a place as any.

      As he stepped up to the landing, a sudden burst of noise shattered the silence of the home. It sounded like a hacking cough. Sean retreated to the top step behind the cover of the wall and hunted for the source.

      A light flickered from down the hallway to his right. The dim glow beamed under one of the closed doors and then vanished. He had located his target, or so he thought.

      Sean got back into position and prowled the corridor. As the coughing continued, he zeroed in on the room the sickly noise emitted from.

      He placed his ear to the surface of the door and listened to the hacking persist. Aside from the sickly cough, he detected no additional sounds or movement within the home.

      Heavy footsteps stomped the floor as Sean grabbed the doorknob. They trailed off, leading away from the entrance to the room.

      While twisting the doorknob, a loud bang sounded from inside the room. Sean pushed the door open and peered inside the cavernous bedroom that was larger than all the bedrooms in his house combined.

      Located against the far wall was a king-size poster bed. His night vision revealed one side of the covers in disarray while the other was perfectly made. It seemed as though only one of them were inside the home, leaving Sean to wonder who it was.

      The deep cough he heard sounded more manly than feminine, but he wasn’t sure.

      A hint of light glowed from across the room under another door. The person inside what Sean assumed to be the bathroom continued coughing and making a ruckus.

      He advanced into the bedroom and stalked the closed door as his boots crept over the hardwood floor and rug that muffled his footfalls.

      Another clatter loomed from the room. A grumpy male voice followed the clamor with a slew of colorful words.

      As Sean reached the door and grabbed at the doorknob, it twisted before he could take hold, then the door swung open.

      Light from a flashlight beamed at his feet as Judge Davis stood in the doorway coughing. With his free hand made into a fist and pressed to his mouth, he recoiled from the shock of a stranger standing before him. He hopped back and lowered his arm.

      “Who are you? And why are you in my house?”

      His tone was scratchy. He spoke with a rasp that sounded painful for him to speak.

      Sean leveled the barrel of the FN509 MRD-LE with his forehead and said, “Come, Judge Davis. Let’s have a chat, shall we?”
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      Judge Davis refused to budge from the bathroom. He held firm and spouted off at the mouth as to who he was while coughing his lungs out.

      “You’re making a huge mistake here. You know I’m a judge and the power I hold. Breaking and entering is a punishable offense, and I will have your balls in a vise for trespassing on my property.”

      “Please. Save your strength and voice to answer my questions.” Sean was unmoved by the threats and posturing by the bureaucrat. “It’s pointless and will only serve to piss me off. You don’t want that.”

      He scoffed at Sean’s threat. “Please. I’ve eaten thugs like you for breakfast for years now. This isn’t the first time I’ve been threatened. Who sent you? Was it the Gambino family? If they think they can strong-arm me in dismissing the case against their nephew, then—”

      Sean cracked the pistol against the side of the judge’s skull, knocking him off balance and stumbling back further into the bathroom. “Christ. Will you shut your damn mouth for two seconds?”

      The flashlight hit the floor as the judge crashed into the sink. His hand palmed the point of impact, grimacing from the blow he’d been dealt. “You son of a bitch. I can’t believe you hit me!”

      He coughed again while steading his legs under him.

      “I know you’re probably not used to being under the thumb of someone else, but you have no recourse here except to do exactly as I say or suffer more pain. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes!” Judge Davis shot back with a scowl and furrowed brow.

      A line of blood ran from the gash created by the gun smashing into his head.

      “Good.” Sean stepped out of the doorway of the bathroom and nodded at the bed. “Is the misses not in the house?”

      “No. She is not.” Judge Davis waddled to the door while palming his head and belting coughs. “It’s just me here.”

      To Sean, he resembled the Penguin from the Batman movies. Each step made him look feeble and diminished the authority he thought he had.

      “Excellent. So we’ll have plenty of time to chat, then.” Sean wagged the gun at the bed, indicating that’s where he wanted him to go.

      As the state official lumbered across the hardwood floor in his slippers, Sean retrieved the flashlight and made his way out of the bathroom after him.

      “Sit on the edge of the bed.”

      Judge Davis did as ordered and plopped his round bottom on the elevated mattress that he had to jump up on. “If you’re not here under orders from the Gambino family, then who the hell are you? I don’t recognize you. At least, not with that getup on your face.”

      “It’s been some time since we’ve seen each other last. You may not remember me, but I have not forgotten about you.” Sean secured the gun in the front waistband of his pants, then raised the night vision goggles.

      A befuddled look of confusion washed over the judge’s sweaty, fat head. Wrinkles formed on his brow. His mouth creased, and his gaze narrowed as he studied Sean’s face.

      “That doesn’t help. Whatever you’re pissed off at me for doing, I’d remember that you were the one that broke the law. Not me. I just served justice.”

      “Justice?” Sean chuckled at the response. “No. You misunderstand. I’m not someone who you convicted of a crime, but someone still affected by the negligence of a corrupt system that didn’t serve your so-called justice.”

      Judge Davis covered his mouth and hacked. It sounded painful to hear. Sean relished in his suffering.

      “So, you’re not a scumbag I convicted? Okay. Then again, who the hell are you, and why are you standing in my bedroom in the dead of night during this blackout? I’m too sick and tired for games. Get to the point, please.”

      Sean couldn’t believe how brazen the state official was. His defensive nature and reluctance to cower at the gunman before him spoke to the size of the balls he sported or how arrogant he was.

      “A year ago, I was in your courtroom about my wife who was involved in a car collision on the side of the road outside of Chicago. She died days later in the hospital from countless injuries. Does Claire Moore ring a bell?”

      Eyes downcast, the judge thought a moment while removing his palm from his head. “The name sounds familiar, but I’m struggling to remember the particulars of the case. Let me say that I am sorry for your loss.”

      His combative tone and tense posture lessened. A solemn expression of sadness or guilt formed on his face. Sean couldn’t tell which one he felt but veered toward guilt, given how he was under threat of harm from an armed man.

      “Save your pity for someone else that needs it. I do not.” Sean approached him and continued. “I’ll provide you with the highlights of what transpired during one of the worst periods of my life.”

      “Listen, if—”

      Sean stabbed his arm, holding the light at the judge’s face, blinding him with the device’s glow. “Do not interrupt me again.”

      Shrinking into the bed, Judge Davis held his tongue as Sean spoke.

      “The man responsible for killing my wife when he hit her with his car that rainy night walked free without so much as a slap on the wrist from you. This was no accident but a reckless individual driving behind the wheel who took my beloved from me. I lost everything when she passed and the one thing that I wanted, deserved even, was justice for her. And you, sir, robbed me of that.”

      As Sean told his condensed version of events, a light sprung in the judge’s head. His eyes widened, and he nodded, remembering clearly what Sean was speaking of.

      “Yes. I remember that case now. The reason it was dismissed and no charges were brought against Mr. Fox was because it was concluded that it was no fault of his, but a tragic accident that occurred on that winding, desolate road. He wasn’t speeding and had no alcohol in his system or drugs, if I remember correctly. Mr. Fox is the one who contacted the police after the accident and stayed on the scene with your wife until help arrived.”

      “So, even though he stayed and contacted the authorities after running her down, that makes it all right?” Anger built in Sean at how each of the people he spoke to that night disregarded his point of view as outlandish. “And let’s not forget how long it took the ambulance to arrive. If they had gotten there sooner, she could have survived and wouldn’t have died on the damn hospital bed in that godforsaken place!”

      Before Sean knew it, he was an inch from Judge Davis, yelling at him. He zoned out, allowing sadness, pain, and rage to steer his actions.

      Judge Davis leaned back and cocked his head while raising his hands in front of him in a submissive motion. “I’m sorry that the case you had against Mr. Fox didn’t go in your favor, but the verdict was the right one. Your attorney should have informed you why it went the way it had.”

      “Oh, I’ve spoken with Mr. Preston and aired my grievances with him.” Sean stood straight but kept close to the judge. “He tried to conjure the same story as you are, as if I’m stupid and don’t know what’s going on. Let’s just say he’s atoned for his misdeeds for not representing me to the fullest of his abilities.”

      The not-so-subtle remark frightened the judge. His head turned back toward Sean. He leveled his sights on the mad man who refused to acknowledge his power within the judicial system, and he tried to reason with Sean.

      “Son, you need some help. Someone to talk to. I’ve seen this before.” Judge Davis spoke in a soft, almost caring voice, absent of the sharp tongue he used earlier during their initial encounter. “I know of some good folks that can guide you through these treacherous waters that you’re swimming. If you’ll permit me, I’d like to offer my services to you.”

      Sean gave a wolfish grin, then shook his head. It was unreal how fast the judge switched gears from acting like he was untouchable to giving a single care in the world about his well-being. He didn’t take the plump man’s offer, knowing full well it was a ploy to disarm Sean and then throw the hammer down.

      “Nice try, but your pathetic attempt is all but a waste of breath.” Sean smashed the back of his hand against the judge’s jaw, knocking him off the bed.

      His bulbous body rolled from the mattress and slammed to the hardwood floor. He cupped his chin and flipped to his back as Sean straddled his waist.

      “Please, son. You don’t want to do this,” the judge pleaded while scooting away from him. “You don’t want another dead body on your conscious, do you?”

      Sean followed him, toying with Judge Davis as he moved around the corner of the poster bed. “My conscience is clear of any guilt or wrongdoing. You act as if I’m some mindless killer and don’t have a meaningful purpose behind my crusade. I can assure you that I do. What’s happening tonight is me forcing change upon the system. It’ll all burn down so that this sort of blatant disregard for justice will not happen in the future. The city is transforming as we speak, and so shall the rule of law.”

      Judge Davis muttered through quivering fat lips as Sean wrenched him from the floor by the flaps of his pajama top, then he drove him back into the wall next to the nightstand. His body collided into the drywall with a dense thump that stole the wheezing and coughing official’s ability to speak.

      “Your death, along with the others who have been selected, will be the catalyst for the change that is required. Once I’m finished making my statement, everyone blinded by corruption and their own political goals shall witness the rebirth of justice as it should be.”

      “That’s madness!” Judge Davis yelled in Sean’s face with a wheeze. “You’re crazy! There was no corruption or a political agenda involving your case! You’re sick in the head! Delusional!”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. It doesn’t change the fact that this institution is going to be burned to the ground.”

      Gunshots cracked from outside the judge’s lavish home. It sounded closer than before, given its clarity and thunderous boom.

      Sean jerked his chin to the windows, removing his narrowed gaze from his target. His time with Judge Davis had come to an abrupt end sooner than he wanted. As much as he enjoyed debating the issue with the now petrified state official, he had to leave before the quaint community was reduced to cinders by the unhinged masses making their way toward them.

      While distracted, Judge Davis made a bold, daring move against Sean and struck him in the side of the head with some object of considerable weight. The glancing blow didn’t make full contact with his skull, but enough to disorient Sean.

      His taut grip on the judge’s pajama top released. He stumbled back, dazed, while holding his head.

      A dense thump hit the floor, followed by clomping footfalls rushing past Sean toward the far side of the bedroom. Each booming step thundered in the silence, as did the judge’s wheezing.

      As Sean blinked the blurriness away and shook his head, he spotted Judge Davis waddling out of the bedroom and into the dark hallway. Still clutching the flashlight, he dropped the light and flipped down his night vision goggles, then went after his prey.

      Sean ignored the pain swelling in the side of his skull and made for the entrance to the bedroom. The out-of-shape judge lumbered down the corridor as fast as he could. His heavy footing allowed Sean to track him with ease through his mansion.

      “Help!” the judge screamed at the top of his lungs, but his pleas would go unanswered.

      “You’ve got no place to go, Davis!” Sean yelled back while entering the corridor. “It’s just me and you in this big empty house. No one is coming to rescue you this night!”

      With his gun in hand, Sean increased his speed after him.

      The judge peered over his shoulder while frantically blundering around in the darkness toward the landing of the staircase. His feet tangled and sent the fat man crashing to the floor near the railing. Surprisingly, he stood quickly and started his descent down the stairs haphazardly.

      Bringing the FN509 MRD-LE to bear, Sean fired at the moving target as he advanced on his prey. A flash of light flared within the green hue of the night vision goggles. The report inside the home made his ears ring.

      One of the bullets bit the corner of the wall while the other struck the meaty back part of the judge’s thigh. A yelp sounded. His leg buckled and sent Judge Davis tumbling down the spiral stairs toward the first floor.

      Sean made the landing and viewed the judge’s body going end over end until he reached the bottom floor. The portly man wouldn’t be getting up and sprinting away. He was wounded and at Sean’s mercy.

      Hitting the unforgiving surface of the wood floor, Judge Davis writhed from the flat of his back. He flipped onto his rounded gut and crawled along the floor in a feeble attempt to escape Sean.

      As he made his way down the spiral stairs, Sean watched with satisfaction as Judge Davis groaned and whimpered like a wounded animal. His hacking coughs persisted through waves of pain that disabled his ability to stand and run.

      “I told you no one would be coming to rescue you. What’s happening now is your fault.” Sean descended the stairs to the landing below and stalked the blood trail left behind on the floor. “As much as I would like to continue our discussion on the coming change, and well, my sanity, it’s time for me to move on from here.”

      Judge Davis dragged his busted legs along the hardwood floor as Sean caught up with him. Unable to escape the clutches of the deranged killer, the judge’s arms grew weak, and he stopped his forward progress.

      Sean wedged the toe of his boot under the judge’s armpit, and then he flipped him over to his back. Cuts and abrasions covered his face. His body was broken and, to Sean, parroted a system that had wronged him of justice for his wife.

      He planted his boot in the judge’s sternum and aimed the gun at his forehead. Through the green hue of the night vision goggles, Sean studied the quivering fear building on Judge Davis. He gave no final quip.

      Instead, Sean scowled at the blubbering man and squeezed the trigger. Another name was now off of his list.
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      Pockets of bedlam wrecked Chicago into the late-night hours. Those hell-bent on destroying the city refused to let up. They continued their crushing assault that was met with little to no resistance from the police, who were spread thin.

      Lia stayed on the move, using the vehicles as cover as she hunched and navigated the dark city streets toward her sister’s place. An overwhelming sense of fear clung to Lia. It made her anxious but also alert to each subtle noise that came from the blackness around her.

      Over time, her eyesight adjusted to the lack of light. The outlines of the skyscrapers jutting into the murky sky and vehicles came into focus.

      Black-clad figures moved in the shadows. Fires that burned from cars and buildings illuminated the streets in an ominous glow that brought attention to the crazed mob of people tearing apart the city.

      To Lia, it was disturbing how fast the population jumped at the chance to destroy public property, steal, and even kill at will. It sent Chicago’s already high crime rate to the stratosphere with no signs of it slowing.

      Businesses were looted without regard to their owners. Smaller shops that Lia had visited before burned or were ransacked of their goods. Through the pit of darkness, she witnessed the missing front windows and deduced the damage inside the structures not smoldering or caught in an inferno.

      Lia was roughly four blocks from her sister’s place. By all accounts, she figured Rose would be home, given the calamity engulfing the city. Her sister had a good head on her shoulders and wasn’t one to make stupid decisions. Although younger than Lia by five years, Rose was more mature than most people her age and older.

      Glass shattered in the street ahead of Lia. She ducked and crept alongside the cars parked at the curbs.

      Thugs smashed the windows of the various vehicles left behind by their owners. Each was ransacked for valuables, and then they moved on down the line to their next target.

      Lia kept her phone in her pocket and used the darkness to her advantage. It allowed her to sneak past the ruthless vagrants who pilfered at will.

      She sprung from her crouched stance next to the Volkswagen Bug and sprinted across the sidewalk toward the blind corner of the business that had its windows boarded up. Her shoes pounded pavement like that of a racehorse.

      Being a runner by nature and physically fit made the daunting journey to Rose’s home easier than if she had been not been hitting her treadmill when she couldn’t get outside for a quick early morning jog. That didn’t make sprinting at full tilt a cakewalk by any means. She hadn’t eaten in forever and was certainly dehydrated. Given how many calories she burned, her body was running on fumes, and soon, she’d have to refuel.

      Three blocks dropped fast as she raced down the sidewalk, which was clear at the moment. Subtle explosions and pops of gunfire around Lia fueled her enough to push past any pain that flourished in her sore legs.

      The pantsuit she had on trapped heat and made her hot. Its heavy fabric didn’t allow air to pass through to cool her body down.

      Almost there. Keep going, Lia thought as she crossed the street and shot the gap of the intersection to the adjoining road.

      Rose’s house was within view, and so was her Tesla Model S, parked in the driveway. She’d arrive shortly and know whether her sister was there or not.

      Leaping to the walkway, Lia darted past the powerless homes to Rose’s front yard. Her small but quaint two-bedroom house was cast in blackness. Not a flicker of light loomed from the windows, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t there. It was late, and she might have been asleep, although Lia couldn’t understand who would be able to get comfortable enough to do such a thing when violent mobs roamed the streets.

      She flew across the manicured lawn to the porch. Lia jumped over the three steps and rushed to the front door. Her fist pounded on the door's surface as she checked the street behind her.

      “Rose. It’s Lia. Are you in there? If so, open up.” She twisted the doorknob, but the door was locked.

      As Lia went for another knock at the door, the deadbolt clicked and the door cracked open.

      “Lia?” Rose asked from the shadows of her home. “What are you doing here on my porch in the middle of the night?”

      “Can you open up and let me in, please?”

      Rose shut the door without question and then opened it further, allowing her sister to enter. As Lia moved past her, Rose shut the door and engaged the deadbolt and chain lock.

      Winded, Lia bent over and tried to refill her lungs. Her side burned from running as far as she had.

      “Why are you outside in that mess? And where is your Infinity? Did something happen?”

      The questions came hard and fast. Rose didn’t give Lia a chance to answer without piling on more questions as she struggled to catch her breath.

      Lia presented her index finger to Rose, indicating for her to wait one second before blasting her with more inquiries.

      “I’m okay, mostly. I had no place else to go and came here. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Mind? Of course not.” Rose hugged her neck and then backed away. “You’re always welcome here. You know that.”

      “I do and didn’t mean it like I wasn’t. It’s just that with everything going on outside and then showing up on your doorstep unannounced, it seemed a bit much.”

      Rose grabbed a flashlight from the small table against the wall.

      As she thumbed the switch to turn it on, Rose said, “Yeah. If the phones were working worth a damn, then this wouldn’t have been an issue. I’ve been trying to contact you for most of the afternoon and into the evening about what’s happened, but my cellphone couldn’t get through.”

      “Yeah. Cell service has been down for most of the day.” Lia calmed her nerves and regained her breathing. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with Jasper either. He flew out today to head to his uncle’s cabin in Kentucky.”

      “I imagine he’s just fine.” Rose escorted Lia to her couch. “Did you come here from your home?”

      Lia sat on the soft cushioned seat and fell into the padded backrest. “No. I’ve been at the office most of the day, which was an utter nightmare, then tried to drive home, but traffic within the city is crap, and I was forced to abandon my SUV and came here on foot.”

      “Oh, damn.” Rose patted her sister’s shoulder and then said. “Let me get you some water and then I want you to tell me what happened.”

      As Rose stood from the couch and made for the kitchen, Lia rested. She was safe in her sister’s home, but for how long that would last remained to be seen.
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      Jasper woke the next morning to the call of birds chirping outside of his window. Sunlight infiltrated the bedroom, beaming through the blinds and erasing the blackness with its warm glow.

      He blinked the sleepiness from his eyes and sat up from the bed. His head felt like it weighed a thousand pounds from a hard night’s sleep that he slipped into at some point.

      After stretching his arms and yawning, which caused tears to form, Jasper dug the heel of each hand into his sockets and then checked the time.

      It was after 8:00 a.m., and he wanted to leave much earlier than that, but his body had other plans. Without wasting more time, he shot up from the mattress, gathered his items from the nightstand, and charged the bedroom door.

      His balance wobbled as he stumbled into the hallway that was dimly lit. The gash on his thigh ached and throbbed from the pressure placed on it by his heavy footsteps.

      Bill was in the kitchen, sipping on a cup of coffee. He appeared restful and as if he had no rush about him.

      “There he is. I was wondering when you were going to get up.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” Jasper asked as he leaned on the wall. “I wanted to be gone by now.”

      “I came to your room about an hour or so ago to see if you were up, and well, you were sawing some logs. Another hour of sleep won’t kill you. Your body and mind needed it.”

      Frustrated, Jasper bit his tongue to not scold the one person who had gone out of his way to lend him a hand. Bill wasn’t Jasper’s keeper and had a genuine interest in making sure he was okay.

      “I guess so.” Jasper looked over the brightly lit living room as his mind woke up from its deep slumber. “Are you good to head out now?”

      “Yes, sir. I was just waiting on you.” Bill took another sip of the coffee from his stainless-steel travel mug. “If you want a cup of coffee, I’ve got some travel thermoses you can use to take one with you. It’s that Death Wish coffee, so it’s packed with enough caffeine to wake the dead.”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      Bill moved across the island toward Jasper. “I’ll bring the truck around front while you get your go-go juice filled and ready.”

      He left out through the front door as Jasper picked one of the many travel mugs Bill had in the upper cabinet. The strong scent of the coffee permeated the air as Jasper filled the mug close to the top. He didn’t mix any creamer or sugar in the dark brew and settled on drinking it black.

      The rumbling throaty engine of the aged pickup sounded out front. A horn honked three times as Jasper sipped the scalding java while he approached the entrance of the log home. He opened the door and marched outside to the cool breeze of the mountain air.

      Bill waved his arm out of the open window of the driver’s seat.

      Jasper continued to nurse the strong brew as he strode across the deck and down the stack of steps to the grass. Exhaust pumped from the muffler and tainted the air as he moved through the cloud of gases.

      Holding his breath, Jasper skirted by the closed tailgate and down the length of the truck to the open passenger door. He climbed into the cab, plopped onto the bench seat, then shut the door.

      “Was there enough coffee made to get you a full mug?” Bill asked as he gripped the steering wheel at ten and two.

      “There was more than enough.”

      “Excellent.” Bill hit the gas and sent the truck lurching forward up the gravel driveway.

      Jasper waited on taking another drink as the truck climbed the rocky slope past the hanging tree branches to the main roadway.

      The ends of the pointed branches scraped over the surface of the roof. The antenna caught one of the limbs and was slung forward and then back.

      Tires left the uneven ground of the rock road and met pavement. The truck turned sharply on the deserted roadway and gained speed.

      Wind blasted into the cab as they zipped along the winding road that cut through the lush environment around them. A bountiful blend of trees, bushes, and plants coated the hillside and valley.

      After taking another drink, Jasper asked, “So Mirstone is roughly twenty miles from here, right?”

      “Yep.” Bill removed one hand from the wheel and grabbed his mug from the cup holder. “It doesn’t seem that far with all of this amazing scenery. Even after years of viewing this majestic blend of nature, it never gets old.”

      Jasper soaked in the fresh air, rich scenery, and lack of buildings, and cars. That was the only positive about his uncle’s cabin. The fact that one could get lost in a world of serenity and peace made the dreadful run-down log home bearable.

      “Let me ask you, what do you think the odds will be of the buses running in town?”

      “Hard to say,” Bill replied after taking a hearty drink from the mug and piloting the truck through each sharp turn at max speed. “I mean, it depends on how bad things are in town. I’d rather not say either way as my opinion isn’t the end all be all.”

      “Is there a car rental place I could use if they are shut down or if I’ve missed their departure windows?”

      Bill tapped the lid of the mug that was pinched between his thighs. “If by a rental place you mean like an Enterprise or Budget, then no. Mirstone isn’t big enough for such things. To be honest, I was surprised that they offered bus transportation to and from the town, but folks use them, it seems.”

      If the buses weren’t running because of the outage, he faced yet another dilemma. With no car rental business in town, Jasper would be forced to head out on foot or resort to drastic measures that would lend to him getting back to Chicago to Lia.

      “I guess I’ll have to hope that the buses are running, then.”

      As they cruised the narrow two-lane road, Jasper and Bill chatted a bit more about random topics. It was something to fill the void of the unknown and lighten the mood of uncertainty.

      For Jasper, it was a welcome change from the insurmountable worry he carried with him. He had no way of being able to contact his wife during a major event that, if what Bill said was true, had far greater implications on the country.

      The banter ebbed as they neared the outskirts of Mirstone. A sign planted in the ground was surrounded by lush flowers and thick bushes with the town's name engraved in bold black letters on a large beige oval board.

      Traffic lights at the intersection were off. Bill rolled to a stop as another car approached from the adjoining road. He waited a moment to see what the sedan was going to do and then proceeded on as it gave him the right away.

      “I bet this makes it challenging to navigate,” Jasper said as they crossed the intersection and merged on the road leading into town.

      “The biggest challenge is not what you’re doing, but what the person in the other car is,” Bill replied as they drove past a gas station with cars parked at the pumps.

      People funneled in and out of the convenience store while some messed with the pumps to get them working.

      “I don’t doubt that. It’s like whenever it snows in Chicago, you have to be careful of those drivers who don’t know how to handle the slick roads and bad weather.”

      “Stupid people cause more harm than good. At least, that’s my take on it anyway.” Bill stopped at another powerless traffic signal, checked both directions of the road, and then proceeded onward. “Like right now, it may not be as bad in the smaller towns as far as people running amuck and looting stores and causing damage. That does happen when the balance of society gets shaken to the core for whatever reason. During such times, one has to be smart and make good decisions. It could mean the difference between life and death.”

      Jasper tilted his head and viewed the brick buildings as they drove further into the town. So far, Jasper hadn’t seen a single cop or emergency response vehicle. No sirens whined, which gave him a bit of hope that perhaps things in Mirstone weren’t as bad as Bill painted.

      “The bus stop is a bit further up the road, here. We’ll cross through downtown, and it’ll be on your right.”

      “Not too many folks out and about this morning,” Jasper said while taking a big sip from the travel mug and staring at the abandoned-looking town. “It’s a good sign that no one is tearing up the place. I bet the police appreciate that as well.”

      “Mirstone has some wonderful down-to-earth folks. The crime rate here is so low that it’s almost non-existent.” Bill looked out of the driver’s window and waved at an older gentleman that was about his age walking down the sidewalk in the opposite direction as them. “A lot different than Chicago, for sure.”

      A family of four stood at the edge of the walkway of the approaching intersection, waiting to cross the street to the far side. The husband and wife kept their young children close, holding onto the boy and girl’s arms while they clutched grocery bags.

      As the couple stared at the grumbling truck, Bill stopped before the white line and waved them on. The husband tipped his head at the cab, and the family quickly scuttled across the crosswalk.

      They got back on the move and continued through the rest of downtown. The police station they passed had no visible cruisers parked out in front of the building or down the side street. No lights were visible beyond the windows or the glass doors at the entrance.

      Up ahead, Jasper noticed a pole sign for Greyhound Lines. The buses’ noses protruded from the corner of the building, blocking their long steel bodies. He counted two facing the road.

      “Well. So far, so good. They at least haven’t left yet.”

      “That is good. Maybe your luck is going to change today,” Bill replied as they drove on.

      A siren erupted from somewhere in the town. Jasper checked the side view mirror, and a second later, he spotted a police cruiser emerging from the side street next to the police station.

      It yielded at the intersection and then took off down main street at full speed while its lights flashed.

      “Seems like all is not well in the sleepy town,” Jasper quipped.

      Bill glanced at the rearview mirror and then said, “Yeah. Hopefully, it isn’t anything too bad.”

      Jasper watched the cruiser cut down another street heading west. Its siren lessened, fading into the distance.

      As Bill pulled into the outer rim of the bus terminal’s parking lot, Jasper chugged the remainder of the coffee. He swallowed the strong brew and placed the travel mug in the cupholder.

      They drove by the buses until reaching the small office where tickets could be purchased. A man stood in front of the entrance, fiddling with keys. He didn’t look their way but focused on the glass door and the powerless interior.

      The truck came to a stop. Bill draped his wrist over the top of the steering wheel and said, “Well. I’m not sure they’re going to be open today.”

      “They could be running behind because of the outage.”

      “It’s possible.”

      Jasper rubbed his chin as he watched the older gray-haired man unlock the door and then walk inside the building. “I’m going to see if they’re operating or not. Thanks for giving me a ride into town. That beat having to walk here.”

      “Not a problem.” Bill then said, “Why don’t I do this? I’ll swing back by here in a few after I drop by the post office to pick up my mail. I haven’t gotten it in a while. By then, you should know if you can catch a ride out of here.”

      “I do appreciate that but I hate to waste any more of your time. I feel like I have already turned your life upside down the past day.”

      Bill batted the air with his hand. “Not at all. I’m retired and have no such commitments. Plus, it’s been kind of nice having someone else around the house. Although I do love my solitude, it’s enjoyable to have someone to speak to.”

      “Thanks for the offer, Bill.” Jasper extended his hand to which Bill took and shook it. “I guess I’ll see you shortly.”

      “Sounds good.”
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      Bill drove out of the Greyhound parking lot, heading back toward downtown as Jasper advanced on the entrance of the bus line's office. The more he skimmed the area, Jasper noticed there weren’t any other people there except for him and the gray-haired man.

      He gripped the silver door handle and pulled, but it wouldn’t budge from the jamb. The lock had been engaged, keeping him from entering the dimly lit office.

      Jasper knocked on the glass and pressed his face to the surface in search of the employee. Sunlight beamed through the blinds, illuminating the tiny waiting room and counter against the far wall.

      The older gentleman appeared from a doorway in the back right corner. Jasper flagged him down with a wave and then took a step back after he noticed him. He moved out from behind the counter, marched toward the entrance, and then fiddled with the lock while frowning at Jasper with a grumpy stare.

      “Hi, there. Good morning, sir,” Jasper said in a polite greeting.

      “What can I do for you?” the man asked, devoid of the same pleasantry.

      “Yes. I wanted to know if the buses were going to be running today. I’m trying to get back to Chicago. It’s a bit of an emergency.”

      “Does it look like we’re running today?” the man shot back with a hateful scowl. “If you haven’t noticed, the power is out, and I’m the only one here. All systems are offline, so I have no way of getting you a ticket, even if we had drivers for the buses.”

      Jasper was a bit taken aback by the man’s response. His harsh tone and unwelcoming frown conveyed to him that he wasn’t wanted there. “Yes, sir. I can see that the power is out not just here but across the town as well. I’m not trying to be a pain, but I need to get back to Chicago or as close as I can get.”

      He gave an indifferent shrug. “I’m not sure what to tell you because I can’t help you out. Until further notice, the buses won’t be running.”

      As Jasper opened his mouth to ask one last question, the grumpy man shut the door, locked it, then drifted back into the shadows of the building.

      Thanks for the help, Jasper thought, perturbed by the irritated man.

      He backed from the building and headed for the street. His boots kicked at the loose rocks while he jammed both hands into the front pocket of his jeans.

      His plan had been eroded to nothing. It was a stretch that catching a ride on the bus line would work, but having confirmed that he was now stranded in Mirstone until further notice increased his panic.

      Now, he had two options. Neither were good choices by any means.

      One. He could start walking and see how far that would get him. Jasper might be able to hitch a ride if a stranger was kind enough to take pity on him. Bill had done so much that he couldn’t stomach asking him for a ride to Chicago, especially since his truck wasn’t in tip-top shape.

      Option two was a bit bolder and riskier since it involved stealing a car. Jasper wasn’t a hoodlum. At one time, he would have stolen any car without thought or remorse during his rebellious youth, but that was a long time ago. There had to be another way out of the town that didn’t involve walking or stealing. He just had to find it before deciding on such a drastic measure.

      The grumble of Bill’s truck approached the bus terminal from down the street. Jasper continued to rack his brain for an idea while trying to hide his mounting frustration.

      He pulled off the street and onto the edge of the parking lot. Bill slammed the brakes, causing the tires to seize up and skid over the road.

      “Is everything okay?” Jasper asked as he approached the passenger window.

      “Were you able to get a ride on the bus?” Bill replied, ignoring Jasper’s question.

      “No. They are closed until further notice.”

      “Do you want a ride back to Chicago?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Jasper opened the door and climbed into the cab. After shutting it closed, he asked, “What’s going on? You’re acting weird.”

      Bill punched the gas and sent the truck darting into the street. Jasper sucked into the backrest as a stern, focused glare came over Bill.

      “I’ll explain when we get back to the cabin.”
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      Lia woke on the couch with a raging headache. Her forearm draped across her forehead as she belted a disgruntled huff. Sleep had escaped her during the night from the ongoings transpiring outside of her sister’s home and the lack of airflow that made her sweat. It kept her from any sort of meaningful rest that transitioned into a punishing migraine.

      In the recliner across from Lia, Rose sat with a bat in her lap. She rocked back and forth, seemingly more awake than she was.

      “Are you okay?” Rose asked.

      “Right as rain.”

      “You got a headache, don’t you?”

      “A headache would be nice. This is torture,” Lia replied. “Do you remember those migraines I got when we were kids? The ones that were so bad it made me nauseous and sensitive to light?”

      “How can I forget? You got them all the time.” Rose put the bat on the floor and got up from the recliner. “I think I have some Excedrin in my bathroom if you want some.”

      “Right now, I would take a bullet to the head if it meant stopping this damn pain.” Lia removed her arm and squinted at the sunlight slicing through the tilted blinds covering the windows. “And I can get the medicine if you want. You don’t have to wait on me.”

      “It’s no problem, sis. I need to get up anyway. I was getting restless in that chair.” Rose patted her arm, then said, “There were a few times that I wondered if those psychos out there were going to come near the house.”

      “I did as well. I’m glad they didn’t since all you have is a bat for self-defense.”

      Rose sneered at the comment. “I don’t need a gun when I have a Chicago policeman as a boyfriend. Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten about me dating Vince. It’s been like four months now.”

      “Oh, I haven’t forgotten, but that doesn’t mean you still don’t need a gun for protection,” Lia replied, tilting her head back into the pillow while staring up at her. “He has his place and is not here all of the time.”

      “Do you have one?”

      “No, but that’s because I’m a mean witch, and no man is going to want to risk tangling with me.” Lia smirked at Rose.

      “Lord. You’re insufferable at times. You’re lucky Jasper puts up with your crap.”

      As Rose walked away, Lia said, “He’s the lucky one and he best not forget that.”

      “I’m sure you won’t let him.”

      Lia lay there a minute longer, then sat up straight. Her world spun and made her dizzy. She had to wait until the headache settled before attempting to stand.

      “Okay. The bottle is almost empty but a few pills are clattering about in there. Have at it.” Rose tossed the white plastic container to Lia’s lap, then she made for the window facing the street running in front of her home.

      “That will work. Thanks.” Lia unscrewed the cap and shook the bottle.

      A single white pill dropped into her palm. She tossed it into her mouth and drank from the glass on the end table.

      “You know your headache might also be from not eating or drinking much.” Rose wedged her fingers between the blinds and split them apart. “Your blood sugar probably crashed and sent you in a tailspin. I’ve got non-perishable food in there to eat. It won’t be some gourmet breakfast, but it’s something.”

      “You’re probably right. Stack that on top of the hellish day I had and we have our answer.” Lia exhaled and sunk into the cushioned couch. “How’s it looking out there?”

      “Quiet, for the moment,” Rose answered. “I haven’t had too many issues with break-ins and shootings in the neighborhood since I moved here. I’m hoping today they’ll get the power back on and round up all of those lowlifes out on the streets causing problems and destroying property.”

      “When’s the last time you talked to Vince?” Lia asked. “Does he know anything as far as what caused the blackout?”

      Rose turned away from the window. “I haven’t talked to him since early yesterday when he was called into work on his day off before the blackout happened and the cell phones stopped working altogether. I’m just as much in the dark as you are. I hope he’s okay out there dealing with that mess.”

      Lia took another drink of warm water and put the glass on the end table. “Vince is a tough dude and can handle anything that comes at him. He’ll be fine.”

      “About as fine as one can when stupid people are making an already bad situation ten times worse,” Rose replied. “The city has been on edge for months now with an increase of shootings and robberies happening daily. The stories Vince has told me would make you quiver. At least, they do me.”

      “Well, that’s what happens when people can act and do as they want with no consequences. It emboldened them to keep pushing their luck against the police and system as a whole. Now, this is where we are at during a major crisis.”

      “I can’t deny that.” Rose nodded while looking at her sister. “Are you sure you’re okay and that it's just a headache? You experienced a pretty unreal life-changing event yesterday when that plane slammed into your building and then you had to make your way here. I’m worried about you.”

      Lia gave her a warm smile. “I’m fine, really. I wasn’t caught in the worst of it. The entire ordeal has me rattled, I think, plus the food and water junk. Once I get something to eat and get my water intake up, I’ll be back to normal.”

      “If you say so. You should still consider going to the hospital to get looked over. I can go with you after I stop by the police station to check on Vince and see what’s going on here. I’m not keen on hanging out at home with no way of being able to get help if some of those thugs out there decide to try and break in.”

      “I can understand that and the hospital is not necessary. They’ll be a madhouse,” Lia replied. “I’m fine.”

      Rose threw her hands up in defeat. “Okay. I’ll drop the hospital. Just worry about you, is all.”

      “I know you do.”

      “I’m going to get us some food. You look like you could use a bite to eat.”

      Or a drink, Lia thought.

      “Do you need help?”

      “Nope,” Rose answered as she entered the kitchen. “Just sit there and relax. I’ll surprise you shortly with what you’ll be eating.”

      “Oh, neat. I can’t wait for that.”

      Lia sat there as her stomach cramped as if she might retch. The headache persisted in its torment. Her lips pursed as acid bit the back of her throat. She stood and galumphed to the hallway, then down the few steps to the bathroom while mashing her palm to her mouth.

      Entering the warm confines of the murky restroom, Lia slammed the door behind her and ran for the toilet. As she threw the lid up at the tank, she vomited what scant bit of food and drink she’d consumed into the porcelain bowl.

      The amount was meager that splattered into the dribble of water at the base of the toilet. It didn’t reduce the pressure and hurt in her gut that quickly changed to a dry heave.

      She ran her arm across her lips to wipe away the bile, then Lia turned and collapsed onto the tile floor between the toilet and bathtub. The back of her head leaned on the wall as she stared with a long-lost gaze at the closed door.

      In that instance, Lia thought of not only Jasper but Diane and the red-haired woman who was trapped in the skyscraper. So much had happened in a short period, and she hadn’t fully reflected on how lucky she was to have gotten out of the high-rise without much physical harm.

      The mental toll it would take on her down the road remained to be seen, but Lia feared it would be more than she realized.

    

  







            FIFTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    






SEAN

        

      

    

    
      Sean lounged in the cab of his truck that was hidden inside the abandoned warehouse. He had been there the rest of the night after leaving the judge’s residence, which took far more time than he wanted.

      The discomfort in his skull from where Judge Davis cracked him refused to subside. It distracted Sean enough that he didn’t want to risk continuing to his next target. He’d have to wait until he was feeling better and not distracted by the pang that had festered.

      His trek back was far from easy and presented hazards at every turn. Pockets of looters, thieves, and scum crawled over every inch of the city, threatening to end him and steal his gear before he could finish what he had started.

      Lives were lost, taken in a blaze of gunfire and survival instinct. He had come out victorious, but the near misses and close encounters were enough to rattle him.

      Mixing pain meds and shots of whiskey wasn’t good, but it managed to curb the throb. Although Sean saw himself as a man of peak physical fitness, and one who could run on little sleep and be hurt while enduring such rigorous activities, his body quickly reminded him that he was not a god, but a man who had to heed its warning and recover.

      Sean didn’t bother to check the time on his watch. His timetable had been screwed. He was now off-kilter and would have to improvise his remaining plans on the fly that involved the city of Chicago and the Fox family, but he was capable of adapting to any situation.

      His bladder signaled its need to be emptied. He had ignored the building discomfort for hours, not wanting to move from his spot in the cab.

      With a groan of frustration at how his schedule had been skewed, Sean scooted across the cab and climbed out to the ground. His head felt a bit better, but other parts of his body were sore from the encounters he had in the city while on his way back to his lair.

      He raised his right arm and rotated it in a circle. A twinge of discomfort in the shoulder caused him to grit his teeth. His ribs ached from being punched, and so did his jaw. A molar felt loose in the back left corner of his mouth as he probed the tooth with the tip of his finger through his skin.

      Bastards, Sean thought, remembering his heydays from when he worked on SWAT teams and busted scumbags who deserved a bullet to the head like the ones he recently crossed.

      Back then, it felt good ridding the streets of such filth. Even after being shot and nearly losing his life during a raid, Sean held to that belief for as long as he could, but something broke in him and his mind that changed him forever.

      As he approached the wall away from his pickup, Sean unzipped his pants and proceeded to relieve his bladder on the rubble and wall before him. The smell of ammonia engulfed his nose. It made him scowl from the stench of piss splattering the surface and debris.

      He focused on a dot of busted concrete before him as the strong stream reduced to a light trickle. The botched SWAT mission that killed his career wouldn’t leave him be. Nor would the death of his father months later.

      Loss was part of Sean’s life now. Regardless of how much he tried to do good and be a contributing member of society, he couldn’t help but think that a malevolent force sought to derail him and punish a good man to the brink of twisting his soul and blackening his heart. Sean tried to dismiss the outlandish idea, which it was, but the mere fact that horrible, tragic events had decimated his loved ones and life, one right after the other, made him consider the possibility.

      A random pop shot of gunfire snared him from his stupor. It wasn’t near his hideout but close enough for him to take notice.

      Sean refocused his thoughts on the present, gave his member a shake, and then stowed it back in his pants. As he made for his truck, Sean caught a flash of movement across the warehouse within the shadows, followed by what sounded like footsteps. At least, he thought he saw someone or something lurking in the gloomy recesses of space beyond the missing portion of the wall, but the trailing noise was undeniable.

      He surveyed the expanse of the warehouse from left to right as he strode past the truck. His tired gaze narrowed and trained at the opening of the missing wall while his brain wrestled with what might have caused the disturbance.

      The noise happened again from the section of the building he stared at. Sean pulled the pistol from the waistband of his pants and continued past the truck. Someone was inside the warehouse watching him, and he aimed to find who they were.
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      The ride back to Bill’s cabin was much different from their trip into town. He pushed the pickup through each sharp turn at faster speeds that caused the tires to squeal. His wrinkled hands clutched the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles turned a milky white.

      “Will you tell me what’s going on and what has you so freaked out?” Jasper asked, insistent that Bill fill him in. “And is it necessary that we go so fast? I’d like to not run off the road and have a head-on collision with a tree.”

      Bill ignored Jasper’s question as he stared out of the windshield. The huntsman glanced over his shoulder at the two-lane road behind them as they neared his property.

      “Good. There’s no one back there,” he murmured.

      “Who isn’t back there?” Jasper twisted in the seat and glanced out of the wide back window. “Are we being followed by someone?”

      Not a single vehicle was seen within the meld of trees that lined the winding road.

      “Trouble. Well, possible trouble, that is.”

      He pumped the brake, slowing the speeding truck as they approached the entrance of his rocky driveway.

      “What sort of trouble would you have?” Jasper asked as he braced his palm on the dash and grabbed the handle mounted to the frame near the top corner of the passenger door.

      “Let’s just say something from my past has caught up with me.”

      The truck bulldozed its way through the hanging branches that snapped under the force of the truck, careening down the drive toward his home. Their descent came to a skidding halt as the truck’s back end swung outward as Bill mashed the brake pedal.

      Bill shoved the gear shift on the column into park, removed the keys, then exited the cab before Jasper could even string together a complete sentence.

      “Hey. What are you talking about?”

      Jasper unfastened his seatbelt and hopped out of the cab after Bill, who marched up the deck toward the entrance of his home. Clutched in his hand was a piece of paper that was wrinkled from his closed fist.

      As he stormed through the doorway of the unlocked door, Jasper grabbed at his shoulder. His fingers found purchase on the huntsman’s garb as he jerked on the clothing.

      Bill wrenched his arm from Jasper’s grasp and flung around to face him. “I know none of this makes sense but don’t touch me like that again.”

      “I’m sorry, Bill. All I want is answers. That’s it. You brought me back here while driving like a madman, acting as if it were life and death.”

      He glanced at the paper in his hand, then back up to Jasper. “It is, but not for us. Well, not as far as I can tell.”

      Still confused, Jasper said, “Please clarify what that means. You’re speaking so cryptic that I’m struggling to follow what you mean.”

      “You’re right. I said when you got in the truck at the bus station that I would explain everything.” Bill relaxed his tense body. His balled fists loosened and allowed the blood to circulate, changing the whites of his knuckles to his normal skin tone.

      “Go on. What is it?”

      “I’m not sure how much you want to hear or know. This isn’t your problem but mine. It might be best that I keep this vague.” He tossed the wrinkled paper to the bar and strode about the living room. “My son and grandson might be in danger. It’s no fault of his but mine. The sins of the father coming back to hurt the ones I love, I guess.”

      Jasper folded his arms across his chest and then asked, “What sins?”

      “I wronged some bad folks in a former life that made me enemies. The kind of people you should steer clear of and not mess with. Well, I didn’t do that, and now after decades of hiding and thinking that me and mine were safe, that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

      “Are you some sort of gangster or mob enforcer because that’s the sort of vibe I’m getting from you.”

      Bill shook his head. “No. Nothing like that. Let’s just say I got caught up in a business venture with a buddy of mine who wasn’t completely honest with me. I got in too deep and wasn’t able to dig my way out of the hole on my own. Now enter the government and a plea deal that has my family’s lives uprooted and changed forever.”

      Jasper unfolded his arms and then laced his fingers behind his head. He turned away from Bill and aimlessly paced the home while digesting the news.

      “Wow. Okay. That is a lot to process. I wasn’t expecting all of that. To be honest, I’m not sure what to think.”

      “I know, but it seems like those shady people I screwed over have possibly found my son and grandson in Indianapolis. That’s where we used to live. I can’t let anything happen to them. Not since this is my fault and not theirs. They don’t deserve this.”

      “Why not go to the authorities in Mirstone? Could they not contact the police in Indianapolis about this threat?”

      “The police have their hands full with the blackout and whatever subsequent fallout came from the CME. Even if they have the time right then to listen, they’ll want me to start from the beginning, which will take forever. Plus, they probably won’t have a way to communicate with the police station since phones are trashed and cell service is toast. No. This is up to me to make it happen.”

      He was passionate about his cause, and rightfully so. Jasper could relate on a certain level, but still, he was confused by what Bill was getting at.

      “I can understand your position, but, and forgive me, what does this have to do with you driving me back to Chicago?” Jasper asked. “You said you would take me back there with no strings attached to your statement.”

      Bill glanced at the floor and then back up to Jasper. “I know I did, and I will, but only after I make sure my son and grandson are safe. Once they are, then I’ll get you to Chicago and back to your wife. You have my word.”

      Your word, Jasper thought as he locked glares with Bill.

      “No offense, and I’m truly sorry for your situation, but you should have come clean with me with all of this before leaving town. Now I don’t have a choice, it seems.”

      “Sure, you do. I can take you back to Mirstone and drop you off on my way out of town. From there, you can take your luck with the locals on wrangling up a vehicle or stealing one if it comes to it. I can see you’re motivated to get home. That’s good.”

      “Or?”

      “Or, you come with me and get a guaranteed ride back to Chicago. I have no reason not to hold up to my word. We both help each other out here. We have common interests and can watch each other’s backs. I’m not sure how the roads and towns will be on our drive, but I’m more of a prepare for the worst and hope for the best sort of individual. The clock’s ticking, so make up your mind while I’m getting my stuff ready to leave.”

      Bill crossed the living room quickly and dashed up the staircase.

      Jasper continued walking the open floor of the home. As before, his options hadn’t changed much but, instead, they laterally shifted.

      The buses weren’t operating and there was no car rental place in Mirstone. Stealing a car was a no go considering he didn’t know how to hotwire a car. He could rob someone of their keys, but the thought made him feel ill. Despite wanting to get back home, he didn’t want to hurt an innocent person. Not when he had transportation that wasn’t too far out from Chicago.

      Belting a heavy sigh of resignation, Jasper settled on tagging along with Bill. After all, he helped him in his time of need. The huntsman didn’t have to offer Jasper a ride, but he did. It added to the growing list of goodwill he’d shown him over the past day.

      They both had a common goal and could use the other. Together, they would accomplish their objectives in reaching their loved ones, and that was all Jasper cared about.
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      He searched the defunct warehouse for the intruder. No stone was left unturned. Sean then climbed the stairs to the second-story floor after a ruckus drew him in.

      His instincts screamed danger as he neared the landing. He grasped the grip of the pistol tighter and craned his neck to sweep the area, but he found no threat lurking in the long stretch of hallway.

      Who was there inside the building messing with him? That was the big question. As far as Sean knew, he hadn’t been followed when coming back during the night. Aside from the police, he had no such enemies and knew that if the authorities had figured out it was him who had executed their brothers the day before, they wouldn’t be toying with him in such a way.

      Tired of playing the cat and mouse game, Sean spoke in a deep booming voice. “I don’t know who is in here or what you want, but you’re not welcome. Come out and leave now. You will be unharmed but if you stay and persist, that offer will be rescinded.”

      It was a bald-faced lie, but one Sean was confident he sold well. He couldn’t risk letting whomever it was in the building leave there alive. Not while he still had work to do.

      Multiple footfalls sounded from different areas of the shambly structure. Two separate possible threats worked together against him. He knew for a fact they heard him from the proximity of their movements.

      “I can promise you that I’m the last person in this city you want to tangle with right now. Your window of free passage is closing with each second you continue making me hunt you down.” Sean crept down the shadowy corridor that had pockets of light shining from the adjoining rooms he cleared. “Come out now before it’s too late.”

      A heightened sense of close and present danger tickled the back of Sean’s neck. Hairs stood on end as his boots crushed bits of rock and debris carpeting the exposed concrete.

      The silhouette of a man extended from one of the rooms into the hallway down from him. It vanished as quickly as it appeared. That had to be it.

      Sean minded his footing and stalked the doorway. His body clung to the wall as he neared the entrance. He moved in silence, stepping over the rubble that would give him away.

      His pulse spiked and his heart pounded faster against his chest. He wasn’t scared but ready to throw down and battle whoever was luring him to the room.

      No additional offers for safe passage were made. That time had come and gone. Shortly, he’d confront the mysterious visitor and end the game he played, once and for all.

      Toeing the blind corner of the room, Sean held firm and listened for movement. A steady calm of silence surrounded him. He inched forward and poked his head around the bend of the wall while the FN 509 roved the ill-lit environment.

      Hastened footsteps rushed Sean from behind out of thin air. They closed fast, allowing him no time to turn and react.

      A large, stocky man dressed in ratty jeans, a tight gray shirt, and a bald head ran into Sean and sent him flying back to the ground. He hit the concrete on his back and slid across the dusty floor.

      His FN 509 was jarred loose from his grip. It clattered off the ground and slammed into the wall, far from Sean’s reach.

      The brutish thug was joined by his partner, who carried a piece in his large hand. Both men had tattoos along their arms, but he couldn’t make it out from his angle.

      An image of a spider tatted on the side of the gunman’s neck caught a glimmer of light as he stopped and faced Sean. They glared at him but didn’t make a move right away.

      “So, this is the guy?” Spider asked in a thick Russian accent. “He doesn’t look like much, especially with all of those threats he was making.”

      “What guy? Who are you, and what do you want?” Sean asked while keeping his hands visible.

      “That’s what we were told,” his partner answered in the same thick Russian brogue while ignoring Sean’s question. “Our informant tracked the shooter to this building. He’s the only one we’ve seen, so I think it’s him.”

      Shooter? The two surly men weren’t cops there to see Sean about the path of destruction he paved the day before. That much was certain. Given their gruff appearance and Russian dialect, Sean guessed they had to be gangsters who were perhaps tied to some of the men he encountered during the night. He didn’t have a full-on conversation with those that tried to rob him of his gear and whom he was forced to kill.

      “I’m not sure who you’re after, but you’ve got the wrong guy here,” Sean said to the Russian thugs.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Spider shrugged and studied Sean as he scratched the side of his head with the barrel of his gun. “It could be him. The description we got was vague other than a guy with a rifle case slung over his shoulder and pack on his back.”

      “We haven’t checked his truck yet,” his bald partner replied. “He could have them stashed in there.”

      “Lev is down below and should know by now if he’s our guy or not.” Spider lowered the pistol from his thick, tangled black hair. “To be honest, I don’t care either way. We need to get this wrapped up quickly and neatly. We have bigger matters to tend to than some dead foot soldiers who can be replaced without much thought. This city is ripe for the picking, and we should be focusing on that and not this worm.”

      As the two Russians debated their next move, Sean carefully snuck a peak at the FN 509. He turned his head enough to see the weapon on the floor and contemplated how to get it without being shot.

      “He could be working for the Italians,” the bald Russian said. “We’ve been having problems with them for months now. Maybe they got desperate and brought in an outside shooter to shake things up and send us a message.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. Or he could just be some random guy out shooting folks. There’s plenty of crazy on the streets right now.” Spider wagged his finger at Sean. “You know what. I have a better idea. Instead of putting a bullet in his head, why don’t we take him back and see what all he knows? The boss might show us some favor if we can find out some worthwhile information.”

      Sean had no intentions of going with the Russians. Doing so would end up with him being tortured and then killed for his troubles. He didn’t know anything about the Italian mob or have juicy intel that the Russians would find beneficial.

      The men were wasting Sean’s time and threatened his crusade that, up to that point, had been going mostly to plan. They weren’t going to derail him any further.

      “Grab him and let’s go,” Spider said to the larger, muscular Russian. “We’ve wasted enough time standing here debating this.”

      As Spider turned away, his partner advanced toward Sean.

      With a small window to act, Sean quickly scurried across the floor for the FN 509. His arm extended, and fingers sought purchase on the grip as heavy footsteps closed behind him.

      He was unable to grab the weapon before having his arm stomped by the Russian. Sean growled from the pressure as his gun was taken from the floor, far from his reach.

      “Get the hell off of me,” Sean said as the weight of the Russian crushed his arm.

      A second later, the brute removed his foot from Sean’s arm and then yanked him from the floor by the scruff of his shirt. He manhandled Sean with ease despite his thrashing and trying to slip out of his vise-like hold.

      “Look at him. He reminds me of a fish flopping about on land,” Spider said, mocking Sean. “But that’s Americans for you. They are all talk and no bite.”

      I’ll show you no bite, Sean thought as he was dragged down the corridor like a child about to be punished.

      The Russians’ confidence was their weakness. They had assumed their control over Sean was absolute and that he wouldn’t be able to slip free of them.

      As they advanced up the hallway, Sean devised a bold plan. The men wanted him alive for questioning and he hedged a bet that they wouldn’t shoot him, yet. Pain messed with the mind and made it difficult to think straight. To get answers, they’d require him to be unencumbered at first before the torture truly began.

      He stomped the big man’s foot first, pitched forward, then drove his elbow back into the Russian goon’s face. A loud crack sounded, followed by a beastly snarl.

      His hold on Sean’s garb loosened enough to allow him to wiggle free of his fingers.

      Spider stopped and jerked his shoulders toward them while bringing his gun to bear. A slew of Russian brogue shouted his way in an octave higher than his normal range.

      Sean lunged forward and launched an arcing right cross before he could get a bead on him. His fist connected with the smaller Russian’s jaw with a dense thump.

      The gun angled at the floor and discharged as Spider reeled from the blow. A single round fired and pinged off the concrete slab before his bald accomplice.

      Both men yelled in Russian as Sean rammed his knee into Spider’s gut, sending him back into the wall and then down to his knees.

      As the Russian brute shook his head and felt for the grip of the FN 509 tucked in his waistband, Sean sprinted the short distance to the concrete steps leading down to the lower level.

      He ducked and took two steps at a time as gunfire popped off behind him. Bullets whizzed overhead and past him. Sean moved fast enough to avoid being hit, and he cleared the remaining stairs below before the Russians could gain on him.

      His truck was in sight, but it was a far cry away from his current position. Sean didn’t see their partner, Lev, below and wondered where he was.

      Both men charged down from the landing while shouting at Sean. Their Russian dialect was strained and elevated, conveying their frustration and rage at the elusive American.

      Sean sprinted through the maze of rubble and past walls that offered the best cover. The rooms he navigated reduced his chances of being targeted. It gave him a chance of making it to his truck and leaving before they could catch up to him.

      He leaped over debris and skirted chunks of busted concrete for the hole in the wall ahead of him. Visibility beyond the opening was limited at first but grew the closer he got.

      While digging in his front pocket for the keys to the truck and hearing the rapid footfalls of the Russians tailing him, Sean emerged from the hole in a mad dash.

      A flash of motion caught him by surprise to his right as he first exited. Sean was then struck in the side of the skull with a blunt object that sent him tumbling to the ground.

      The world spun as pieces of rock stabbed his knees and his palms. As he looked at his truck, Sean pushed off the ground and tried to stand, but a strike to his ribs stayed that notion and knocked the air from his lungs.

      Fighting to breathe, Sean dumped over onto his side, then to his back. Staring at the rafter above, a third lean well-groomed man towered over him while clutching a gun with a silencer. That had to be Lev.

      Both Spider and the bald Russian marched toward them. Winded, they took a moment to catch their breath.

      “It seems he got away from you,” the well-groomed man said in near-perfect English with a hint of his Russian accent bleeding through. “He doesn’t look like much of a threat.”

      “Shut it, Lev,” Spider shot back while hunched over. “Did you search his truck?”

      Lev stowed his pistol in the front of his jeans. “I did. Found the rifle and bag, just as we were told. He has some nice hardware.”

      Spider straightened his back and massaged his jaw. “Good. It seems we have the right man.” He looked at Lev. “Take his belongings with us.” Then he glanced at the big Russian whose nose was bleeding. “Get him off the ground and this time, keep a better handle on him. He’s going to answer our questions, one way or another.”
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      Rose’s spread of food was minimal, but Lia didn’t complain. Her stomach wanted nutrients and she didn’t care for what that entailed. As long as it didn’t cause her stomach to retch, she’d devour just about anything.

      “You’re not going to puke again, are you?” Rose asked from across her small rounded dining room table. “Water pressure isn’t too great at the moment. The toilet has been flushed a few times already since the power crashed yesterday, including your vomit a bit ago. I’m not so sure we’ll be able to flush it again.”

      Lia nibbled on a peanut butter and chocolate granola bar, taking small bites from the chewed end. Her fingers pushed a sticky chunk of the granola into her mouth and then swallowed it down.

      “No. I feel better now. I think my headache and the crazy day I had caused the nausea. You know how those bad headaches used to affect me.”

      “I know. I was going to say if you felt the need to do it again, it’s best you go outside and do it.”

      “What? I’m not going out in your front yard to puke.”

      “I didn’t say the front. I do have a backyard.”

      “Yeah. Not going to happen.” Lia took another bite of the soft bar and chewed as she spoke. “I don’t want your neighbors hearing or seeing me do that.” She swallowed the chunk of granola and then said, “Can we drop it, please? I’m eating here?”

      “Geez. Okay. You’ve gotten so touchy and soft in your old age.” Rose glanced at her watch. “Are you going to feel up to leaving shortly? It’s getting close to noon, and I’d like to get to the police station to find Vince sometime this century.”

      Lia finished what tepid water she had left in her glass. “I should be fine. That headache is pretty much gone. I’m still tired as hell and out of it, but I’ve dealt with worse before.”

      “I think having a plane slam into your building and surviving it is a testament to that. That could’ve been worse than it was, like what happened in New York and at the Pentagon back in the early 2000s.”

      “Well, the plane didn’t crash directly into my building. I think it clipped the bottom floors below us before it veered off at the last minute. If it had been a direct hit, I wouldn’t be here.”

      She didn’t know that for sure, but Lia knew from previous incidents, that was a good assumption to make.

      “Do you think it was terrorists again? When the explosion happened yesterday, I thought for sure it was a bomb. That’s what it sounded like.”

      “I have no idea. Maybe. To be honest, there is so much stuff happening at once that I’m lost as to what to make of it all.” Lia wadded up the granola bar wrapper and tossed it at the banana peel bunched up on a napkin. “There has to be more to what’s going on than just a simple blackout. I mean, it wasn’t planned as the news never spoke of it and warned of rolling outages. This has lasted far longer than it should be.

      “Plus, cell phones have no signal, and we have planes falling from the sky. Tack on the idiots out on the streets looting and causing mayhem, and it’s making an already bad problem infinitely worse.”

      Rose gathered up Lia’s trash and carried it to the wastebasket. “If you ask me, I think we were attacked by another country. You know, like one of those bombs that go off and shuts everything down.”

      “If it was a bomb, wouldn’t we have heard it detonate?” Lia asked with a raised brow. “When bombs explode, they’re loud. We would have heard it. No. That isn’t it. Maybe it has to do with that space storm or whatever they were saying on the news. I only got bits and pieces of the broadcast because my internet connection wasn’t working right.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” Rose took Lia’s empty glass from the table and carried it to the kitchen. “If you want some more water, I can see what’s left in the line.”

      Lia flicked her hand at Rose and said, “It’s okay. I’m good. I’d rather save it for later since we have no idea how long this is going to last.”

      “Vince should have answers since he works for the police. They would have to know what’s going on, right?” Rose put the glass on the sink next to the faucet and turned toward her.

      “Maybe. They have their hands full right now trying to get the city under control from the crazy bastards out there.”

      “I know. That’s part of the reason I’m anxious to make sure he’s okay. It might be stupid for me to want to go out there for that, but I’m going stir-crazy here, not knowing if he’s safe. Vince will probably bust my chops for leaving the house, but oh well. I’d rather beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.

      Lia exhaled and leaned back in her chair, then she rubbed her face. What she wanted most right then was to have Jasper home and not in another state.

      The pang of guilt for sending him away wouldn’t subside even though she had no clue about the devastation that loomed over the horizon. With a bit of patience and paying attention, she would’ve seen the signs of doom, or so she thought.

      “Jasper is fine. He’s probably sitting in that dreadful, disgusting, horrible cabin right now sifting through his uncle’s junk,” Rose said as she strode to the table.

      “Huh?” Lia blinked and shifted her gaze to Rose.

      “I can tell when you’re deep in thought, especially when it’s about Jasper.” Rose pointed at her eye. “You get this weird tingle, twitch thing going. It’s disturbing.”

      “Do I?”

      Rose smiled. “No. I’m just messing with you about the twitch but had a feeling you’d be thinking about him. If that were Vince, I’d be doing the same thing.”

      She clutched the top of the chair’s backrest and leaned on it.

      “Not knowing how he’s doing is killing me for sure.” Lia sat forward and put her elbows on the edge of the table. “Since that accident, he hasn’t been the same. The anniversary of it has depressed him so much, regardless of how he acts. I’m being the good supportive wife, but I’m not sure if it’s enough, or what else I can do.”

      Rose grew serious and walked the outside of the table to Lia. Softly touching her hand, she said, “You’re an amazing wife. He’s lucky to have you, and he knows it. Jasper will come around. Be patient. Keep doing what you are, and soon, your life should level out.”

      “Thanks for that, sis.” Lia patted her hand while smiling at her. “You know, for being younger than me, you’re pretty wise.”

      “Of course I am. I learned from the best.” Rose stepped back and then said, “Now stop bitching and whining. We have important things to do today.”

      Lia sneered. “You couldn’t resist ruining a good moment, could you?”

      “Nope. It was too good to pass up.”
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      Bill was a whirlwind of activity inside his home. The man moved with such speed that he darted from one side of the dwelling to the next in seconds.

      Travel bags were thrown to the floor near the entrance of the home. Two, to be precise. Each landed with a dense thud as if they were packed full of weights.

      “Can I give you a hand with anything?” Jasper asked as he nonchalantly checked the time on his G-Shock watch.

      It was after 12:30 p.m., they had around a three-hour drive ahead of them, and that was under normal circumstances.

      “I got it. I’m just battening down the hatches before we head out, is all.”

      His demeanor had changed, and rightfully so. Before, he wasn’t as concerned about locking his home to ward off potential intruders. Now, he was securing every entry point, engaging their locks to secure his dwelling.

      “If you want, I can take the bags out to the truck and put them into the cab?”

      “That would be great. Thanks.”

      Jasper marched to the front door and opened it wide. Then he grabbed the brown leather straps of the bags and pulled them up. As he lifted them off the floor, he noted their extensive weight that tested his arm strength. Jasper adjusted his grip on each strap, and as he took a step forward, he heard what sounded like a car engine from the road.

      It wasn’t overly noisy, but the quietness of the area made it easier to detect. The vehicle didn’t pass by the property on the highway but idled at the entrance of the huntsman’s drive, concealed by the dense trees and brush.

      “Hey. I think someone’s here.”

      Bill rushed to Jasper’s side and peered out of the open door. It took him less than a second to evaluate the hidden car that blocked their way out.

      “Move. Get back inside.”

      “Um, those aren’t the people who are after you, is it?”

      “Not sure. Do you want to stand here in the doorway and find out?”

      “No.”

      “Then move out the way so I can shut the damn door.”

      He shoved Jasper in the chest and shuffled him out of the way as he grabbed the edge of the door. The bags dropped to the floor as Bill slammed the door shut. He twisted the deadbolt and peered out of the window with an intense glare studying the vehicle’s next move.

      “So, you have no way of being able to contact the police, right?” Jasper asked while looking over the living room. “No radio you could reach them on?”

      “I’ve got a HAM radio that I’m working on, but it’s not finished. It was giving me problems and requires some new parts which I haven’t been able to order yet.”

      “Well, that’s great.” Jasper ran his fingers through his sweaty hair, perplexed at what to do next.

      “Shit.”

      “They’re coming down the driveway, aren’t they?”

      “Yes, and that means we’re not leaving yet, so you better be ready. Things could get interesting.”
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      Interesting wasn’t the term Jasper would have used. They were trapped in a home full of vulnerable points of entry the mysterious men could use to gain entry to the house.

      Bill ducked out of view from the window and then plunged his hand into a wicker basket near the entrance.

      “Are you searching for good luck in there?” Jasper asked as his heart skipped a beat. “I think we’re going to need all of that we can get if that’s trouble outside.”

      “I’ve got something better.” Bill removed a wide black object from the basket and dropped it into a thick plate attached to the floor at the base of the door.

      Jasper hadn’t noticed it earlier, or if he had, his brain didn’t feel the need to register the black steel plate.

      “Is that some sort of security brace?”

      “Yep. It is.” The device’s two wide teeth nestled into the grooves of the plate with a click, indicating they were properly set. “This barricade can withstand up to 3000 lbs. of force before giving way.”

      “And you’ve tested that before now?”

      “Nope. This will be the first time.” Bill raced across the home to the French doors. “I’ve researched a number of these barricades, and they work well. Nothing was left to chance.”

      “I guess we’ll soon find out if they do work or not.”

      While Bill secured two more braces at the back entrance, Jasper cautiously approached the window to the right of the front door. He kept out of view from the car that stopped behind Bill’s truck and watched the sedan.

      Three of the doors to what Jasper concluded to be a luxury vehicle swung open. Men dressed in plain clothes got out of the car and surveyed the house and property. He didn’t spot any weapons, but that didn’t mean they weren’t armed.

      “So, what are the odds that these guys out here aren’t who you think they are?” Jasper asked while keeping the men in sight. “I mean, are you one hundred percent certain they are a threat?”

      Bill rushed back to the front door. His calm demeanor had all but vanished since they left town earlier that morning, and with the arrival of the car outside, he was more than on edge and a different person.

      “Folks don’t just stop by my property. That doesn’t happen. I moved far enough out from these towns for privacy and picked this land because of its dense wall of trees and brush from the road. If someone pulls into my driveway, they mean to be here. And those three gentlemen are certainly here on business.”

      “Well, perhaps we should slip out of the back and hit the woods while we can. Your home is surrounded by windows, and if they try to break in, they won’t have a problem doing so. I’m not looking to die here in your house for something I have no part of.”

      Bill pushed Jasper back from the window as the three surly men glanced at the front of the log home. Two of the men broke off and ran in opposite directions to either corner of the cabin while the other advanced on his truck.

      “It’s safer in here. Trust me. These windows are bulletproof and can withstand up to a .44 Magnum Lead Semi-Wadcutter. Anything below that, and we’ll be fine if they decide to test their luck on trying to get inside. I’m hopeful that if we keep out of view, then maybe they’ll think that we ditched the cabin and went into the woods, giving us a chance to run for the truck and get the hell out of here before they return.”

      “That’s a big gamble,” Jasper replied. “If they catch us out in the open and don’t venture off as you’re thinking, then we’ll be sitting ducks.”

      “I know.” Bill removed a pistol from behind his back and presented it to Jasper. “Do you know how to fire one of these?”

      Jasper took the firearm as Bill backed away. “I do, but I’m hoping it won’t come to that.”

      “Me either, but these aren’t the types of people that are easily fooled.” Bill grabbed his 12-gauge shotgun from the floor and said, “These will be a last resort. We play this right and we’ll get out of this alive.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”
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      Sean’s body was crammed into the tight space of the sedan’s trunk. It was filled with tools and junk that carpeted the floor. He had little to no room to worm his bound arms and legs free during their drive to an undisclosed location.

      His gear had been taken by the Russians. Both guns were kept up front, far from his capable hands. He jerked at his arms and legs, trying to slip out of the taut rope that entangled him within its strands.

      The three men spoke loudly. Their Russian accents barely rose above the road noise that filled the cargo hold. He listened as closely as he could while being jostled about through each sharp turn and bump they hit.

      If Sean didn’t know any better, he’d think they were trying to hit every single bump they could to add insult to injury. He wasn’t handled with kid gloves from the bruises forming on his face and body, but at least they hadn’t killed him yet.

      Once they arrived at their destination, Sean knew his life expectancy would dwindle rapidly. The Russians had questions that he had no answers to, except the one that would soon end his life by way of torture or gunfire. Other than defending himself from the would-be attackers during the night, he had no ties to anything the Russians were up to. Convincing them of that was going to be an uphill battle. One he was sure he wouldn’t be able to fool them on.

      Sean fought the restraint tied around his wrists and ankles. It was a formidable knot that took some doing to start loosening it up. The more he tugged at his limbs, he could feel the binds giving, but would it be enough to grant him freedom?

      In the back of his head, Sean heard his deceased wife, Claire, whisper into his ear. Her soft, smooth voice stoked his fire as she begged him not to give up and to continue fighting.

      I’m trying, baby, Sean replied in his head as his body slid over the junk piled under him from the vehicle’s sudden turns.

      The coarse strands of the rope chewed the skin around his wrists. Sweat stung the abrasions as well as the cuts on his face.

      Another hard turn and solid dip in the road sent Sean crashing into the trunk lid. His face ate steel before being shoved back down to the floor of the trunk. Seconds later, the sedan creaked to a stop, and the engine died.

      He was getting close to freeing his wrists. The rope loosened as Sean worked on the knot.

      Car doors opened. The Russians thick accents transitioned to the outside of the vehicle. Their voices carried with ease to the interior of the trunk as they chatted at an elevated volume around the cargo hold.

      Sean hated that they didn’t speak in English to gauge what they were talking about. It made it difficult to know what was coming next, but he had a good idea.

      The trunk lid’s latch released and was raised. Sunlight sliced through the clouds and smoke into the cargo hold. Sean squinted from the transition from dark to light.

      “Get him out of the trunk, Victor, and bring him inside,” Spider said to the large bald Russian bear who towered over Sean. “We have many things to discuss with our American friend and I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      As Spider and Lev carried Sean’s gear and weapons, Victor reached into the depths of the trunk and scooped him out. The big man slammed the trunk lid closed and dragged Sean along the pavement in an alleyway toward an open door where he’d soon find out his fate.
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      They were surrounded with no means of escape. All exits were blocked by the men who had dropped in on them before Jasper and Bill could leave his home.

      Jasper ducked and stayed out of view of the windows. His body wedged in the bend of the wall as he shifted his gaze from the front entrance to the French doors in the back of the large home.

      “I guess they didn’t buy us sneaking off into the woods bit because they’re still out there.”

      “Yeah. It doesn’t appear that way,” Bill replied from his crouched stance within the living room furniture. “Just stay out of sight and don’t give them a reason to test the doors more than what they already have.”

      He gave Bill a slight head bob and remained stashed in the wedge of the wall. His hand gripping the pistol trembled from the increase of adrenaline and fear.

      This isn’t how this day, this week, was supposed to be going, Jasper thought.

      The simple getaway Lia had planned for him turned into a trip from hell. Each day brought a new terror that Jasper was forced to confront on his own. It was as if life couldn’t allow him to be happy and went out of its way to pile on mounds of stress to crush him to dust.

      All Jasper wanted was to make it back to his wife in Chicago and ensure she was okay. He vowed that no matter who or what confronted him, it wouldn’t stop him from reaching her.

      A knock came at the front door. The loud tap echoed inside the silent dwelling. It pulled Jasper from his thoughts and sent his sights to the entrance of the home.

      “We know you’re in there, Bill!” the booming voice shouted at the door. It was slightly muffled but still clearly able to be deciphered. “Why don’t you open up? Let’s conduct our business like men?”

      Bill pressed his index finger to his lips at Jasper as he advanced the length of the couch’s backrest. His body stayed out of view from the front windows and the back.

      “Come on now, Tanner. I’m in no mood for games.” Another hard, pounding knock struck the door. “The hood of your truck is warm and we have spotted no tracks leading away from your house. You put up a valiant effort on trying to fall off our radar, and for a while, it worked, but now, it’s over and we need to settle things.”

      From where Jasper was, he couldn’t get a clear visual of the front door window without revealing his position. So far, the man outside the log home hadn’t mentioned him, which made Jasper relieved. It didn’t help his current predicament, but perhaps, it gave them a slight advantage.

      Bill kept out of the two men’s line of sight. The third man was not in view, making Jasper wonder where he was and, more so, what he was up to.

      The ring leader opted for a different tactic to draw Bill out, seeing as they refused to leave. Time appeared to be of no concern to the enforcers who surrounded them. They were dead set on gaining entry by any means necessary.

      “To be honest, we don’t care about your kid and grandson. They are a tool, a device, to flush you out.” The man paused for a second, then continued, “If you open up now, they won’t be targeted. You have my word. If you don’t, I can promise that you’ll lose more family.”

      “Don’t you dare threaten my son and grandson!” Bill yelled back, unable to keep his lips sealed from the direct threat. “I swear to the man upstairs, if you lay a finger on them, you’ll pay dearly.”

      Jasper’s shoulder’s sagged from Bill giving in to the taunts. Part of him understood why he did and would have done the same if the roles were reversed, but it didn’t change the fact that now the men knew they had pressed his buttons and gotten under his skin.

      “If you want them unharmed, then open the damn door. We know your kid lives in Indianapolis. Nice try on hiding him, but it failed,” the man outside the front door replied. “You have my word they won’t be harmed, but that’s only if you do as we say and open this door, now.”

      “How do I know that you’re going to keep your word?” Bill shot back. “Your word means dick to me. For all I know, I let you in here and you’ll kill me, then go after my kin for the principal of the matter.”

      Another hard strike punished the door that caused it to rattle inside the jamb. “If you don’t, I guarantee they are dead. Of that, you can count on.”

      Bill stood from his hiding place, coming into view of the front window. The huntsman had no qualms about showing the men the 12-gauge shotgun clutched in his beaten, leathery hands.

      “Do you know what I think? I think you’re full of crap, and regardless of what I do, you’re going to kill off what family I have left to set an example to anyone else that you do business with. You’ve done that before. You’re not the only one who’s done their homework.”

      A pause came from outside. Bill adjusted his hold on the shotgun’s forend and grip while holding his ground.

      The front door violently shuddered from outside forces, as did the French doors at the back of the home. The brace held solid, keeping the men outside and from gaining entry.

      Bill backed away and shouldered the shotgun while splitting his attention between both doorways. Given the dire and stressful situation, he appeared calm and confident in his home’s ability to thwart the thug's attempts to get inside.

      Gunfire popped off from outside. Jasper detected two separate reports from around the cabin. The bullets hammered the glass but were unable to skirt the reinforced windows.

      Each pane of bulletproof glass spiderwebbed from the rounds striking the surfaces. They held firm under the relentless aggression of munitions hammering them.

      Jasper cringed from the salvo. The glass couldn’t withstand an endless barrage and would bust soon, allowing one or both of the gunmen inside the cabin.

      As Bill aimed at the front door, then the back, Jasper couldn’t help but think of the third gunman who had all but vanished somewhere on the property. Since Jasper was unable to get a clear visual out of the living room windows to locate him, he thought that maybe the two men beating at the doors were a distraction while the third tried to sneak into the home from one of the unguarded rooms.

      Since the men were using small caliber bullets, the bulletproof glass held up as Bill said it would. The real question was whether it could withstand the onslaught until they gave up, or they ran out of ammo.

      Jasper didn’t know either way and prayed that Bill knew what he was doing. As Jasper drifted back down the corridor to check on the bottom floor bedrooms, he thought of Lia and hoped that she was safe in their home, and far from danger.
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      The mean streets of Chicago had quieted from the night before, but the aftermath of riots and looting was all too real. It made Lia cringe from the front seat of the Tesla that navigated the inner connected roads throughout the city.

      Buildings smoldered from fires that razed the guts of the hulking structure. Charred wood and brick were painted in a scene of horrific destruction that belched smoke from the interior.

      Storefronts had their windows busted out and valuables robbed. It was a hard pill to swallow, knowing that it was a fraction of what had happened during the day and night.

      Rose clutched the steering wheel at nine and three. Her skinny fingers fit within the manufactured grooves of the wheels grip while she stared out of the windshield, shaken by their narrow escape from her neighborhood earlier.

      A home invasion two homes down from Rose’s place forced the sisters to flee the dwelling in haste. Screams and gunshots sent waves of distress through both women. Even if they decided to hunker down and wait it out, how long would the refuge hold up until danger knocked at their door?

      “Are you doing okay over there?” Lia asked. “If you squeeze any harder, you’ll snap that wheel in half.”

      Rose couldn’t do such a thing, but given how she tightened her hold on it, Lia imagined her sister doing it.

      “Yeah. I’m good. Just processing everything is all,” Rose replied after gulping and loosening her grip on the wheel. “I keep thinking that those three guys could’ve broken into my home instead. What would have happened if they—”

      “Don’t think about it,” Lia replied, not allowing Rose to finish her thought. “We’re okay, and that’s all that matters right now. What we need to do is concentrate on getting to Vince. What district is he working at again?”

      “He’s at the 19th District now,” Rose answered. “The department transferred him from the 8th since they were shorthanded and needed the help.”

      “Where’s the 19th District located?”

      “Addison Street Past Wrigley Field.” Rose cleared her throat while driving down the street that had cars still parked on the road. “We should be able to move around the congested parts that normally have high traffic flow. I’ve mapped out a pretty decent route that shouldn’t have too many bottlenecks. I think we should be fine, on that front at least.”

      “We’ll see. From what I encountered last night, the traffic can change in an instant. It makes me sick that I had to abandon my SUV. There’s no telling what those punks did to my baby.”

      “Seeing how bad things were, I’m glad you made it to my place in one piece. Your Infinity was nice, but your safety was more important.”

      “I know. It still doesn’t lessen the sting of leaving it behind like that, though.”

      A fraction of the city’s normal flow of people funneling down the sidewalks was sparse at best. Those who were out during the daytime hours moved in haste and didn’t meander about.

      No crews were out and about working on the power lines that Lia noticed. She heard sirens in the distance but didn’t spot any cruisers patrolling the streets or fire trucks trying to get through the congestion.

      “Should we take bets on how long it will take the city to get the power back on?” Rose asked while examining the street ahead. “We’re now a full day or more into this blackout and I haven’t spotted a single lineman out here working on getting the power up and running.”

      Lia shrugged. “The power being off is a huge problem, but now, the city has to contend with its crime problem and get that under control. They can’t ignore buildings being trashed and allowing the criminals to run scot-free. If they don’t contain that now, they won’t have a city to bring power back to.”

      Rose slowed the Tesla as the intersection ahead was blocked by an eighteen-wheeler that was stretched across the road. There was no way through and forcing her car into a narrow path would prove dangerous if they had to leave the area for any reason.

      She rotated the wheel counterclockwise and took one of the side streets that had fewer cars blocking their way. Her sister diverted her gaze from the windshield to the dash and then back again as they cruised the blacktop.

      “How much power does it have left?” Lia asked while looking at the dash. “If I recall, you’ve never been good at keeping up with charging this car.”

      “We’ve got enough,” Rose answered without providing any further details. “And for the record, I have gotten a bit better about charging it regularly. Since I don’t have a garage on the house, it’s been challenging to do so.”

      “Thank God I have my tennis shoes on and better clothes suited for walking or running if it comes down to it.”

      “You best take good care of my jeans and shirt,” Rose shot back without diverting her attention from the street. “I haven’t had a chance to wear them yet and don’t want them ruined until I can.”

      Lia ran her hand over the softness of the light-gray sports shirt and the blue-jean pants that weren’t too tight but not too loose either.

      “I can tell you right now they were a great buy. You know, I might just keep them and give you money for whatever you paid out. Better yet, you could gift them to me since I’m your favorite sister.”

      “You’re my only sister.”

      “See. It’s destiny.”

      “Shut up and pay attention, will you?”

      “Addison Street isn’t too far away, is it?”

      “Not normally, but with how congested the roads have been, it’s taken a bit longer to reach it.”

      A car from behind jerked into the next lane and zipped past them, going much faster than they should have been. The Yellow Chevy Camaro’s throaty engine roared as it dodged a truck barreling toward it in the opposite lane.

      “Son of a bitch!” Rose slammed the brakes as the Camaro darted back into the correct lane of flowing traffic.

      She laid on the horn and torqued the steering wheel hard right to avoid the new model muscle car’s passenger rear quarter panel from swapping paint with Rose’s front end.

      Lia sunk into the rich leather seat and braced her hand to the dash and the other on the ceiling. “Nice reflexes. That was a close one.”

      After wrestling the wheel and straightening out their trajectory, Rose gave the driver of the sports car the finger and said, “Damn people are still driving like morons. I guess it’s too much to ask that they use their brains for a change.”

      “That seems to be a stretch at the moment, and well, most days,” Lia replied.

      “It’s times like these I wish I had my old beater car. Do you remember that rust bucket?”

      “You mean that Honda Civic that smelled like sardines for some strange reason?”

      Rose stabbed the air with her manicured red painted fingernail that trembled at the Camaro that was further up the lane from them. “Yes. That one. You know, I never figured out why it smelled so fishy. No one knew. Not even Mom and Dad.”

      “Yeah. It was a real mystery.” Lia gulped and sat straight in the seat. “The guys that rode with you didn’t seem to mind the stench.”

      “Well, they were always trying to get into my pants,” Rose answered. “It was fun torturing them. Even though they all knew I wasn’t interested, they still tried, despite what I put them through.”

      “At least you got gas money out of it.”

      “And food most times.” Rose smirked a little as she relaxed from the near collision. “The good old days.”

      The moment of light talk eased the tension. Although Rose was still stressed by her shaking hands, her tone and facial expressions indicated she was mastering her emotions and holding herself together better.

      As she stopped at the powerless intersection and checked both directions for traffic, Rose said, “You know you’re the only person ever who can make me smile even when I want to murder people for being dumb.”

      “I do what I can,” Lia replied as the Tesla merged onto N Wilton Ave ahead of a Sky-Blue minivan. “It’s a public service for the people, really. I’m saving lives.”

      Rose sneered at the comment and said, “You’re one to talk about road rage or rage in general. I might be bad, but you’re worse.”

      “Touché.” Lia tipped her head at the windshield. “A few more blocks, and I think we’ll be at the police station.”

      “Yep. Now I just hope Vince is there and not on the streets. I do not want to go back to my place. Not after what happened. That was a bit too close to home for me.”

      “If Vince is not there and out on patrol, we can maybe go to my place,” Lia replied. “We should be safe there.”
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      During his time spent on various SWAT teams around the country, Sean had little intimate interaction with Russian criminals. He wasn’t a detective sniffing out a lead and trying to solve a case. No. He was a hammer, a tool, used by the police departments for high-risk incidents. If his team was called on, then it was generally bad and warranted action, no diplomacy.

      Sean waited for what felt like hours in the dark storage room, but it was less than thirty minutes. The Russians had dropped him off and tied him to a chair in front of a steel-legged table before leaving him to the tepid, stagnant air of the hold.

      His ankles were free of the rope, allowing him to stretch out his legs under the table. Both arms were bent behind the backrest at an uncomfortable angle that caused his shoulders to hurt.

      The rope wrapped around his sore wrists and looped through the bars of the chair’s backrest were taut. It offered him no wiggle room to relieve the growing pressure on his joints.

      Still, that didn’t stop Sean from trying to slip the rope. He refused to wait idly by for the Russian gangsters to stroll in and pull fingernails, break fingers, or do what it was that lowlife criminals did. That wouldn’t be his fate. Not if he had anything to say about it.

      He minimized the noise made by tugging and working on the knotted rope. Each move was calculated and deliberate. His glare trained at the entrance as he fought the restraint that did an effective job at keeping him glued to the seat.

      Sean raked his gaze over the warm darkness of the storage room that had steel racks stacked against the walls all around him. Banker boxes and other junk were stored on each shelf. He squinted and tried to pierce the blackness, but subtle obtuse shapes were all he was able to see.

      After a long spell alone, footfalls sounded from the hallway in the eerie silence. Light shone from the narrow creases between the door and jamb. A second later, the lock retracted with a loud click, and the party began.

      Spider swung the door wide into the hallway. His small frame stood in the bleakness of the black void like a demon from a horror flick. Light from the flashlight he clutched aimed at his boots, casting a white circular glow on the floor. He was alone and without the backup of his two accomplices, who were absent for what Sean guessed to be the start of the interrogation.

      As he sauntered through the doorway, all brash and cocky, a larger shadow followed close behind him. Victor entered the storage room and carried Sean’s weapons and duty bag toward the table. Then the Russian bear placed his gear on the woody surface before their prisoner and stepped back.

      “Wait outside,” Spider said calmly in his smooth Russian brogue.

      Victor did as instructed and exited to the blackness of the hallway, then he shut the door to the room. The lock clicked into place, sealing both men inside.

      Placing the flashlight on the top of the table, Spider retrieved a lantern from one of the racks. He set it on the edge of the wooded surface and switched it on.

      A flameless gleam emitted from the center. The bulb produced white light that outmatched the flashlight’s brilliance.

      Sean said nothing as he studied the Russian’s movements on the other side of the table, then he dipped his gaze at the sniper rifle and pistol that were a few feet from him.

      “This is a nice spread of hardware you have here.” Spider’s fingers danced over the rifle case and then to the pistol. “This isn’t what I would call your everyday carry, especially in an urban environment.”

      Again, Sean said nothing.

      Spider picked up the FN 509 and aimed the barrel at the wall to his right. His hand grasped the grip as he peered through the sights mounted on top of the firearm.

      “Beautiful weapon. Elegant even. It’s a good choice for a sidearm. Dependable. Reliable.”

      He lowered the gun and put it back on the table. Then Spider rubbed his hands together and went for the rifle next.

      “Now this. This, my friend, is a weapon that a true professional uses. When you want to paint a masterpiece, you don’t use cheap brushes. No, no. You opt for the good brushes that will give you the best strokes and depth to the picture you’re creating. Choosing a rifle is similar, in that, nothing but the best will do to get the job done.”

      The Russian unzipped the case and pulled the M24 out. He held it like a newborn baby and stared at its black body, then he shouldered it and peered through the scope.

      Sean continued working on the rope as the Russian handled his hardware. His stern glare burned a hole in his head as he kept his mouth sealed during the duration of Spider’s love affair with his tools.

      “I do love this weapon. The M24 Sniper Weapon System, SWS, is the military and police version of the Remington Model 700. It has the ‘long action’ bolt version of the Remington 700 receiver but it’s chambered for the 7.62X51mm NATO ‘short action’ cartridge that has an overall length of 2.750 inches. I could go on and on. I’m a bit of a gun enthusiast, and well, we deal in small to medium arms.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Yes. Right.” Spider nodded and smirked. “But this is not entirely why I’m here. I doubt I need to tell you all of this and imagine you know this weapon intimately, so we’ll move on.”

      Sean said nothing.

      He lowered the buttstock from his shoulder and set it on the table. His fingers bunched around the barrel, and he looked at Sean, who had yet to respond.

      “Your silence is not your friend. Depending on how cooperative you are will determine your fate, which right now, is not looking so good.”

      “As per our conversations from before, I’m not exactly sure who you think I am or what you’re looking to gain from asking me pointless questions. I can assure you that we have less than nothing in common,” Sean replied. “I could care less what you and your buddies are up to. It’s not my problem.”

      “Oh, but it is your problem.” Spider placed the M24 rifle on its case and then asked, “Who are you working for? Specifics, if you please. I want the names of your employer and why you were hired. Was it to cripple our network? Were the men you killed last night the start of your mission? Tell me, now.”

      Sean grew frustrated at the questions and, more so, at the fact that he wasn’t being listened to. “I’ve already told you what I know, and I’m not sure how many different ways I can say it that will make you understand.” He took a breath and continued, “I did shoot your men last night because they attacked me first and tried to steal my gear and guns. I’m not a part of any plot against your organization and I have no employer who hired me. Anything outside of that and you’re wasting both of our time.”

      “So, the Italians didn’t hire you, then?”

      “No. Were you not listening to what I just said?”

      “How about the Chinese? They have been testing our foothold in the city as of late.”

      “Again, no. Do you not listen, or are you stupid? I haven’t figured out which one yet. Your boss must have been desperate to put you in charge of the three stooges.”

      Spider flashed a wolfish grin and then rooted around inside the duty bag. “Yes. Classic American television. I understood the reference and saw the three bumbling idiots numerous times as a child.”

      “Good for you.”

      Despite striking Spider with direct answers and insulting quips, the Russian thug remained cool and didn’t fluster. His temperament was level as he pulled the knife out of the bag.

      “Okay. Let’s say, for argument’s sake, that you weren’t hired for a job against us and that the killing of my men on the streets was purely a defensive reflex on your part.” Spider admired the blade while speaking, twisting the tip against his finger as the light reflected off the sides of the stabbing weapon. “Why are you hauling such firepower, then? As we both know, the M24 is a military-grade weapon that is also used by your country’s police departments. Are you ex-military, then, or a cop? SWAT, perhaps, as several teams around the country use this particular weapon. Again, I know my weapons and have bought and sold these on the black market.”

      Sean’s throat moved from the question but he hung tight and didn’t show that it struck a chord with him. Instead, his response was direct and short. “Neither.”

      Spider stabbed the tip of the knife into the tabletop, that, upon further inspection from the addition of light, showed to have gashes and scratches on the surface.

      “Interesting,” Spider said.

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.” He then pulled out the night vision goggles from the duty bag and placed them on the table next to the weapons. Spider stood straight, folded his arms, and tapped his finger to the stubble growing from his square chin. “That’s quite the spread, wouldn’t you say? I could maybe understand the FN 509 for personal protection. You Americans have jumped at the chance to burn down your city and loot during this blackout. But the military-grade rifle with an aftermarket scope and the other gear is painting such a different picture than a nobody. Also, you don’t strike me as an everyday Joe. Not with how you slipped us back in your hideout.”

      Sean said nothing.

      “So, again. Who exactly are you and what business are you conducting with such an arsenal?”

      “It’s personal and doesn’t involve you.” Sean sighed. “I do believe we have exhausted this conversation and are doing nothing more than wasting both of our precious time. We’re talking in circles. You have more pressing matters to deal with, I can imagine, than wasting more energy on the likes of me. I know I have things to do and places to be. Why don’t we chalk this up to a misunderstanding with your men and go our separate ways? No hard feelings.”

      Spider snatched the handle of the knife and ripped the tip from the surface of the table. Tapping the blade against his shoulder, he retreated to the closed door, and then he slammed his boot against the bottom.

      The lock clicked.

      Hinges squeaked as the door swung outward into the hallway.

      There stood Victor like a hulking monster in the ether that the lantern’s light barely reached up past his knees. From his waist onward, the Russian bear’s upper body was shrouded in shadows.

      “As much as I would like to trust you, there is much that begs further probing.” Spider raised his arm and twiddled his fingers at the larger Russian who entered the storage room. “I haven’t gotten where I am now by being gullible, especially when, how do you Americans say, the proof is in the padding.”

      “It’s pudding, but close enough, I guess.”

      Victor approached the table as Spider cracked another smile that the light caught on his sweaty face.

      “I sincerely hope that you keep that sense of humor,” Spider said as he leaned through the doorway, grabbed the handle to the door, and shut it, sealing all three men inside. “Because, after we’re done, you’re going to need it.”
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      Hammering gunfire from outside of the cabin stalled. The bulletproof glass survived the initial wave from the men trying to gain entry by whatever means they could, but the incursion was far from over.

      Each of the windows on the bottom floor were tested for durability. Their centers were cracked from the ballistics pounding the surfaces and blunt objects they used to try and break through.

      Nothing was off the table. The men used whatever was at their disposal from the trunk of their sedan to try and circumvent the doors and glass. All failed, but caused further damage to the integrity of the defenses.

      Jasper had been seen in one of the bedrooms as he checked the windows. The third man that had been absent from the others was circling the home like a predator to its prey. He was hell-bent on gaining access however he could. He held fire on the windows as shooting them would only aid in the men getting inside.

      “Are we still holding in the bedrooms?” Bill asked from the mouth of the corridor. “I heard the gunshots and pounding come from back there.”

      “For now, but I’m not sure how much longer the windows are going to withstand their assault.” Jasper wiped the flood of sweat off of his face onto his bicep and exhaled a stressed sigh. “They’re using lug wrenches and what looked to be a crowbar. I guess they didn’t predict you’d have such a fortified place.”

      “Like all things, I planned for the worst but hoped for the best. This home was supposed to be my oasis. My final retreat. It looks as though it’s been burned, now.”

      Jasper peered over his shoulder at the sun beaming from the open doors into the murky, hot hallway. No jarring strikes punished the windows, making him wonder what they were up to.

      “You didn’t have another way planned out of here, did you, in case something like this happened? Maybe like a secret tunnel entrance from a trap door under a rug that leads away from the house and ends in the brush?”

      “No. Nothing that detailed.”

      “Thought it was worth a shot to ask.”

      As Jasper passed by Bill, who brushed the sleeve of his shirt across his brow, he craned his neck and glanced at the busted windows facing the driveway.

      “I am sorry for all of this, Jasper. It wasn’t my intent for you to have gotten caught up in this mess of mine.” Bill felt compunction about the whole ordeal. His soft words conveyed the regret weighing him down. “No one else should have to suffer because of me. If I could do it over again, I would have left you back in Mirstone, but I panicked and wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “What’s done is done. There is nothing that can change what’s happened.” Jasper spied two of the men gathered at the trunk of the sedan. Its lid was popped as both of them searched the cargo hold.

      Part of him toyed with the notion of turning on Bill and handing him over. After all, they wanted the huntsman and not him.

      But Jasper wasn’t stupid and knew that either way, he would wind up dead alongside Bill. Men of such standard had no character and would as soon put a bullet in their heads for the trouble of causing them to put forth such effort to get inside. More so than anything else, Jasper wasn’t that sort of person to turn on someone who had just helped him or anyone for that matter.

      The weight of having taken a life begged for Jasper to reconcile the misdeed, even if it was by accident.

      “Perhaps I should just hand myself over to them and allow what’s going to happen, to happen.” Bill was losing his resolve. That much was obvious. Guilt had a terrible way of knocking a person down at the worst time. “My son and grandson will be better off if I’m gone.”

      Jasper snapped his fingers at the old man and said, “Knock that off. We don’t have the luxury of a pity party right now. Suck it up, and let’s deal with this issue. I can’t go at this alone and I am not dying in your cabin. My wife is waiting for me to get back home, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. And, regardless of the mess you’ve made, that son and grandson of yours need you in their lives. Throwing yourself on the sword isn’t going to stop these yahoos from not going after them.”

      A harsh but necessary verbal slap in the face is what Bill required to get him back in line. It took him a few seconds of chewing on Jasper’s statement before he discovered new life that swept the self-loathing and doubt from him.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry that I lost it there for a moment.”

      “It’s fine. Just keep your head in the game and focus.” Jasper gave one final look out front at the two men who stood around the sedan and then backed toward Bill. “I know how you’re feeling, but our loved ones are counting on us. We have to come through for them. That’s all that matters right now.”

      “Yes. We do.” Bill squared his shoulders and his soft grip on the shotgun. Any weakness he displayed soon faded. He took a resolute breath and said, “We hold them off for as long as we can, then if they breach the doors or windows, we cut ’em down before they have a chance to know what hit them.”

      Jasper tipped his head at the plan, but then suddenly realized something he hadn’t before.

      The men outside had a limited arsenal of weapons at their disposal from the car’s trunk; that much was clear from the crude, blunt tools used to pound at the glass instead of using their guns. They had the vehicle itself that could be used to crash through the home, but doing so would mean destroying their only source of transportation in the process and keeping them from making a hasty retreat.

      Bill, on the other hand, had buildings dotting his property, and who knew what he had stored inside of them? That gave Jasper pause.

      He asked the huntsman, “What sort of tools do you keep out in those buildings of yours? You don’t have guns out there, right?”

      “No. All of my guns are kept inside the house. I do, however, keep axes and a tool chest out there.” Bill caught on to what Jasper was getting at as his eyes widened. “Oh, man. I didn’t think about that. Do you think they’ll use any of it to bust through the windows or even the doors?”

      “I don’t know, but I imagine we’ll soon find out.”
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      Chicago’s 19th District Police Department, also known as Town Hall, was an assorted mess of people and cars that jammed the streets more than two blocks from the station itself. It made driving up to the department’s front door impossible and forced Rose to make a decision.

      “I know we didn’t have a choice in taking my car, but I’m not keen on leaving it parked in a lot or on the street next to a curb. There were several cars I spotted on the way here that suffered broken windows and body damage.”

      Lia roved the swarm of steel and flesh on the road that hindered them from advancing further. “There is no way past all of this that I’m seeing. It’s gridlocked. You won’t be able to fit between the cars, and more so, the people in the streets are blocking the sidewalks, not that we’d use those now to drive on anyway.”

      A frown twisted Rose’s face as she accepted the reality of the matter. “You’re right, but I don’t like it. Do you think it will be fine?”

      “I guess. Does it matter if it is or not?” Lia asked as she raised her hands with her palms facing up. “We’re here to see Vince and not to worry about finding a good parking spot. At least people around here are being civil and not destroying everything in sight. There’s no telling what shape my SUV is in. They’ve probably picked it clean by now.”

      Rose said nothing and scanned the streets and buildings around them. Her Tesla was parked askew on the street with cars flanking them and blasting their horns.

      “You need to make a move and park somewhere,” Lia said, twisting in her seat and glancing through the rear window. “We don’t want to agitate folks any more than what they already are.”

      With a sudden jerk of the Tesla, Rose piloted the electric vehicle to the left and entered the small parking lot of a shuttered business. She swung the nimble car into an available slot among the slew of automobiles already taking up residence on the plot of land.

      Two more vehicles climbed the inclined entrance behind her and claimed the final open slots within the lot.

      “This is as good of a spot as we’re going to get, I guess.” Rose pressed the tip of the gearshift and applied the brake, shutting the Tesla down.

      Her frown wouldn’t leave, but she nonetheless gathered her purse and exited the car.

      Lia followed suit and got out as well, then shut the door behind her.

      Rose clicked the key fob while maneuvering her hourglass frame between the engine compartment of the Tesla and the concrete pillar ahead of the vehicle.

      As the sisters trod across the pavement and down to the sidewalk, Lia surveyed the steady number of residents in the area moving toward and away from the direction of the police station.

      “I wonder if every district in the city is having an influx of people dropping in on them.”

      “It’s likely they are,” Rose replied as they merged with a small group of folks funneling up the walkway to Addison Street. “Since the phones aren’t working and people can’t contact the authorities, they may be venturing out to speak with someone directly. That’s about the one recourse they have. I doubt officers on patrol that are trying to regain order and get the city flowing are concerned with people’s problems. That’s how I’m seeing it.”

      Lia agreed and figured as much. The amount of looting, rioting, and other discourse stretched law enforcement thin. Not to mention the plane crash that decimated towering high-rises and killed who knew how many people during its collision. It was a prospect Lia didn’t want to think of, but she couldn’t help to wonder how the red-haired woman fared that was trapped in her building. She hoped the firefighters were able to save her and any others in the skyscraper before it was too late.

      A klaxon of horns emitted from the tight corridor of streets. Those that refused to park and walk sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic.

      Red lights from the array of vehicles glowed like rageful eyes. They made little forward progress through the wall of people and cars abandoned on the road.

      At the intersection ahead, Lia stood on her tip-toes and glanced over the tops of cars. A mass of folks gathered on Addison Street near the police station, but they weren’t allowed access to the building itself.

      “I don’t think they’re letting people inside the station,” Lia said as she lowered. “I think the department might have put up a barricade surrounding the main entrance.”

      “That’s strange if they had,” Rose replied as she strained her neck and tried to see for herself. “How does that help anyone?”

      “It might be a way for them to control the crowd and have some sense of order,” Lia answered. “If they let everyone in at the same time, that could be a security nightmare for all involved. The police would have no safe way of protecting the public, or themselves.”

      As they shuffled along to the edge of the walkway rimming the intersection and the cars fighting to drive by, Rose stepped out onto the street and waved her arm at Lia. “Let’s get a closer look and make sure that’s what’s going on.”

      Lia trailed Rose into the dense population of people and vehicles. They weaved past cars and the residents, who were a bit more apprehensive about moving closer to the growing mob collecting near the station.

      It was a chaotic scene of chatter, cars operating, and sirens whining in the distance. Although it was a mostly peaceful gathering of people, Lia made sure to stay vigilant and close to Rose. If the mass turned violent, they’d vacate the area posthaste.

      The sisters cut a pathway by the folks who reeked of body odor toward the front. As they approached, Lia spotted several officers standing behind police barricades.

      Each officer held their respective section and the surging mob at bay. The men and women trying to control and calm the mass of people moved unilaterally with arms spread wide to keep those who considered breaching the authority’s line from doing so.

      “There’s no way we’re getting past that!” Lia said to Rose over the din of chatter. “They’re not going to let us by just because you’re dating one of the officers.”

      Rose scanned the policemen without glancing her way. “If they don’t, we’ll find another way to get inside.”

      A megaphone clicked on and then screeched. Lia wasn’t able to find where it came from.

      The following garbled voice was distorted and loud. Lia cringed from the sharp, piercing tumult that shrieked at the crowd. She caught bits and pieces of the booming voice from the malfunctioning equipment that hurt her ears.

      From what Lia gathered from the choppy transmission, it was a call to the public to remain civil and that the department was doing its best to field each of their requests.

      Contact against the back of her arm made Lia look around. Rose backed away through the bustle of people while waving her on to follow.

      They zigzagged around the waiting public, who grew restless by the second and shouted back at the officers. The megaphone’s disjointed broadcast continued as the sisters broke from the pack to the side of the station and down to the corner.

      “Where are you going?” Lia asked, trailing Rose, who moved faster than she was.

      “There’s more than one way inside the station,” Rose answered while skirting the edge of the wall and continuing down the sidewalk. “Just let me handle it, okay?”

      Lia shuffled after her, trying to keep up. “How are you planning to get inside? I doubt knocking on the door and asking politely to let us in is going to do the trick considering what they’re facing up front.”

      Parking spaces typically reserved for police cars were all empty except for two that had cruisers in the slots. A side entrance came into view from an elevated platform that egressed down to the sidewalk.

      Rose slowed to a steady jaunt, as did Lia.

      The door recessed into the brick façade swung outward, slamming the door stopper installed on the concrete landing.

      Police Officers stormed out of the building in pairs of two, then raced down the ramp to the walkway. They cut around the red steel railing and made for the cruisers.

      A male officer stood just beyond the edge of the station’s opened door as his brothers in blue boarded their vehicles. He yelled at one of the men standing next to the open passenger door and listened before ducking down into the squad car.

      Sirens ignited.

      Lights flashed from atop the white patrol vehicles.

      Engines revved and tires squealed as they backed from the curb and tore ass down the street.

      As Rose and Lia approached the concrete platform, the young male officer glanced their way as he drifted back into the murkiness of the station. His chiseled face was drawn in a portrait of sagging eyelids and bags under each socket. It aged him far beyond his twenties that Lia assumed the young officer to be.

      “Grant. Hold up,” Rose said as she flagged him down while running the length of the ramp.

      The officer stopped from shutting the door and peered around its edge at Addison Street, where the jam of vehicles and people were. He glanced back at her and Lia, befuddled by them being there.

      “Rose?” he asked from the doorway. “What the hell are you doing down here? This isn’t a civilian entrance.”

      She raced up the ramp in a wide stride while Lia trailed her.

      “I’m looking for Vince. Is he inside, or is he out on patrol?”

      Grant dipped into the building and then emerged. “You need to head up front or go back home where it’s safer. There’s a ton of crap going on right now.”

      He cut his stare to Lia and then back to Rose, who stood close to the wall near the doorway.

      “Just tell me if he’s inside or not, Grant.” Rose’s tone was stern and forceful. “That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Yes. He is inside, but—”

      Rose inched forward and tried to peek past Grant, who blocked her view. “Great. Let me in so I can see him.”

      “I can’t do that,” Grant replied, shifting his stance to keep in front of her. “You know that.”

      Lia cast her tired gaze at Addison Street and noticed a pocket of about six people looking their way.

      “We have curious folks staring at us.”

      “Come on, Grant. You know me and so do a lot of people in this building,” Rose said, pleading her case. “We’re about as much of a threat as a paper bag.”

      “They’re walking this way,” Lia said while shifting between Grant and the mob of people. “We need to do something here, or there could be a scene.”

      “And don’t forget you owe me for keeping that secret hookup you had with the chick from the bar last month,” Rose fired back. “I doubt Lucy would appreciate that tidbit and care that you were drunk off your butt.”

      Grant sighed at the reminder, glanced at Lia, and then down the walkway at the people heading the ramp. With no recourse, he did the unthinkable and said, “Okay, fine. I’ll let you in, but you have to keep that under wraps.”

      “Deal.”
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      Spider’s interrogation was nothing short of the large Russian pummeling Sean’s body. His fists felt like blocks of stone, cracking against his jaw and cheekbone. Each strike sent Sean’s head bobbing about loosely as if it was fixed on a spring.

      Victor paused for a moment and stepped back as Sean spat blood and spit on the dusty tile floor.

      “Are you ready to talk and tell me who you’re working for, Mr. Moore?” Spider blew a cloud of smoke from his mouth from the cigarette he puffed on. Sean’s wallet was intertwined between his dirty fingers as the Russian lackey sifted through the contents of his billfold. “There is no use in trying to hold out. We will uncover what you know. Save yourself the pain.”

      Sean blinked the stars away that fluttered in his peripheral vision. Not one square inch of his head didn’t hurt. It added to the soreness he battled from the judge clocking him.

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. If you want me to lie and make up something, I will, but it won’t be truthful.”

      “Perhaps,” Spider replied with a shrug. “Or maybe you’re skilled in pain. I’ve seen men lose fingers and get beaten to death and not mutter a single word.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that they didn’t have the answers you wanted?” Sean replied, regaining his focus. “I’ve already admitted to shooting your men and why it happened. I’m not sure what else I can say where you’ll understand.”

      Victor advanced on Sean with his hand balled into a fist, ready to continue the beating.

      “Hold on,” Spider said, stopping the big man where he stood. “Maybe you’re right and this has all been a huge error. After all, I am human and can make mistakes.”

      “It happens to the best of us,” Sean quipped as he licked the blood from his lips.

      Spider set the wallet on the table; flaps spread apart. His fingers pinned them down as he slid the billfold toward Sean. “That’s a pretty woman. I like her eyes. They’re warm. Inviting. You know, you can tell a lot about a person by how they look at you.”

      The light from the lantern illuminated the image of Claire smiling in the photo. Hearing the Russian filth speak of his beloved wife made his blood boil, more so than it already was.

      Heat tickled the back of his neck and his ears. He gnashed his teeth and snarled at the two smug thugs towering before him, who reveled in his apparent anger.

      “Don’t speak about my wife,” Sean said in a lower range. “Say what you will to me, but don’t utter another syllable about her.”

      That same wolfish grin slid across Spider’s face. He removed the cigarette from his mouth, pinched it between two fingers, and then put his palms on the edge of the table and leaned forward. “It seems that I struck a nerve. You’re a lucky man. She would make a wonderful addition to our stable of girls, don’t you think.”

      Mastering his simmering rage while pulling against the taut strand of rope around his wrists, Sean cooled his temper, knowing they were trying to get under his skin. The thug’s threats were meaningless and bore no weight in regards to his late wife who was far from their grasp. “Doubtful, since she’s no longer alive. Not unless your scumbag clients enjoy handling a dead body.”

      It killed Sean to speak of Claire in such a way. It took every ounce of restraint and control to switch his emotions off and act as though her untimely death didn’t plague him daily.

      “Oh, well.” Spider’s grin vanished about as fast as it formed. He stood straight and left the wallet unfolded on the table in front of Sean. “That’s a real shame. I could have easily fetched a decent amount for her. American women are coveted among the wealthy.”

      Sean said nothing but thought, I’m all too happy to disappoint you.

      A heavy-handed knock came at the closed door, followed by another.

      Spider maintained a deadpan stare at Sean as he snapped at Victor and then jabbed his thumb at the door.

      The Russian bear retreated to the entrance and opened the door. Lev lowered his hand and waited in the doorway.

      “What is it?” Spider asked without looking away from Sean.

      Thin trails of smoke rose from the burnt tip of the smoldering bud. It choked the stale, tepid air and made it harder to breathe right.

      “It’s getting late in the day,” Lev answered while peering at his watch. “You’ve got a meeting with the boss here in a bit. We should go soon since traffic is going to be a nightmare, and it might take us longer to arrive.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” Spider diverted his glare from Sean and glanced at the face of his black wristwatch. “I’ll leave shortly.”

      “What are we doing with him,” Lev asked. “If you ask me, I say we put a bullet in his head and dump him in the trash. We have wasted enough time on this. The matter is resolved.”

      Spider jerked his chin at the door and spoke in Russian. The string of words was laced with irritation. It wasn’t difficult to pick up on that given the tone and Lev’s abrupt flinch.

      After a minute of the men exchanging short responses in Russian, Spider turned to Sean and sucked on the scant bit of cigarette.

      “We’ll see if the boss wants a word with you. For now, you stay put.” He tracked toward the door where Victor waited like a sentry on guard. “My two comrades are going to keep you company until I return. If you feel like telling us anything else, do so. It could save your life.”

      And with that, Spider exited the storage room carrying his flashlight as Victor followed him out. The door closed and the lock engaged, leaving Sean alone and wondering what was in store for him next.

    

  







            SIXTY-FOUR

          

          

      

    

    






JASPER

        

      

    

    
      No further conversations happened between the men outside and Bill. It was a standoff, one that ground their assault on the two-story log cabin in a reprieve of silence. But that quickly changed.

      Jasper moved around the home, continually inspecting the rooms and their windows for the three men. Each window on the bottom floor had sustained damage in some form. Glass was cracked and spiderwebbed from bullets and blunt strikes, weakening the reinforced windows to the brink of giving under such duress. Soon, they’d breach, and the fireworks of gunplay would no doubt commence.

      One thing that surprised Jasper during the attempted home invasion was the lack of local police response. He knew Bill’s cabin was remote from the nearest town and the supposed solar storm had taken precedence, but given the steady barrage of gunplay that, to him, seemed excessive for a hunter in the mountains, that someone, anyone, would have at least been curious as to what was going on.

      “Tanner!” an agitated, muffled voice called out from outside of the home. “This game has grown tiresome, and I am beyond annoyed at having to play it. We are getting inside that home of yours, and when we do, you and that friend of yours are going to pay dearly for wasting my damn time!”

      “You can go to hell!” Bill shot back at the window to the right of the front door, matching the man’s voice.

      Jasper hung in the hallway with his pistol aimed at the floor. His death grip on the weapon refused to loosen during the confrontation.

      “Most of the windows are in pretty bad shape,” Jasper said. “If they continue striking them, they’re going to cave quickly.”

      Bill said nothing.

      Instead, he kept his sights trained on the busted glass. His head bobbed from side to side, watching the threat outside of his home.

      “They’re splitting up again and fanning out.”

      “Which direction are they going?” Jasper asked.

      “One to either side of the home. And, they found my ax and sledgehammer from my shop.”

      The goons had raided Bill’s shed for the tools he had stored in the outbuildings. It was bad news on an already crappy scenario that devolved over time.

      “There’s three of them and multiple areas they can breach. We can’t be in every part of the house at the same time to cover all of the windows.”

      “No, we can’t.” Bill stomped his boot on the hardwood in anger, then spun away from the window. “I’ve lost visual. I can’t see any of them now.”

      Bucketloads of sweat poured off the huntsman’s aged wrinkled face. The crow’s feet in each corner of his eyes grew more pronounced from his squinting. His brow furrowed, and his chest surged, displaying how anxious he was.

      The odds of holding the men off any longer dwindled. They weren’t leaving until completing their task of killing Bill and now Jasper, who was dragged into the fold for simply being there.

      He thought on his feet and tried to devise a game plan. As the seconds ticked by, he felt his heart punch his sternum harder. His throat moved and was dry from a lack of fluids during the incursion.

      “As I see it, we have two choices here.”

      Bill glanced out of the bulletproof glass and then back to Jasper. “What’s that?”

      “We split up, and we each take a section of the house. When they start breaking in, we engage.”

      “That’s going to allow one of them to breach without us being able to engage.”

      “I never said it was a good plan, just a plan.”

      “And the other choice?”

      Jasper nodded at the staircase. “We go upstairs and allow them to get inside. Once they’re in, we climb down to the ground outside, make for the truck, and haul ass out of here.”

      “That’s a bold plan.”

      “It’s a plan. Either way, we’re going to do one or the other because I’m not going to stand here with my thumb up my butt waiting to die trying to get back to my wife.”

      Dense thuds echoed from one of the rooms into the hallway down from Jasper. It silenced their conversation and forced them into action.

      As he jerked about-face with the pistol aimed at the shadows of the hallway, another crack from the living room sounded. The glass was being pummeled.

      Bill lifted the shotgun to a ready state and advanced across the home toward the French doors that were being decimated.

      Jasper lost sight of Bill as he headed down the hallway, tracking the noise of the bulletproof glass being taken out. Jasper’s body kept close to the wall as he stalked the opened door leading into the bedroom he slept in.

      Thunderous gunfire boomed from Bill’s shotgun seconds later. Then another. Then another.

      The reports within the enclosed home were loud and made Jasper flinch. He wasn’t used to the roar of the firearm that made his ears ring, or the jarring sound it made when his nerves were already frayed.

      He refocused his mind and dipped his shoulder at the jamb. The cacophony of gunfire had resumed, but it sounded distant now as if Bill had gone outside of the home.

      A heavy thump hit the floor in the bedroom, followed by clomping footfalls. Jasper was too late. One of the men had gotten inside the home.

      Taking a deep breath, Jasper swung out from the blind corner and entered the bedroom with the pistol leading the way. His finger squeezed the trigger as he swept the firearm from right to left.

      Fire spat from the muzzle as he stepped inside the doorway.

      At first glance, Jasper didn’t spot the intruder near the window that had been busted out.

      The bed was in complete disarray as if someone had wallowed around on the sheets.

      A flash of movement flicked from the corner of Jasper’s view near the chest of drawers. It happened so fast that he was unable to respond and reorient himself to the man who had climbed in through the window.

      Jasper jumped back and swung the gun toward the buzz-cut stocky man lunging at him. He moved quickly, grabbing the gun by the barrel and forcing it down and away from him while driving Jasper back into the door.

      Both men wrestled for control of the firearm as more cracks of gunfire from outside played on. Jasper clenched his jaw and held onto the weapon as his adversary ignored the heated steel of the firearm and tried to pry it from his taut grip.

      Having been in more skirmishes than Jasper could count, he wasn’t averse to such quarrels. It had been many years since being forced into a dire situation like the one he was in, but muscle memory and sluggish reflexes slowly took hold.

      He angled his shoulder and planted his boot against the base of the door, then Jasper springboarded forward, using every ounce of energy he could. The gash on his thigh dampened his momentum, but it was enough to force the equally weighted thug back on his heels.

      The two men grappled for the firearm a minute more before it was ripped from Jasper’s grasp. It hit the wood planks and bounced toward the bed, far from either of them.

      Jasper stepped back and launched a dodgy arcing right cross at the intruder. His fist missed the mark by what felt like a mile as he ducked under Jasper’s pitiful strike and punched him in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him.

      Hunched over and wheezing, Jasper fought to regain his footing and raise his arms, but the brute was far faster and more experienced than he was.

      He volleyed a haymaker that connected on Jasper’s chin. The man’s fists felt like stones crashing in his skull that sent Jasper clumsily collapsing back into the door.

      Unable to contend with the formidable fighter, Jasper tried to regain his footing, but another crushing blow to his head sent him stumbling out of the bedroom and into the hallway.

      He collided into the far wall with a deafening thud. His brain was a rattled mess that glitched and made it impossible for him to counter the man’s devastating fists.

      One final blow to his left cheek sent Jasper to the floor. He crashed against the wood, prone on his stomach. His palms pressed to the ground, and he tried to get up, but a boot in his spine forced him down.

      Pinned to the floor, Jasper stared into the living room through blurred vision. Multiple sets of footsteps clomped across the floor. They dragged a body into view.

      It was Bill, and he wasn’t moving.

    

  







            SIXTY-FIVE

          

          

      

    

    






LIA

        

      

    

    
      The 19th District was a madhouse of uniformed men and women shuffling in the murky depths of the station. Portable lamps were positioned throughout the building to provide light to the powerless structure.

      Flashlights sliced in the maze of hallways, guiding the LEOs from one section of the station to another. Lia and Rose were led through the building under the cloak of shadows by Grant, who accompanied them to one of the empty offices.

      He hurried the two women inside the stuffy space and then he grabbed the door handle to shut the door.

      Before leaving, Grant said, “Wait here and be quiet. I’ll go get Vince. If anyone comes inside, say that you got lost or make up some other excuse. I don’t care. But you do not tell them I let you inside, or it will be my ass. Are we clear?”

      “I doubt they’re going to reprimand you since this appears to be an all-hands-on-deck matter,” Rose replied. “Just go get Vince, please. And hurry.”

      “Sullivan!” a gruff voice shouted from the gloom. “Where the hell is Sullivan at?”

      “Shit. I have to go.” Grant looked away from the women to the hallway, then he said, “Stay here. Be quiet.”

      And with that, he shut the door and vacated the area.

      Rose dug her phone out of her purse and switched on the flashlight. It was angled at the tile floor and away from the window that had its blinds open.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea to have the light on?” Lia inched toward the bank of filing cabinets against the wall under the window and tilted the blinds. “Someone might see that light.”

      “It will be fine,” Rose replied, keeping the light trained down at the floor to minimize its footprint. “I don’t want to be sitting in the dark. I’m still a bit freaked out by everything, and this is helping calm my nerves. And before you say it, I know we’re in a police station, but that’s beside the point.”

      The office was rather small and confining. It was stuffed with towering boxes against the walls. A metal-legged desk was nestled among the storage boxes. It had files stacked on its top and a lamp that was in the corner.

      “At least Vince is here,” Lia said as she peeked through the slits of the blinds. “That would have sucked for us to come all of this way to find out that he was out in the city.”

      “Tell me about it.” Rose set her purse on the desk’s top and meandered about the open space. “At least that is going my way. We were fortunate that Grant was manning the side entrance when he was. If it had been someone else, this could have gone differently.”

      “I would say more lucky than fortunate, but okay.”

      “Either way, we got inside and you didn’t have to use your powers of persuasion to seduce anyone.”

      Lia wrenched her chin at Rose. “What does that mean? I don’t flirt with anyone except for Jasper.”

      “I know, but you’ve always had that ability to charm the opposite sex, and sometimes women when you’re not even trying to. Did you not see the way Grant looked you over?”

      “He did the same to you.”

      “Not like he did to you.”

      “Lord, you’re insufferable at times.” Lia glanced back to the blinds as one of the officers passed by the window.

      The door swung into the office a second later, startling the sisters. Lia spun toward the entrance and Rose gasped.

      Vince slipped into the office and gently shut the door behind him. His duty belt shuffled with each sharp turn he made.

      “What the hell are you two doing here?” His voice was low but deep. He spoke from his stomach and had a commanding presence about him.

      “We came looking for you,” Rose answered. “It’s been a wild day so far.”

      “Yeah. I know it has been.” Vince shifted his glare from Rose to Lia and then back to her.

      He was frazzled, tired, and stressed. That much was certain from his sharp tongue and manic behavior that encompassed each move he made.

      “I know dropping in like this isn’t what you need, but I was worried about you, and well, I didn’t feel safe at my place.” Rose approached Vince and touched the sides of his muscular arms that bulged out of the short sleeves of his uniform top.

      Vince ran his hand over his face and sighed. “It’s okay. I’m sorry for snapping at you like that. We’ve been under the gun, so to speak, to maintain law and order while a portion of the city wants to burn it, loot it, and destroy what they can.”

      Rose hugged his neck and he held her tight.

      “Hold on, wait a second.” He pulled away and asked, “What happened at your place? Did someone try to hurt you?”

      “No, but it was close. Two doors down from me,” Rose replied.

      She had neglected to tell Vince that she was coming to see him before the break-in. But that didn’t matter now. They were already there.

      “So, both of you are okay?” Vince looked Rose up and down, then did the same to Lia, who kept her distance from the couple.

      “We’re fine.” Rose tipped her head at her sister. “Lia, though, was in one of the buildings that plane crashed into.”

      “Holy hell!” Vince stared at Lia and asked, “I’m so glad you’re all right. We haven’t been able to investigate the crash or even search for survivors properly. Each police district throughout the city is waist deep in different issues that have the entire force spread razor thin.”

      Lia said, “It clipped the floor below the one I work on, so it wasn’t a direct hit.”

      “Thank God for that.” Vince shook his head. “I’m actually supposed to be heading out here in a bit to relieve one of the units who has been on patrol. Everyone is working double and triple overtime. No rest and only sleep breaks until everything is back under control.”

      Hearing Vince made Lia think of the red-haired woman and if the firefighters had managed to extract her from the rubble. She was already in bad shape, and time wasn’t her friend. The longer she stayed buried under the debris, her chances dwindled to nothing. That was if she hadn’t already passed.

      “I know it’s bad out there, more so than normal,” Rose said.

      “It gets worse.”

      “How so?” Lia asked.

      “We’ve had a handful of fellow officers gunned down during this shit show. Three, to be precise. They didn’t survive.” Vince paused, retreated to the door, listened, then stepped back to them. “And I’m not talking about some rando thugs running up and shooting them. No. This was done from afar using a sniper rifle or something similar. Headshots.”

      Rose gasped. “Oh, God. That’s terrible.”

      “It is,” Vince replied. “So far, we have no clue as to the who and why, but we’re trying to figure it out while protecting everyone. There’s a cop killer out there with a vengeance who is picking us off during this crisis.”

      “Are you sure you should be going out there with a killer hunting cops?” Rose cringed at the question, knowing for one, she shouldn’t ask such a thing. And two, she knew Vince’s answer before he replied.

      He took her hand in his and patted it. Despite being overworked, stressed, tired, and on edge from a killer on the loose targeting LEOs, he tried to comfort her and ease her mind.

      “I’ll be okay. No need to worry. This is part of the job. Good or bad. Dangerous or not. We’re what stands between good people and scum.”

      As Rose gave Vince another hug, Lia thought of Jasper. Not hearing from him distracted her and made it challenging to focus on her next move, which, at the moment, was sort of up in the air.

      “I know you don’t have much time left to spend in here, but have you heard or know what caused the blackout and the cell phone outage? I’ve been trying to call and text Jasper since yesterday, but I can’t get a damn signal.”

      Vince released Rose and faced Lia. “From what I overheard from the higher-ups is that it was some sort of space anomaly that struck the planet. Something similar to an EMP, but not that. A CME is what I think they said, or a solar storm. Whichever. It was apparently discussed on the news some days before, but they downplayed the threat, and well, here we are.”

      Lia asked, “So, it’s not just Chicago that’s affected, but other states in the country as well?”

      “Perhaps,” Vince replied. “Since communications are sketchy right now, we’re slow to get updates. Plus, it isn’t a priority since the city is in complete chaos and we have a cop-killer to contend with as well.”

      Rose spoke to Vince as Lia turned away.

      The news of what caused the disaster and how widespread it could be made her stomach knot. If the large commercial passenger jet could have been affected by solar interference, what if the plane Jasper had been on was compromised?

      For all Lia knew, her husband had crashed in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. Such remote areas would be impossible to get to unless someone spotted the aircraft falling from the sky and crashing within the dense valley of trees. It was agonizing thinking of him hurt or trapped in the small private aircraft. Or worse yet, him having died upon impact.

      Her assumptions weren’t based on facts but more on the worst-case scenario that she tried not to entertain.

      “I have to get ready to go soon,” Vince finally said, snapping Lia from her waking nightmare. “My commander is probably looking for me. She’s on edge right now, like the rest of us, and I don’t want to get on her bad side.”

      Lia spun toward him and Rose, then asked, “Is there any way you can contact Kentucky’s State Police to see if they have had any reports of a downed aircraft near or in the Appalachian Mountains?”

      It was a thin string to tug on, but one that Lia had to mark off her list of possibilities.

      Vince shrugged and said, “I can see about it, but not sure when. The department isn’t going to deviate from the current crisis that’s affecting millions.” He studied Lia’s saddened face and continued, “But I’ll see if a buddy of mine can put out some feelers. It’s a long shot and one that I can’t guarantee anything will come of it, but maybe he’ll get lucky and find out something useful for you.”

      “Thank you. That’s all I ask.” Lia turned to Rose, then asked, “I guess we should probably go. I don’t think the department wants us loitering about their station since they aren’t allowing folks into the building.”

      “Yes. Unfortunately, you can’t stay here,” Vince said as he cocked his head and trained his ear at the door.

      “Well, I don’t want to go back to my place,” Rose replied. “Not yet, anyway. What if those guys are there or more show up to break in?”

      “I thought we discussed going to my house,” Lia said.

      “We didn’t discuss that. You suggested. I didn’t respond,” Rose shot back. “I’m not so sure that would be the best place to be right now. You live in an upscale neighborhood. Thugs and thieves will certainly take the chance at hitting those since the police are occupied and we won’t be able to contact anyone if they do decide to break in.”

      “Then where do we go?” Lia threw her arms skyward. “Unless you have another property that I’m not aware of, then we have just the two options.”

      Rose said nothing.

      “My place.”

      “Your place?” Lia asked Vince. “Don’t you live in an apartment complex?”

      “I do. It’s a good neighborhood and a better building. My neighbors are great, and you shouldn’t have any problems there. I don’t know when I’ll be by, but you’re more than welcome to stay for as long as you want.”

      “That sounds better to me,” Rose said. “I’ve met a few of his neighbors. They’re nice.”

      Lia didn’t want to go to Vince’s bachelor pad. She wanted her place. Her sanctuary was far from the upheaval of the city. But she also didn’t want to separate from her sister right now. Not with everything that was going on.

      “Okay. Fine. We go to Vince’s place and hold up there.”

      Rose tipped her head at Lia. “Perfect. We’ll head there right now.”

      “Do you still have the key I gave you?” Vince asked Rose.

      “I do.”

      “Good.” He grabbed the door’s handle, pulled it toward him, then peered out into the hallway. “All right. The coast is clear. We head for the side entrance and pray that we don’t run into anyone.”

      “I love you, baby.” Rose marched to Vince and planted a kiss on his lips. “Thanks for being so great.”

      “Yeah,” Lia said as she moved behind Rose. “We do appreciate everything you’re doing.”

      Vince bowed at Lia. “You’re both welcome. Just do me one favor.”

      “What’s that?” Rose asked.

      “Be careful out there.”

      “We will.”
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      As Sean listened for signs of the Russians being outside of his storage room, he worked his arms like pistons to free his wrists from the rope. His persistence paid off with the bristly fiber strands loosening enough to let him out of the restraints.

      So far, Victor and Lev had been no-shows. He half expected the two men to pick up where Spider had left off in his endless torture of both the mind and body. Maybe the two Russians were smarter than their supposed leader and knew Sean was telling the truth, but as with all things in life, only time would tell if that was the case.

      Sweat coating the flesh urticated his wrists where the rope cut into the skin. Sean brought his sore arms forward from their bent angle and massaged the ravaged flesh.

      He stayed seated in the uncomfortable steel padless seat and worked out his next move. The lack of noise from the corridor made it difficult to gauge where the Russians were and how many men stood between him and his freedom.

      Sean stood slowly from the chair, gripped the seat, and lifted it off the tile floor to keep its feet from scraping over the surface and alerting his captors.

      The lantern had been taken as well as the flashlights the men used. Sean’s sight had grown accustomed to the darkness and allowed him to see most general shapes to avoid an accidental collision, but it wasn’t perfect.

      His gear, and more importantly, his wallet containing the picture of his wife, had been taken from the room and put who knew where. Without his rifle, pistol, knife, and night vision goggles, he was at a huge disadvantage, but that wouldn’t stop him from getting back what was his.

      He checked the door first to make sure it was locked. When Lev and Victor removed his tools earlier, Sean couldn’t recall if he heard the click of the lock after the two men exited the storage room. He was too distracted by the physical beating he endured, and the mental war Spider tried to wage on him before his exodus.

      Just as he thought, the door was locked, but he figured it would be. The Russians were methodical and not as careless as he hoped they might be.

      Without the aid of light, Sean fumbled about the storage room. He was mindful to not hit the shelves around him to stir the men outside. Not until he had a plan of action, anyway.

      After carefully feeling around on each of the partly empty shelves, Sean found no objects worth using as a weapon against the well-armed and formidable men. The hodgepodge of random junk he felt in the boxes was unsubstantial and of little use.

      He shoved the boxes back into place and then put his hands on his hips while trying to figure out how he was going to get out of the room. There was no ductwork Sean could see within the darkness of the ceiling, and it had no tiles he could exploit.

      Chatter from the corridor tracked toward the storage room. The heavy Russian accents and footfalls melded as one in the silence that approached his holding pen.

      Sean guessed the men were coming for him. Another session of beatings and pointless questions that he had already given was in his immediate future. But Sean had no desire to suffer through the Russian’s interrogation again and made a snap decision.

      Backtracking to the table, he skirted the tabletops outside edge and then hunched over. Sean felt around the floor for the rope between the legs of the chair.

      The footsteps grew louder as did the Russian’s thick accent. They were within range of the entrance and soon, would be able to enter and see him missing from the chair.

      His fingers found purchase on the rope. He yanked it from the floor and quickly made his way around the table as the two men stood outside the door, exchanging words.

      Sean’s plan was a wild gamble that hinged on unknowns he couldn’t predict. For it to go off without much of a problem, he needed not more than one man to enter the space, preferably Lev, since he was more of Sean’s size than Victor. From there, he had the element of surprise to engage and remove one obstacle from his path.

      Twisting the ends of the rope over each hand and leaving a taut middle section open, Sean sucked his back to the wall next to the entrance and waited.

      The conversation outside lasted thirty seconds longer, then ended. A single set of footsteps retreated, leaving only a single target standing beyond the door.

      With the rope bound around his hands, Sean waited for what he prayed to be Lev to enter. He controlled his elevated breathing and tried to master his spiked adrenaline.

      As the lock retracted and the door opened, Sean pulled the rope as tight as he could. It had to have no slack to perform as he intended.

      A single beam of light shone at the floor and tracked toward the table as the unknown Russian entered the storage room. He breached the doorway and cast the white light at the table, then the empty seat.

      Sean made his move and attacked as Lev swept the space for his whereabouts. The smaller but nimble Russian froze and shouted but was cut off by the rope strangling his windpipe.

      He gurgled and thrashed his body. Sean held on for the ride and pulled back as hard as he could.

      The Russian dropped the flashlight to the floor. It clanked off the tile and rolled, casting a wobbling beam at the table and then at the racks of shelves against the walls.

      His fingers clawed at the rope and Sean’s head. He drove his legs backward and continued thrashing his body to rid himself of the American.

      No additional men clamored down the corridor to provide aid. Sean had cut Lev off before he could rally his allies.

      As the battle waged on, the fight in Lev decreased. Each swat at Sean’s skull and tug on the rope dwindled to pathetic attempts. He moved laboriously under rubber legs that eventually gave and sent both men dropping to the floor inside the doorway.

      With his lower half in the hallway, Sean held on until Lev stopped moving. The Russian’s meager but mighty muscular frame deflated on the dingy tile, marking he had passed.

      He had no time to spare and had to move quickly before being spotted. Sean scrambled to his feet and entered the storage room. Taking Lev by the arms, he dragged the dead Russian across the floor away from the entrance.

      A search of his person uncovered a Glock 17 tucked in the front waistband of his pants. It wasn’t his FN 509 that Sean had grown to favor over the multitude of brands on the market, but it was a weapon nonetheless. One he’d use expertly to dispatch those whom he crossed.

      After he checked the pistol’s magazine and made sure a round was cycled, Sean finished scavenging Lev’s body, and then he retrieved the flashlight from the floor. He moved to the open doorway and peered out into the long corridor that stretched into the black void.

      Before fleeing the Russian hideout, Sean had to gather his belongings and his wallet. They wouldn’t be left behind. Not when there was work that still had to be done and scores settled.
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      He hadn’t died, yet. No bullet came to the back of the head or a torturous beating that made Jasper wish he was dead. Instead, the two hired goons took their time with Bill in one of the back bedrooms while the man with the buzz cut stayed with Jasper in the living room.

      The man towered over him. A looming presence of rage and proficient fighting that outmatched Jasper. He said nothing and stood like a statue with his hands cupped together at his waist. A hint of blood speckled his fair skin and stubble growing around his jaw.

      Jasper lay on his side and faced the direction the two men had dragged Bill off in. Neither Jasper’s arms nor legs were restrained. The threat of death and having been stomped into the floor provided ample incentive for him to mind their orders.

      Blood dotted Jasper’s lips. His tongue dragged across the damaged areas of skin, feeling the puffy, swollen sections.

      After a stint of silence in the home, a door creaked and the two men appeared in the corridor. Bill was wedged between both men. His head dangled toward the floor as they escorted him back to the living room.

      They tossed him to the floor without care and then set their sights on Jasper. Nestled in the tight space of their jeans, both men had their pistols visible. Jasper wasn’t sure if they’d run out of ammo from the unexpected bulletproof windows or if they were saving them as backups.

      “I’m not so sure that I believe you, Tanner,” the ring leader said at Bill’s sluggish moving body. “You’re a slippery old codger and I wouldn’t put it past you to have a secondary plan in place. An insurance policy if we ever caught up to you.”

      He studied his hand which had traces of blood on the knuckles and fingers. A hardened expression of tempered rage seethed behind his calculating glare as he shook his hand and lowered his arm.

      “I’m not lying to you,” Bill said in a weakened voice as he sat up from the floor. “Why in the hell would I lie to you and risk my son and grandson’s life? Search the home if you want. You’ll find nothing and will be wasting your time.”

      The ring leader stabbed his finger at Jasper while looking at Bill. “Who is your buddy? Extra muscle hanging around the property to protect you? If so, you wasted funds on him. He did a horrible job of watching your back.”

      “He’s a nobody and doesn’t know squat,” Bill shot back. “I came across him in the woods near my property. He needed help. That’s it.”

      “Really? That’s the story you’re going with, old man?” The ring leader snickered at the response. “I’ve heard better excuses than that over the years. Do better.”

      Jasper said nothing.

      “I’m not lying. Believe what you want, but it’s the truth.” Bill stretched his neck while sitting on the floor near Jasper. His attempt at selling the white lie to the men was loose at best. “He doesn’t know one thing about what’s going on and is no part of this. Let him go and you can do with me as you please.”

      The ring leader moved toward Jasper and stooped down level with him while his compatriots held their positions. “What’s your name, friend?”

      “Jasper.”

      “Why were you out in the woods? Are you a hunter, hiker, or environmentalist? You know, like a tree hugger?”

      “No. None of those.”

      “Then, why were you?”

      “Plane crash,” Jasper answered after a brief pause. “I was heading to my uncle’s cabin when the plane I was in went down and crashed into a lake not too far from here.”

      Saying it out loud to the suspicious men did sound far-fetched, but Jasper was being honest and forthcoming with his answer.

      The ring leader parroted the response. “A plane crash, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where were you coming from?”

      Jasper’s throat moved. “Chicago.”

      “Chi-town. And what in the windy city do you do?”

      “I’m a real estate investor.”

      “Are you good at your job?”

      “Fair to midland.” Another white lie that was sprinkled in with the truth.

      “Okay.” The ring leader sized Jasper up, refusing to divert his intense glare from him. Then, he shot upward and clapped his hands. “Well. I think you’re shooting me straight, friend, but here’s the kicker. I can’t allow you to leave. You’ve seen my face and that of my associates and you’d be what we call a liability that would certainly come back to bite us in the ass down the road.”

      Bill pled on behalf of Jasper. “He doesn’t know shit and won’t say shit about you or anything else.”

      The ring leader faced Bill and said, “And how do you know that? You just met the man.”

      “I just do.”

      “Unlike you, Tanner, I’m not going to stick my neck out for it to be hacked off. No. You know the people I work for don’t care for gray areas. It’s a black-and-white world we live in. Do or die. You two have come up short and must be dealt with accordingly.”

      As Bill tried one final plea, Jasper sunk into desperation. He was on the verge of losing everything and would never again see his beloved wife before eating a bullet.

      This couldn’t be his end. Not until he knew Lia was safe and in no real danger. He was her protector, and he had to fight like hell to get back to Chicago by whatever means.

      “We’re done here, Tanner,” the ring leader said with a sharp tongue. “Accept your fate like a man. You put up a valiant fight with your reinforced door and bulletproof windows, but it was all for not. I’m afraid, though, that your little family in Indianapolis will still have to be scrubbed. It’s nothing personal but business. Messages have to be sent.”

      Bill said nothing.

      “You two. Make it look like an accident, do a final sweep of the home, then burn this place to the ground. I’m going to head outside and see if I can reach the client and inform them that the job is done.” The ring leader made for the open front door and paused a beat before stepping out. “Also, Tanner. I’ll make sure to give your son and grandson your best.”

      A wry smile was the last Jasper saw of the smug contractor who marched out of the cabin and across the porch while his men got to work.
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      More people had arrived at the 19th District Police Station. Bodies and vehicles crowded Addison Street and the surrounding blocks, choking the two-lane roads. What officers the department had out front to subdue the mob of stressed and panicked residents wasn’t enough to hold them back.

      “It’s bad out here,” Lia said while forcing her way through the sea of bodies swarming the streets. “Stay close and keep up.”

      “I’m doing my best,” Rose answered from behind Lia as her sister carved a path through the people.

      They broke the outer rim of folks crowding the walkway and ran the remaining distance to the parking lot.

      Additional cars were stuffed into the small plot of land. It left little space for Rose to maneuver the Tesla from its slot.

      “Thank God no one touched my baby.”

      “That’s the least of our problems right now.” Lia made for the passenger door as Rose bounded around the rear of the sedan and down the driver’s side.

      Both ladies ducked into the vehicle and slammed their doors shut. It didn’t completely silence the clamoring noise from the mass of people and car engines rumbling in the streets.

      Rose tossed her purse to the center console and started the electric vehicle. The dash and large display initiated as the engine purred under them.

      “What’s our best route to get to Vince’s apartment?” Lia asked while pulling the seat belt across her chest and securing it into the buckle.

      “I have no clue.” Rose turned and tossed her arm over the top of Lia’s backrest as she backed the Tesla out from its slot. “We’ll have to figure that out on the fly since everything is a damn mess now.”

      “Can we even get out of this lot?” Lia scanned for a path they could use around the cars and people. “There’s not much to work with.”

      Gaps opened and closed within seconds of spotting them on the road. Making it out of the parking lot and heading against the flow of traffic was going to be a test of nerves and expert driving. They had one but not the other between the sisters.

      “Come on! Move it!” Rose pressed the car’s horn and blasted the people shuffling out of the way. “Screw it. I want out of here before things turn sour.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid, sis.”

      “I can’t promise that. Just make sure you’re settled in.”

      Rose drove straight for the small grassy hill next to the entrance of the lot. An opening among the cars presented a way out, and it was closing quickly.

      The Tesla hit the grassy slope that led down to the sidewalk. She steered the sedan by pedestrians who got out of their way as they entered the bustling street.

      Lia sunk into the seat and watched as her sister skirted by cars either left in the road or the oncoming traffic that honked at them.

      “Jesus, watch out.”

      “I’m handling it, okay.”

      She threaded the Tesla into narrow spaces among the vehicles that soon thinned out, then she took the approaching corner at the intersection.

      They made a wide arc in the road and continued down the street. Rose glimpsed at the dash and then back to the blacktop ahead of them.

      “What street is Vince’s place on again?” Lia asked.

      “1330 E 53rd St. It’s the VUE 53 Apartments.”

      Lia calculated the distance in her head as Rose guided the sedan. “That’s pretty far away given how dense traffic is in spots.”

      “It’s closer than your place, which is outside the city and has more traffic to contend with.” Rose tapped the brake and jerked the wheel past a truck puttering along in front of them. “All I want right now is to get to Vince’s pad and settle in until this damn mess is sorted. Once we’re safely inside, then we can talk about our next moves and go from there.”

      “Does Vince have food in his place? I remember you saying at one time he didn’t keep much on hand since he worked so much and stayed with you a large portion of the time.”

      “I’m not sure what all food he has there. We’ll find out soon enough, though.” Rose eased off the gas and slowed the Tesla through the maze of streets that were peppered with vehicles due to powerless traffic signals and wrecks. “If need be, there are stores, I think, within walking distance like a Target and Hyde Park Produce Market.”

      “With the power out, I doubt they’re going to be open for business.”

      “True. I’m not as worried about that right now as I am getting to Vince’s apartment.”

      Several businesses lining the road were under attack from looters taking advantage of the police’s absence from the area. Windows were smashed out. People of all builds and colors stormed inside the shops to plunder what goods they had.

      It was a steady stream of robberies in broad daylight. Not a single individual wore a mask to conceal their identity. They clutched the valuables in their arms and scattered like roaches.

      “This isn’t good,” Lia said with a gulp. “We have several more blocks to go before we arrive at Vince’s pad and the amount of traffic out here is going to make that incredibly hard to circumvent. Not to mention those fools looting everything in sight.”

      Rose tried to keep the Tesla moving and not stop for any length of time. Doing so put them at risk of being attacked since numerous vehicles, left in the streets or parked at the curbs, had been vandalized in some form.

      She cut around a stationary pickup in the middle of the street and made for the intersection ahead. A fender bender consisting of three vehicles jammed the four-way crossing. It left no way through except for hopping the curb and driving over the sidewalk to the street to bypass the wall of steel.

      “That’s going to be a tight fit. I think I can make it, though.”

      “There’s not much room. I don’t think you can get by that car parked at the curb,” Lia replied.

      As they approached the intersection, Rose slowed even more. The realization set in that the Tesla wouldn’t fit, and they’d have to back up and find another way.

      “Damn it.” Rose was flustered from the bombardment of activity all around her. A steady stream of sighs sounded. She slapped her palm against the steering wheel twice.

      “Just back up and head in the other direction. We’ll find another way.”

      Rose said nothing and shifted into reverse, then stomped the gas. The Tesla responded with a jerk that sent the sedan rolling backward into the bumper of a car that appeared behind them.

      Plastic crunched from the impact.

      Their bodies jolted in the seats.

      A horn blared in response to the contact from the driver.

      The collision didn’t feel too severe, but it was enough to stifle their attempt at backing out of the lane. Rose shifted into park and checked her driver’s side mirror.

      “Are you okay?” Lia asked while peering through the back window.

      “Yeah. I didn’t see that stupid car pull in behind us.”

      “Me either. We should get out here. This isn’t a good spot to be trapped in like this.”

      The driver showed the sisters how they felt with hand gestures. Lia waved them off as pops of gunshots spawned from their immediate area.

      Rose flinched and ducked in her seat, as did Lia.

      “Will you move your piece of crap already?”

      “Move it!” Lia said at the driver behind them who discontinued their hand gesture and gripped the steering wheel.

      Their vehicle clattered a horrible noise as it rolled back a few feet and then sputtered to a dead stop. The engine cranked once. Then twice. Then three times, but the car refused to start.

      “Is there enough room for us to squeeze by them?” Rose asked while checking her mirror and then scanning the street ahead of them for the source of the gunfire.

      “I don’t think so.”

      A final crank of the car’s engine failed, and the driver abandoned the vehicle. They jumped out and ran away as the gunshots continued.

      Lia fumbled with the release button on the buckle of her seat, then reached for the door handle. “Come on.”

      “Come on, what?” Rose asked without looking at her.

      “We have to go and get out of here on foot.”

      “I’m not leaving my Tesla here. You’ve seen how they’ve busted up cars left on the roads. They’ll do the same to mine.”

      “That doesn’t matter right now. Grab your damn purse and move.” Lia got out of the sedan and stooped down as she slammed the door shut.

      Rose begrudgingly did the same on the driver’s side as she hurried around the hood to Lia, who then bustled between cars parked at the curb. Both ladies leaped to the walkway and ran past the looted stores to the nearest alleyway.

      “This way.”

      They ducked into the corridor wedged between the tall brick structures. The sporadic gunfire reverberated at their backs as the sisters sprinted away, leaving the threat as far behind them as they could.
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      Sean skulked through the murky corridors of the building. Each step was cautious and barely audible. He adjusted his grasp on the grip of the Glock 17 as he swept the rooms he passed.

      Light from the flashlight shone at the floor where he stepped. The circle of white brilliance reduced its footprint, but not entirely. It was a gamble to sneak about the building for fear of having the Russians discover him loose, but Sean wasn’t about to abandon his gear, and he wanted to take them out, seeing as they knew who he was.

      So far, it seemed as if he averted alerting Victor and anyone else within the building. No shouts in Russian loomed from the passageways or thundering footfalls that signaled men were on the move.

      Come on. Where in the hell is my stuff? Sean thought as he moved quickly down the hallway.

      As he approached another room ahead on the right side of the corridor, a crackle of static sounded, followed by a raised Russian voice that boomed throughout the enclosed space. A hint of light emerged from the adjoining passage down from Sean. It sounded like a single target inbound.

      They had to be communicating using two-way radios. That was Sean’s guess. The devices worked if they were within range, regardless if cell phones were offline and the telephone lines were down.

      Sean sped up toward the shut door as the light grew brighter. Footsteps clomped closer to the blind corner as he tested the doorknob to see if it was locked.

      It twisted without restriction. The door opened in time as the flashlight’s beam shone on the wall and grew into a much larger circle.

      He slipped inside the room and then thumbed the light switch off as the Russian contact emerged from the passageway. The brief glimpse Sean got of the tiny space before being thrust into blackness showed it to be empty. His gear and weapons were not there.

      The Russian spoke on his radio which Sean couldn’t understand. His tone was steady and not stressed in the least, leaving Sean still in the clear.

      To find his belongings that he refused to abandon to the Russians, Sean had two choices to make within a matter of seconds. He could explore the building on his own until he found it, regardless of how much time it took, or Sean could use one of the Russians to take him to wherever Spider had ordered it to be relocated. The longer he stayed in the building, the greater the odds he’d eventually be captured again and Sean knew that would result in his death.

      Leaving the door barely cracked, Sean opted for using the Russian to take him to his gear. It was a bold, risky move, but it beat the latter.

      As the Russian padded his way, the flashlight trained at the floor ahead. Sean spied on the advancing man who was shorter and not as big as the Russian bear.

      He had no weapon drawn and continued to chat in the two-way radio that was positioned at his mouth. The light shone at the wall across from Sean, and then it swept his direction.

      Sean retreated from the gap in the door and stepped further back into the darkness. With the Glock 17 raised and aimed at the entrance, he listened and watched as the glow of light stalked the narrow opening.

      It held fast and sliced into the dark room. Sean held his breath and kept a steady finger on the trigger guard, not wanting to discharge the Glock unless necessary.

      Shifting to the right of the door, Sean moved closer as the light invaded his hiding place. He waited patiently as the chatter stopped and the Russian’s footsteps neared the entrance.

      The door moved inward toward Sean. Hinges squeaked softly as he stepped in sync while aiming the barrel of the gun at the edge of the door.

      Light speared the heavy gloom and turned as the Russian poked his head into the powerless void.

      Sean pressed the muzzle to the sweaty man’s temple. In a calm but stern forceful tone, he said, “Do not think of moving and shouting. If you do, I will paint the wall with bone and brain. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      A slight head tilt confirmed the Russian understood.

      “Good. Do you speak English?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Don’t tempt me. I will not hesitate to kill you.”’ Sean asked again, “Do you speak English?”

      “Yes.”

      His thick Russian accent made his English passable.

      “Perfect. The way this is going to work is I’m going to ask you questions and you answer. Simple as that. If you do not, you’re as good as dead.”

      “I understand.”

      “We’re off to a good start, then.” Sean swung away from the door while keeping the Glock locked on the Russian’s skull. “Come in here.”

      The Russian entered the room without hesitation or speaking.

      Sean pushed the door against the jamb but didn’t shut it all of the way. “Give me the radio.”

      He handed it over.

      “How many men are in this building?”

      He said nothing.

      “How many men are in this building? Answer the question now or so help me.”

      “You fire that gun and they will come running,” the Russian said in a menacing, low voice. “It’s best now that you give up because you aren’t going to make it out of here alive any other way.”

      “Do not underestimate my resolve and the lengths I will go to,” Sean replied. “You and your clan picked the wrong guy on the wrong day to mess with.” He shoved the muzzle under the man’s chin and said, “Now, tell me, how many men are here?”

      “There are four more men spread throughout the building as of right now.”

      “Where did your boss take my belongings?”

      He paused a beat, then answered Sean’s question. “In his office. Second floor.”

      “Okay. You’re going to take me there now and help me get it back. Do as I say and you might live to see another day. Don’t, and well, you’ll be dead before you hit the floor.”

      “You won’t make it out of here alive, American.”

      “We’ll see about that. Now, move.”
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      Waiting to die was the hardest part. One that Jasper tried to avoid by whatever means he could.

      They conducted one last sweep before concluding their business at the cabin. Both Jasper and Bill were bound on the floor, tied back-to-back in the middle of the living room. Rope from one of Bill’s outbuildings was wrapped around their torsos and pulled tight, disabling their ability to free themselves.

      Jasper faced the open front door and the contractor’s sedan. The ring leader had vacated the area while trying to get a signal out to his employer.

      “They didn’t check your pockets, did they?” Jasper asked Bill in a whisper while shifting his shoulders up and down.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t you have a pocket knife in one of them? I thought most folks who lived out here in the woods like this carried a knife on them at all times.”

      “I do, but they took it from me earlier. If they hadn’t, I would be trying to get it out. Not that it would make much of a difference since I can’t reach the rope from this angle.”

      Great.

      “We’re going to have to try something to get out of these ropes and fast,” Jasper replied.

      “I’ve been trying. Same as you but I’m not making much headway.”

      “Well, we need to ….”

      The two men joined Bill and Jasper in the living room. One from the upstairs floor and the other who cleared the bottom level.

      Both men had their pistols drawn, standing around Bill and Jasper. They studied their captives and then the man with the buzz cut asked, “How do you want to do this? He wants it to look like an accident.”

      “I don’t think it matters if it looks like an accident or not. We’re going to torch the place, so the fire is going to do most of the work.” Buzz Cut waved his pistol while glancing over the cabin. “We toss enough gasoline in here, that’ll help in burning everything up, including them.”

      “True. I say we shoot them and get on with this. We’ve wasted enough time here.”

      Buzz Cut looked at the wood floor around the dwelling. “Where’s the gas cans?”

      “I thought you grabbed them earlier when you went outside?”

      “No. I didn’t. Go out to the shed and bring them here while I get these two into position.”

      “Sure. Be right back.”

      Jasper stared at Buzz Cut as his partner strolled out of the cabin. Now, they had him to deal with instead of all three men. They could take him out if the opportunity presented itself and snatch his gun, but it was a limited-time offer since his partner would be back soon.

      “You know, you’re not going to get away with this,” Bill said, taunting him. “I’ve got hidden cameras around my property that have captured you three dipshits. You’re as good as burned, and so is your employer once that footage gets out.”

      “You’re lying,” Buzz Cut replied. “There are no cameras. If there were, you would have already used that to save your pitiful lives. Plus, the power’s out. How would you record? No, you’re stalling.”

      “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. I do have alternate energy sources than the power grid and I have bulletproof windows and a door guard. Is me having video surveillance that far-fetched? Are you wanting to take a chance on me bluffing?”

      Buzz Cut thought on it a moment, then he bent down, grabbed the rope, and yanked them both off the floor. “Where are they at? Tell me and I’ll make your deaths quick and painless. Don’t, and you’ll suffer.”

      Jasper said nothing but figured the huntsman was surely bluffing the man to throw him off and get him into a vulnerable position to strike.

      Bill refused to answer.

      He shifted his firearm at Jasper’s forehead and glanced at the huntsman without saying a word.

      “Okay.” Bill then said, “The ones outside are mounted to the corners of the roof and cover every square inch of my property. I have more inside the home, especially the one over the front door pointed at your ugly mug.”

      It was enough to snare Buzz Cut’s interest. He shifted his stance and then peered over his shoulder to the blank wall above the door.

      The gun angled down slightly and to the right, away from Jasper’s head. Their brief window to act opened before they’d be forced to eat hot lead.

      Jasper attacked first, launching his leg at the back of Buzz Cut’s knee. It made contact against the bend and knocked him off balance.

      He stumbled and tried to regain his footing. The gun lowered as he nearly dumped to the floor.

      Bill forced Jasper to turn by twisting toward the entrance of the cabin. The huntsman landed his boot on the side of Buzz Cut’s head. A loud crack sent the goon crashing to the wood floor and onto his back. He was dazed but not out.

      “I’m glad you picked up what I was going for.”

      “I wasn’t sure at first what you were doing but took a chance,” Jasper replied as both men fought tooth and nail to slip out of the rope.

      As they lifted their arms up and down quickly, Bill was the first to free himself, then Jasper. The old man dropped to the floor and made for the pistol as Buzz Cut’s partner appeared out front hauling two gas cans.

      Both red containers dropped to the grass. He went for the pistol tucked in the waistband of his jeans and brought it to bear in seconds.

      Scrambling to toss the rope over his head while on the go, Jasper vacated the area as gunshots rang out from the deck toward the cabin. He took cover on the floor at the base of the couch as bullets punched the log home with dense thuds.

      Footfalls stomped toward the entrance. Return fire pounded Jasper’s ears from inside the dwelling as he scuttled around the far end of the couch to the back.

      Bill fired from behind the edge of the door, then rushed outside to confront the gunman.

      Buzz Cut stirred from the flat of his back. His hand palmed the side of his skull as he sat up. He moved slowly and with a wobble as he gathered his bearings.

      He patted the floor around him for the gun as gunshots rang out from outside. As the disorientation ebbed, he became more apparent of what was happening and moved quickly to locate the firearm.

      Jasper stood and attacked before Buzz Cut could get off the floor. A boot to the ribs doubled the henchman over and sent him crashing back to the wood floor. He gasped for air as Jasper stayed on the offensive, using his legs in his ground assault.

      Blind rage and adrenaline overtook Jasper as he pounded the man’s ribs two more times before being swept off his feet. He lost his footing and crashed to the floor near the killer.

      Wheezing, Buzz Cut lumbered on top of Jasper as he tried to get up off the floor, but the man’s weight kept him pinned down. He pulled a knife and jacked his arm in the air, then he brought the tip down at Jasper’s skull.

      His arms shot up and his hands grabbed Buzz Cut’s wrist before the tip could plunge deep into his forehead. Jasper held strong and pushed against the man’s downward force that tested his strength.

      Both men snarled and gritted their teeth. Guttural growls sounded from Buzz Cut as he applied more of his weight behind the blade that drew closer to him.

      Jasper jerked his body out of the way just as the tip shot downward. It grazed his cheek and punched the wood floor. He cranked his knee into Buzz Cut’s side and then wrenched his body hard to the left.

      The momentum created was enough for Jasper to mount the killer’s waist. He fumbled the knife around in Buzz Cut’s grip that now had the tip trained at the henchman’s chest. His hands latched onto Buzz Cut, and he pushed down.

      In a blur of aggression, Jasper raised and then forced his entire body weight onto the knife. It dove toward his sternum with the tip pressing the skin.

      Jasper then slapped the heel of his hand into the pommel until the tip punctured flesh and drove deep. Lost in the moment, Jasper hammered the knife further into the man’s chest as the fight dwindled from him.

      Going limp and exhaling a final gasp, Buzz Cut’s arms collapsed to his sides.

      Winded, Jasper rolled off and over to his back. His chest heaved and his hands trembled. The moment felt surreal and like a bad dream, but it wasn’t.

      As he sucked in air and stared at the ceiling of the log home, the gunshots from outside waned. Jasper didn’t know if Bill had been gunned down or if he had removed another threat from their way. Soon enough, he would find out.

    

  







            SEVENTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    






SEAN

        

      

    

    
      The cat was out of the bag, but Sean at least had made it to the second floor before all hell broke loose. Using the Russian escort as a human shield, Sean managed to remove two of Spider’s men from the equation. But now, he was exposed and without the aid or cover of the Russian.

      His Glock 17 was running low on ammo. Sean figured he had six rounds left, maybe seven, before it was empty. He had no additional magazines. Each shot would have to be precise. None could be wasted.

      As he tracked down the hallway at a jog, Sean scanned for Victor and his last remaining man while also hunting for Spider’s office. He hadn’t gotten the exact location from his escort before being shot at, and the Russian taking the bullets meant for him.

      Static crackled from his hip, but the reduced volume dulled the white noise. No voices emitted from the device, but they didn’t need to triangulate his position. They knew where he was and were coming for him.

      Thunderous footsteps sounded off in the depths of the building. Opened doors along the passageway with retracted blinds allowed sunlight from outside to illuminate the darkness, granting him a better visual of his surroundings.

      Sean stopped at every closed door to check what was on the other side. Some were unlocked, while the majority denied him access.

      The trailing men were catching up. Their footfalls came from opposite directions, boxing him in with no means of escape. Come hell or high water, Sean would find a way out after taking back what was his.

      He gripped the doorknob of one of the closed doors and twisted. The knob was loose but locked. Frustrated, he dipped his shoulder and rammed the door to gain entry.

      Each collision caused the door to rattle but it refused to budge. He had no idea if the sealed space was Spider’s, but he had to check to see.

      As he stepped back and prepared to smash his boot against the doorknob near the latch, gunfire sounded to Sean’s right. A single round boomed loud. The bullet zipped by his face and punched the doorframe.

      Ducking, Sean fired two shots in the direction blindly without setting his sights on the target first. One missed and went wide, while the second found its mark on the Russian man’s hip. It wasn’t Victor whom Sean had wounded, but it was one less threat for him to contend with.

      He fled the door and advanced on the groaning gunman writhing on the floor. Sean kicked the gun away and interrogated the cringing man before Victor showed up.

      “Where’s your boss’s office at?” Sean spoke in an almost demonic tone that dropped into a lower range.

      An immediate response failed to spawn from the Russian’s mouth and gnashed teeth. Sean located the bullet hole on the man’s hip and he jammed the heated tip of the Glock 17 into the damaged flesh.

      “Ah!” the Russian belted a painful cry and thrashed his body.

      “Where is it?”

      “Down the hall here! Third door on the left!”

      Sean stood and placed a bullet into the Russian’s forehead, then he leaped over him and raced down the corridor.

      Victor was a no-show. His footfalls vanished, making Sean wonder if he had fled the building or was stalking him. He assumed the large Russian was still on his trail and plotting his moment to attack.

      Spider’s office door was shut but unlocked. It opened with ease. Sean ducked into the brightly lit space from the sun blasting in through the windows behind his desk.

      Locking the door behind him, Sean searched the smelly office that was sparsely outfitted with a desk, a small table, four chairs, and a ratty-looking bar stocked with a scant few bottles of liquor. For a Russian mob subordinate, it was lackluster at best.

      Sean discovered his guns, knife, and duty bag on the floor behind the scuffed wood desk. Each of the weapons and the pack were placed on the desk. He unzipped the top and dug his hands into the depths of the bag for his wallet and the picture of him and Claire that he held dear.

      After sifting through the gear stuffed inside, Sean found his wallet. He opened the worn leather flaps and spotted the picture right where he had kept it. Relieved, Sean kissed the picture and then deposited the wallet in his back pants pocket and got to work.

      He thumbed the switch down on the flashlight, killing the light, and dumped it into the duty bag. Sean then removed his night vision goggles and placed them over his head.

      The Glock 17 had but a few rounds remaining by Sean’s count and was set aside. He opted for his FN 509, which had a good stock of ammo loaded into the magazine. He slapped it back into the well and moved the slide back to see if a round was cycled, and it was. Sean thumbed the slide release and placed the pistol on the cluttered desktop of papers.

      While storing the M24 sniper rifle back into its case, Sean mused at Spider attempting to be anything more than a petty thug. The lowlife criminal had not only derailed his timetable and messed with his plans; he had threatened his wife. It made no difference to Sean that she was far from Spider’s reach. The Russian had made a fatal mistake in doing so. After completing his mission against the police and legal system, Sean vowed to erase Spider from the map, if he lived that long.

      Securing his gear over his shoulders and storing the Glock 17 in the waistband of his jeans and the knife in the side of his boot, Sean rushed from the back of the desk and toward the closed door with the FN 509 at the ready.

      He had one last target that stood between him and the outside world. The Russian bear would fall, and so would anyone else who got in his way.
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      They moved as one through the furor of the city on foot. It was a harrowing trek past burning buildings, shoot-outs among police and rival gangs, and robberies of businesses and vehicles dotting the streets.

      Rose was trailing Lia, who moved much faster in her supportive tennis shoes and athletic apparel. The pace got the sisters within range of 1330 E 53rd St and Vince’s apartment. They had maybe less than eight blocks to go before arriving.

      “Are you still back there, sis?” Lia asked, breathless while on the run.

      No response came at first from Rose, but the pitter-patter of her footsteps signaled she was still behind Lia.

      “I need a second to catch my breath.” Rose wheezed and panted, stopping on the walkway along the stretch of road they traveled. “I’m not as fit as you when it comes to running. Hell, I doubt anyone is.”

      A stitch developed on Lia’s right side. The short shallow breaths she took and constant running developed a cramp in her abdomen. It was an annoyingly painful stab poking her side, but she bucked up and pushed past the discomfort.

      “We’re not that far away,” Lia replied with her face contorted in discomfort. “If we keep going like we are, we’ll be there sooner than if we walk it. Given how unpredictable the streets are right now, I’d rather get to Vince’s quickly since we’re out here on foot and not in a car.”

      Rose bent over and shoved the heels of her hands above her knees. Her purse slid down from her shoulder as she huffed and then straightened her back.

      “Please. Don’t mention my car. It’s too soon.”

      Lia combed the buildings around them while heading toward her sister. “Come on. You can mourn your car later after we get to Vince’s pad. I need you to suck it up and keep moving. I’m hurting as well but we have to go.”

      “Man. You’re a real ballbuster. Dad would be proud of you.”

      “I learned from the best.” Lia slapped Rose’s damp shirt, wet with sweat. “Don’t make me go all drill sergeant on you.”

      With a sigh and sneer, Rose forced her tired legs into action and got back on the move. The sisters jogged side by side for another block before encountering a crazed pale-skinned man with a gun emerging from the alley ahead of them.

      His ash blonde hair was a wiry mess that went in all directions. Both eyes were bloodshot and wide open. He shambled about and his body twitched as if he needed a drug fix or was riddled with some sort of mental illness. Maybe both.

      “Whoa. Hold on.” Lia put herself between Rose and the homely man.

      He fixed his glassy stare at the two women and then hoisted the small revolver up from his side. His legs wobbled and struggled to keep himself upright.

      “Give me your money, now.” He slurred the majority of the sentence as he waved the revolver carelessly at them. “Do it, or I will gun you down right here.”

      The barrel swept to the left then back to the right, unable to steady on them. Lia was hesitant to make a play for the weapon given his mantic behavior and she didn’t want to risk Rose, or herself, catching a bullet.

      “We don’t have any cash on us, pal,” Lia answered with both hands raised in the air. “There’s plenty of shops around you can rob for valuables or even cash. Take your pick.”

      “Yeah. Find some other place to get your drug money,” Rose said behind Lia.

      Gunplay in the distance caused him to flinch and yank the gun about without a care. He didn’t respond at first, but then he regained his bearings and spotted Rose’s handbag.

      “The purse. Hand it over.”

      “No,” Rose shot back, defying his request. “I will not. There’s no money in here. Plus, I doubt that gun is even loaded.”

      “Do it now, lady.” He ran the back of his quaking hand under his nose and then sniffed.

      “What are you doing?” Lia asked her while keeping the unhinged druggie in her sights. “Give him the damn purse. It’s not worth it.”

      He grew restless and stepped closer to the sisters, then shoved the barrel of the revolver into Lia’s face. His chin dipped and he swatted at the purse’s straps dangling from Rose’s shoulder.

      As the revolver angled to the right of Lia’s head and he tried to rip the purse away from Rose, Lia grabbed his arm and forced it skyward. She then pushed him backward.

      His finger squeezed the trigger. A thunderous blast rang out from the firearm.

      Rose’s purse dropped to the sidewalk as Lia and the drug addict wrestled for control of the revolver. Their bodies tangled as he wrenched his arms away from Lia’s hold. She mustered every ounce of strength to combat the man’s uncanny vise-like hold on the grip of the weapon but came up short.

      He lowered his shoulder and rammed into Lia’s side. The blunt strike sent her stumbling back into Rose, then falling to the walkway. He aimed the revolver at her as Rose stepped in the line of fire, shielding her sister.

      The revolver clicked, but no report came or bullet exploded from the muzzle. Angered at the misfire or lack of ammo, the homely drug addict squeezed the trigger again but was met with the same result.

      Frustrated, he tossed the weapon and snatched the purse from the ground, then he hurried to the alley and disappeared past the building’s bricked corner.

      “Jesus. Are you okay?” Rose asked as she separated herself from Lia, giving her some space.

      “I am. What the hell were you thinking of not handing over the purse right away?” Lia stood with the help of Rose pulling her to her feet. “He could have shot both of us. And for what? A purse!”

      “I know. I know.” Rose lowered her head in shame and then said, “It was stupid on my part. I’m not sure what came over me.”

      They didn’t have the luxury of standing idly on the sidewalk to discuss Rose’s mindset. Danger was ever present, and the looming threat of the thug returning bothered Lia, seeing as he wanted to gun them down because he could.

      “Come on. Let’s get to Vince’s place before he comes back for seconds, or someone else tries to rob or kill us.”
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JASPER

        

      

    

    
      A heavy grim silence hung over the huntsman’s cabin like a shroud. No pops of gunfire came from either Bill or the two contract killers at large. Jasper wondered if he had been bested by the two men, or if Bill was still in the fight.

      Where are you at, old man? he thought while scanning the front yard for signs of movement from behind the open door.

      Jasper viewed the pickup parked in the driveway, as well as the sedan the three men arrived in. If he could find the keys to either vehicle, he could easily slip away. His fallback plan would be to strike out on foot into the vast wilderness again. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than staying.

      However, leaving without knowing Bill’s fate felt wrong in a way, but the mess Jasper had gotten caught up in was not his own. With Bill MIA, Jasper didn’t even know if the huntsman was still alive and if so, where he would be.

      Damn it.

      The decision to stay and look for Bill or run while he could prove difficult. Ultimately, Jasper landed on searching around the house and property for Bill, but only after he scored a pair of keys to either the truck or sedan, whichever he found first.

      Bill originally had the truck keys on him before the men showed. From there, Jasper couldn’t recall if they stripped him of them or if he had the keys nestled in his pants pocket still.

      Jasper glanced at Buzz Cut dead on the floor and then to the pocket of his jeans. Maybe he had them. He had to know.

      As he took a knee and patted the killer’s pockets down, Jasper refused to look at the man whom he killed. He wasn’t a cold-blooded murderer or so he thought. It was in self-defense. Kill or be killed. Survive or die. It was as simple as that.

      Regardless of how he reconciled his actions, Jasper couldn’t turn off the guilt of another person perishing because of his actions. Buzz Cut was no saint and would have taken his life and that of Bill’s, but that didn’t erase the mixed bag of feelings eating him up.

      Finding no keys buried in the dead man’s pockets, Jasper sighed and rubbed the sweat from his face. He had no other recourse except to venture outside to hunt for Bill, as the opportunity to do so was favorable.

      He stood in a huff and turned toward the door when creaking boards called behind him. Jasper finished his rotation, figuring it was Bill but he received a rude awakening instead.

      The ringleader of the killers stood inside the doorway. His pistol aimed at Jasper. A scowl formed on his face as he dipped his glare to Buzz Cut’s dead body, then back up to Jasper.

      “Where’s Tanner at?”

      “Not in here. I don’t know where he is,” Jasper said while standing perfectly still with his arms raised in submission. “He ran out of here earlier.”

      He said nothing.

      Jasper said, “Look. Why don’t we call this a draw and go our separate ways? You go your way, and I go mine. This was never my fight, to begin with.”

      He kept the barrel locked onto Jasper while moving further inside and while combing the home that had become a crime scene. “Wrong place at the wrong time. But, I’m thorough. No loose ends. Remember? You’ve seen my face, and well, I don’t believe the old man didn’t confide in you.”

      “He didn’t. I still have no clue as to what’s going on here.” Jasper bent the truth, but he was trying to sell his ignorance well enough. “All I want is to get home. That’s it.”

      “Sorry to say, that’s not going to happen. It’s nothing personal. Just business. Actually, scratch that. It’s a little personal now.” The ring leader squared his shoulders with Jasper who stood near his partner’s dead body, and then he lined up a kill shot at his head. One bullet would do the job.

      Unable to run or make any sort of move to counter his vulnerable position, Jasper clamped both eyelids shut and accepted he would never see Lia again. At least, not in this life.

      A single report boomed inside the home. Jasper flinched, but oddly enough, he felt no pain. There was no punch of the bullet to his head or any other portion of his body. He was still alive.

      The heavy thump of a body hitting the floor jarred one of Jasper’s eyelids up. To his surprise, the ring leader was sprawled out on the ground, motionless and dead from a gunshot to the side of his head.

      Bill limped into the cabin from the deck with his smoking pistol aimed in the ring leader’s direction. His hair and clothes were a disheveled mess as if he had been in a knockdown brawl. “You good?”

      “I’m not dead if that’s what you mean.”

      “Likewise.”

      Jasper lowered his arms and asked, “Where’s their partner at?”

      “Dead outside. He’s no longer a problem.” Bill had no visible injuries to his leg, but he continued hobbling toward the ring leader.

      “So, it’s done and over with?”

      Bill nudged the ring leader’s side with the tip of his boot. No reaction came from the contact. “Here, yes, but not for my kid and grandson.”

      “Do you think he was able to make his phone call earlier?”

      “It’s doubtful. Cell service wouldn’t have been restored that fast.” Bill dropped the pistol to the man’s chest and exhaled.

      “What do we do now? Your cabin is a crime scene. The authorities are going to have endless questions.”

      “No, they won’t.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Because we’re not going to notify the police,” Bill said. “We stick to our original plan. I get my son and grandson someplace safe and then we head to Chicago.”

      “And what about the dead bodies in your home and the one outside? We can’t just leave it like this.”

      “We won’t.” Bill tipped his head at the entrance and said, “We bring their partner in from outside and the gas cans.”

      “You’re wanting to torch your own home?” Jasper couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Just like that?”

      Bill was resolute in his decision to reduce his home, and the killers’ bodies, to ash. “Yep. Just like that. If they knew, it’s safe to assume that others know where I am. Either way, this is no longer my home. Now, help me with the guy outside and the gas cans. We leave in ten.”
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SEAN

        

      

    

    
      Sean navigated the darkened passageways of the building down toward the first level. No hastened footfalls sounded in the endless silence except for the muffled squeak of the floor under him.

      Having his night vision goggles gave Sean the convenience of not having to rely on a flashlight that would reveal his position in the blackest parts of the building that had no source of light. He moved within the shadows while hunting for Victor, who he assumed was stalking him as well.

      For as big and thick as the Russian bear was, Sean was impressed by how light-footed Victor had become. He expected the juggernaut to clumsily stomp about the building, enraged by Sean’s escape and the resulting slaying of his comrades. But the Russian had gone silent, and that twisted the tension for Sean.

      He descended the stairs one at a time to the landing below while covering the blind corner ahead. A scant bit of light illuminated the corridor down from him. Sean kept the night vision goggles up and out of the way for the moment.

      Each press of his bulk on the steps caused a creak within the wood. He paused a beat and listened for a reaction, but none came.

      Sean worked down to the last step and poked his head around the bend of the wall. The passage ahead was brightened by a light source he couldn’t see. Perhaps a high-powered flashlight or flood light. It was unclear.

      He checked the opposite direction and found more darkness but no shadowy silhouettes stalked the gloom. Sean was at a crossroads. Either way looked promising, but not knowing where Victor was added a degree of uncertainty on which way was the best to go.

      Another few seconds passed before Sean settled on a course, then he hit the base of the landing. He veered to the right, opposite of the light source, and headed toward the ether. There was no particular reason as to why he went the way he had. One had to be chosen, and he picked what he hoped to be the safest route out of the building.

      When Spider and his crew brought Sean in, he was still rattled by their attack and lost track of his bearings once inside. The constant darkness of the powerless building made it difficult to discern the way out.

      As Sean advanced up the passageway, he flipped the night vision goggles down, allowing him to see better. He followed the winding corridors that opened up into what he now remembered to be a warehouse of some kind.

      The cavernous space was wide and had steel uprights stationed throughout. Most of the slots were empty, while others had large wooden crates stored on the racks. Probably weapons, drugs, or both, Sean figured.

      Several classic muscle cars were stored inside as well as some luxury sedans. All windows were blacked out, and at first glance, Sean couldn’t spot a rollup door or smaller exit, but they had to be there somewhere.

      He ventured further into the depot while ignoring the crates and cars. Freedom was within reach, and he aimed to make it out.

      A slight clatter rose from the vast repository. Sean stopped and hunted for the cause of the noise. No lights crossed the goggle’s green hue or figures shuffling in the shadows.

      Victor. It had to be him. The Russian had found Sean and was getting into position, or so he thought.

      Unable to track him, Sean got back on the move down the runway lined with racks on either side of him. He managed another four steps toward freedom when muzzle fire flashed at his nine o’clock.

      Bullets zipped overhead and past his back. Sean ducked and returned fire down the opening encased by towering steel. He took cover behind a crate on the floor with its top removed and waited.

      The gunfire ebbed, but shuffling footfalls alerted Sean that Victor was on the move. With knees bent, Sean stood and peeked over the top edge of the crate.

      He roved the storehouse from side to side. Victor’s bulky frame flashed to his right among the cars and junk the Russians stored.

      Bingo.

      Sean abandoned his post and tracked the burly Russian down to the muscle cars. Removing him from the equation would reduce his risk of being pursued in the future. What didn’t kill you today could do you in tomorrow.

      As Sean closed in on the classic cars, Victor’s broad frame shot up from over the hood of a Ford Mustang Fastback two vehicles up from him. His gun exploded in bright flashes of orange and yellow as Sean opened fire with his FN 509. He made for the trunk of the Dodge Charger near him and stooped down.

      No additional gunfire came Sean’s way. He kept out of Victor’s crosshairs, and then he stalked around the trunk toward the passenger side of the Charger. Sean stayed low and advanced toward the Fastback with his piece sweeping the immediate area.

      His goggles picked up wet splotches on the concrete ahead of the muscle car, but Victor was nowhere in sight. Sean guessed he’d clipped the Russian bear and sent him retreating into the depths of the building.

      He discontinued his pursuit in lieu of escaping the building. Additional men could arrive at a moment’s notice.

      As Sean departed the Russian’s hideout through a side exit, he lifted the goggles from his head. He had survived the day and could continue on his quest for vengeance, but the threat from the Russians was far from over, and now he had additional names added to his list.
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LIA

        

      

    

    
      Vince’s apartment complex was a beacon of safety on an otherwise abysmal, dangerous day. The area around the upscale building was free of any threats that Lia could see. It had no power, but that was expected, so they would be forced to take the stairs to his tenth-floor pad.

      The sisters rushed through the murky lobby that had a Target retail store located on the first floor. The doorman was gone, but a scant few people meandered about while some tried to find a way through the gate blocking the store from the rest of the building.

      Rose took the lead and guided Lia to the stairwell. She entered the stuffy, dark confines and marched up the first flight while using her phone to light the way.

      They moved at reduced speed, forcing tired legs upward. The constant stress melted, and punishing sprinting weakened their muscles and spirits, but their resolve to make it held firm.

      Lia hated dealing with more stairs after what all she had been through. If she never saw another flight of steps, it would be too soon.

      After slogging their spent bodies to Vince’s floor, they left the stairwell out of the exit and down the corridor to his apartment.

      “You’ve got Vince’s keys on you, right?” Lia asked as Rose stopped at apartment 10B. “They weren’t in your purse, were they?”

      “I think so.” Rose patted the front of her pants and then fished the keys out from the left pocket. “It was the only other thing I had on me except for my phone.”

      She quickly unlocked the door, and they funneled inside his sun-kissed abode.

      Lia shut the door behind them and engaged the deadbolt. It clicked into place, then she tracked after Rose, who dragged her feet across the wood to his couch.

      “I’ve never been so grateful to get off my feet as I am now.” Rose crashed onto the cream-colored sofa in a mess of sweat and exhaustion.

      “Me either, though I wished he lived on the lower levels.” Lia collapsed in the seat next to her sister, just as ragged and spent as she was. “I’m about over stairs.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      They sat in silence, huffing and staring off into the distance. The floor-to-ceiling windows granted them a view of Chicago’s smoky skyline that looked more like an apocalyptic disaster than a normal city. And it was.

      “Hey. Listen. I’m sorry again about earlier,” Rose said while looking straight ahead. “I don’t know what I was thinking. My mind just shut off. I can’t believe I did that.”

      Lia patted the top of Rose’s hand. “It’s okay. You were being stupid, like always.”

      Rose cracked a smile. “That I was. It won’t happen again. I’m not sure what I’d do without you.”

      “Well, not get me killed for one,” Lia said. “All kidding aside, I’m not sure what I would do without you either.”

      “How long do you think this blackout is going to last? From what Vince said at the police station, it sounds bad.”

      “No clue.” Lia adjusted on the sofa and then said, “but as long as we stick together and wait this out, then we’ll be fine.”

      “That we will, sis.”

      As Rose grew silent, Lia thought of Jasper. She hoped he was safe and that soon, he would be back home with her.
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JASPER

        

      

    

    
      Orange fiery tendrils licked the sky above the cabin. Flames chewed the wood, blackening the surface. Heat from the blaze blasted from the windows and entrance as Bill’s home was consumed by the inferno, destroying everything he had and the killers.

      The huntsman loaded into the cab of his pickup, as did Jasper. The bag Bill packed earlier that day separated the two men, as did his shotgun and pistol. He shifted into gear and rolled forward while clutching a bottle of Jameson Irish Whiskey.

      A white rag poked out from the opening of the bottle with its tail dunked into the liquor. Bill stopped at the sedan’s driver’s side, and then he lit the rag.

      Fire sparked from the cloth and slowly headed for the mouth of the glass container. Bill tossed it out of the cab to the lowered window of the killer’s car.

      He continued their climb up the driveway toward the paved road as flames rose from the interior of the sedan. Bill gave no final look to his past that was on fire and belched smoke into the open sky.

      Jasper pulled his sights from the side view mirror and settled into the seat as they pushed through the hanging branches to the open road. The truck crested the hill and made a right, heading away from Mirstone.

      They had survived the day but still had a ways to go. Regardless of the threat that confronted them, Jasper was hell-bent on getting back to Lia, and nothing was going to stop him.
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        The story will continue in Rising Chaos.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING FINAL LIGHT!

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Final Light to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Also in series:

      

        

      
        Blackout Survival

        Final Light

        Rising Chaos

      

      

      
        
        Looking for more great Post Apocalyptic books?
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        At the height of a scorching summer, multiple EMP attacks are launched against the world’s western allies.
        Australia and the US are at the top of the hit list.
        Planes fall from the sky. Cars crash through buildings. Power outages create desperation for food and water and people quickly succumb to the heat. The world crumbles faster than anybody can imagine.
        Up at Hell Ridge outside a small town on the outskirts of Melbourne, Parker Richardson sits on the banks of the King Parrot Creek, ready for a quiet two-week camping trip. A much-needed escape after the death of his mother, separation from his long-time girlfriend, and the sudden loss of his best mate’s friendship.
        But when his phone and truck go dark, Parker loses all contact with his friends and must make the long, hazardous walk down into the township to uncover what has happened. Along the way, he slowly discovers there is more to the situation than he first thought.
        Without the essentials on which they have come to rely, Parker and his friends must overcome their relationship issues, then band together to avoid the perils of a town drowning in chaos and an invading enemy intent on taking everything they have ever known. 
        Can the local people overcome their differences and repel the invasion? Or will this be the first of many towns to fall across the country and the western world as we know it?
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        Commune is back! Eleven years after the fall...
        In the process of searching for Pinch, a long-lost mythic figure who has attained a talismanic status, Gibs has resorted to making a living doing contract work with his friend Alan, the young man who followed him out of the Wyoming commune.
        Hired by a family as escorts on a cross-country trip to Texas, they are ambushed by a group of raiders.The family is captured, children and all, and Gibs and Alan are left behind with only some pistols and a handful of bullets between them, and no food or water to speak of.
        They pursue the attackers, following the tracks left by the raiders until the trail goes cold a few days later. But evidence of further murders abounds in the region. 
        The owner of a waystation informs them of a mining settlement out east in the fallen town of Grand Saline which operates on slave labor. Reasoning that their attackers were likely slavers, Gibs resolves to go to Grand Saline in search of the family.
        Settling in nearby Iron Bridge, as there is no evidence of slavery within its borders, they begin to plan. But nothing in Iron Bridge makes sense. A bizarre dual-class system is at play, its people are standoffish, and the town seems at odds with itself at every turn. 
        Gibs and Alan are left to sound out the mysteries of this strange new place, determine what if any weaknesses Grand Saline has to exploit, and save the children from the slavers' salt mines.
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        The New York Times Bestselling series is now available in Kindle Unlimited for the first time and includes an exclusive NEW novella at the end.
        They dive so humanity survives…
        
        More than two centuries after World War III poisoned the planet, the final bastion of humanity lives on massive airships circling the globe in search of a habitable area to call home. Aging and outdated, most of the ships plummeted back to earth long ago. The only thing keeping the two surviving lifeboats in the sky are Hell Divers—men and women who risk their lives by skydiving to the surface to scavenge for parts the ships desperately need.
        When one of the remaining airships is damaged in an electrical storm, a Hell Diver team is deployed to a hostile zone called Hades. But there’s something down there far worse than the mutated creatures discovered on dives in the past—something that threatens the fragile future of humanity.
        Dive into this award-winning Military Post-Apocalyptic Series from New York Times and USA Today Bestseller Nicholas Sansbury Smith. This definitive version includes an exclusive new novella featuring X in his quest for survival as well as custom artwork. Available only on Amazon. Grab your copy today!
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        For all our Post Apocalyptic books, visit our website.
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