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     For mom and dad. Thank you for always pushing my past to be worth remembering and pushing my future to be limitless. 
 
    
     


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER 1: Humanity’s Storm 
     
Cliffside outside Incheon, South Korea
Friday, August 21, 2020
     
     I remember humanity’s storm. I remember what it did to me, how it hurt me. Looking out the window of my home, I saw a monster on the dimming horizon. It was a natural evil that took no mercy or prejudice in its destruction. Putting a hand to the glass, I looked up to see my grandfather gaze upon the sky, fear etched upon his face. He was never afraid. But that’s what its power could do. The first helicopter came quick and low, breaking through the growing breeze with its rhythmic thump, thump, thump. That sound would follow me for the rest my life. Thump, thump, thump, thump…
     
     …Thump, thump, thump, thump. The Apaches flew in circles around the rescue zone, keeping it secure. The air was thick with the smell of smoke. Directly above, the sun shone through the blanket of yellow haze. Diesel fumes enveloped the mountainside road, choking what trees remained. 
     Soldiers looked on anxiously from behind idling, tan military vehicles. They didn’t know if any more mines remained buried beneath the road. But First Lieutenant William Emerson and his team didn’t care. They went in, as they always did, with a blind eye to danger. 
     Nearly half of the refugee bus hung out over the cliff into the hot air. A blast from the mine had carved out a chunk where the driver used to sit. A tree growing out from the side of the cliff tickled the bus’s underside, just under its entry door. Rocks cracked and clicked under the weight of the bus. The aluminum groaned and slowly warped. 
     Two steel cables had been threaded down the center aisle of the bus through the square back window. They attached it to the front of a burly Oshkosh M-ATV at the opposite side of the twisting road. Descending down the two lines were William and one of his dedicated master sergeants, Alvin Darrow. Together, they moved slowly towards the front of the bus, feeling the bus tilting more and more with every step.  
 
         “I think everyone is out, Lieutenant Emerson,” said Sergeant Darrow, sweeping each row of seats.
     “I think you’re right, Darrow,” William said. William stood a few steps in front of Darrow, his back to the open cliff. His harness was wrapped tightly around his lower body, his arms tense on the quivering cable. A carabineer clipped into the cable’s terminal winch hook was the only thing stopping William from falling.  
     A loud thud sounded, followed by the sound of something rolling down the center aisle of the bus. The two men looked at each other with identical incredulous expressions. Just then, the aluminum frame of the bus shook violently, teetering off the edge of the cliff with a metal moan. William ducked his head down to see what was rolling. A soda can shot past his feet and launched off the front aisle steps and onto the glass windows above the dashboard, shattering them. Wind whistled as it entered the bus. William and Darrow grabbed the seats nearest to them for support. The bus stopped moving and all fell silent. 
     “We need to get out, sir,” Darrow said with an edgy tone. “It’s gonna go over any second now.” 
     “Not yet,” said William calmly. He had noticed something moving near the bus’s front door. 
     “Careful, sir,” Darrow cautioned as he leaned forward over the bus seat, trying to see what William was looking at. 
     William descended slowly down the front steps of the bus, into the small stairwell leading out the door. He stopped, unable to believe his eyes.
      “Sir?” Darrow inquired. “What is it?” 
     “Not everyone is off the bus,” William said slowly. 
     “What?!” 
     Darrow watched as William knelt down and put his left arm out. A child, no more than seven years old, was nestled down on the bottom step, holding his knees close to his chest, shaking. There was blood on his forehead.
     “Hello,” William whispered to the boy. The boy didn’t look up. 
     “Anyoung,” William whispered again. The boy looked up with one eye.
     The bus jolted and began to slide forward. With another jolt, the motion stopped abruptly. 
     William looked back at Darrow. “Get out of here,” he said. “I’ll take care of the boy.” 
     “I’m not leaving you, sir,” Darrow said, sternly. “This thing could go over any second and I’m going to be the one taking the credit for saving your ass at dinner tonight.” 
     William chuckled. “Sarge, dinner will taste much better tonight if you’re alive. Don’t make me make this request an order.”
     “Don’t have to, sir. I’m leaving… after you grab the kid.” 
     William smiled at Darrow and then looked back at the boy. He took off his helmet and put it down beside him. 
     “Oh, now you’re just being stupid,” Darrow muttered under his breath. 
     William then unclipped his carabineer and braced himself between the dashboard and the stairwell and sat two steps up from the boy. 
     “Are you trying to get yourself killed?!”  Darrow shouted. “Get clipped back in, sir!” 
     William fixed Darrow with a severe look. “Look around,” he said, gesturing to the bus. “Clipped or unclipped, this bus is going to go over. I want to be comfortable while talking to my friend here.” 
     William opened one of the Velcro pouches on his pants and took out a tiny model of a Bell V-280 Valor tilt-rotor aircraft, the aircraft William and his team used. William gambled the boy had seen one before; they were all over the Korean skies. The boy reacted to it immediately. 
     “Where are your parents, buddy?” asked William, twirling the model in his fingers. 
     The boy looked past William. He pointed to the blown out section of bus near the first row of seats on the left side. William twitched in anger. 
     “Okay,” he sighed. “Listen, we need to get you off the bus, okay?” William said kindly. The boy retreated back behind his knees. “Hey, hey, hey,” William said, moving a little closer to the boy, “it’s okay. I know you’re scared but you can’t let your fear keep you in here. Let us help you.”
     The boy’s posture changed. He looked up and lowered his knees. “That’s it,” William said, extending a hand to the boy. The eerie groaning started again.
     William looked out the window and saw the tree next to the bus slowly ascending. The bus was tilting again. He heard his teammates and fellow soldiers on the road shouting for them to get out. There wasn’t much time. 
     “Uh… sir…” said Darrow, worry creeping into his voice. “This might be it.” 
     Rocks crumbled under the weight of the bus as it slid forward. All around him, backpacks, suitcases, newspapers, errant pens, all started sliding towards the front of the bus, tipping the bus further over the edge of the cliff.
     William looked back at the boy…
     
     When you have nothing as a child, you think the world is over. I should know. When I was a child, I had everything taken from me. I was going to make sure nothing more was taken from this boy…
     
     William knelt back down and whispered into the boy’s ear. 
     Darrow watched as the boy nodded and wrapped his arms around William’s neck. William stood up. “Let’s go, Darrow. Now!” he ordered. 
     With one hand, William clipped himself back onto the hook behind Darrow and started walking back up the ever-steepening aisle. The shaking started again. Wind howled as it passed through the broken windows. 
     Darrow started running up the incline. William, holding the boy tightly, slipped on piece of paper and fell. Darrow didn’t notice until he was at the back of the bus, getting ready to jump out. 
     “Sir!” he cried, looking back at William. 
     “Go!” William yelled. “Get out!”  
     William carefully guided himself back to the stairwell. A thunderous rumbling came from below the bus as it began to shift and shake. The cliff had given way. William was thrown into the dashboard, his cable now fully taut. They had only seconds left.
     William pulled out his handgun, aimed it at the locked bus door, and pulled the trigger, shattering the glass. He covered the boy’s head with one hand and unclipped himself with the other. With a few frantic steps, he leapt through the door as the bus fell out from below them in a rush of rocks, metal fragments, and guardrail. Seconds later, William and the boy were happily greeted by the sensation of soft leafs and hard bark. The tree had caught them. 
     An explosion below rang out through the scorched valley. William panted in elation. “You all right?” he asked the little boy. 
     The boy nodded. 
     “You did great kid,” William assured him, patting his head. 
     “Sir!” someone called from below, “Hey! Sir!” 
     William looked down through the branches to see Darrow hanging off the end of his cable about eight feet below him. 
     “Sergeant Darrow!” William shouted with glee, adrenaline coursing through his veins. “We made it!” 
     “We sure did, sir. Good thing you were wearing your contacts. Could have been a teeny bonsai you were jumping into.” 
     “Yeah,” William laughed. “Actually, one fell out. Lost it on the bus!” 
     
     Paramedics strapped the boy into his seat aboard the humming Valor. William leaned in through the sliding cabin door under the plane’s large wing to check on him before takeoff. 
     “You okay?” he asked the boy over the aircraft’s massive whirling carbon fiber prop rotor blades, giving him a thumbs up. 
     The boy gave two thumbs up back. A bandage now covered his forehead. 
     “We’ll have you home soon, buddy. I’ll be with you the whole flight.” 
     William ruffled the boy’s black hair. From behind his back, he revealed the miniature Valor and gave it to the boy. The boy took it with delight.
     A loud pop from behind made William turn around. Three hundred feet down the road, an EOD robot had just disarmed an unexploded mine near where the first one had hit the bus. Before retreating, the North Koreans had left thousands of the damn things everywhere. Out of the corner of his eye, William spotted Sergeant Darrow hobbling towards the plane. Two other soldiers were helping him, his arms sprawled over their shoulders. 
     “Sergeant!” William called. 
     “Don’t worry, sir,” Darrow responded, “it’s probably just a tear.” 
     “No, it ain’t,” interjected a paramedic, reaching to grab Darrow. “This man has a dislocated knee cap. He’ll be out of action for weeks. Lucky son of a bitch.” 
     William sighed at the thought of losing one of his best men. He and Darrow had been together all the way through Superman School, Kadena, and now Korea. But now, it seemed like every day the war was drawing quicker to a close. Allied coalition forces were holding the front just five miles south of where the original DMZ had been before the conflict, a place which had laid in relative peace for sixty-seven years. 
     Setting a hand on the sergeant’s shoulder, William said, “You can watch us kick ass with an ocean view back in Kunsan. By the time you get better, the war will be over!”
     “Where’s the fun in that, Lieutenant?” 
     “Never believe war is fun, Darrow. Some wish they were in your place.” 
     “Yes, sir,” Darrow said apologetically.
     William took one of the soldiers’ place and helped his friend into the cabin. Shortly thereafter, the rest of his team boarded and got situated. A second Valor next to theirs started its engines. Together, the two aircraft kicked up dust, soot, and road debris. Just as William was about to shut the sliding door, an Army corporal ran up to the aircraft through the blowing dust. He motioned for William to step out. 
     Stepping heavily to the ground, William shouted, “What is it, Corporal?”
     Leaning in closer, the corporal shouted back, “Message from Brigadier General Rose, sir! You and your team have been reassigned, effective immediately!” 
     “To where?” William asked, confused. “We’re supposed to be headed back to Kunsan! My team have a week of assigned R&R coming!”
     “Not anymore, sir,” the corporal responded. “You’ve been reassigned to Incheon FOB! All of your team’s effects are being shipped there as we speak!” 
     “What’s the rush?” William asked.
     “Brass has pinned down a time!” 
     “For what?” 
     “The final invasion of North Korea!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 2: Vengeance Against Death 
     
     “So tell me, Lieutenant,” Airman Grace said with a snort, “how is it that the Air Force pararescuer with the most credited rescues in the war so far, and with the most badass group of dudes at his fingertips making him look so good, still single?” 
     The team burst out laughing inside the loud confines of the Valor. William smiled as he held the hand of the young boy sitting next to him. 
     “Yeah, sir, I think you’re the only one on this bird without a prettier bird waiting for him at home. What are you, like, forty-three?” Darrow joked, his injured leg propped up straight out of his seat. 
     “Funny,” William said, “try twenty-four. And what’s the rush, boys? I got a long life to lead after this war. Same goes for all of you.”  
 
         “Yeah, until the Drumpf gets us into the next war,” grunted Grace. 
     “I got a bad feeling about this invasion, guys,” Airman Harden said wearily. “People north of the DMZ are nuts. They will die for Kimmy. Think he’s a frigging god. If we go to Pyongyang, they’ll want a slaughter. I heard they ate American prisoners.” 
     “Harden,” William snapped, pointing to the boy, “shut up!” 
     Harden fixed his glasses. “Sorry, sir.” 
     “When this thing starts and we go to Pyongyang, we’ll be there for three days or less,” claimed Staff Sergeant Jones. “I’ll bet you my entire collection of vinyls.” 
     “Better only take that long!” Grace shouted. “I gotta get our fearless leader here a date before he’s old and senile. You keep losing your helmet on these rescue missions, sir, and that might just happen sooner than you think,” he said, pointing to William’s bare head. 
     William touched his head, realizing that he must’ve lost it while on the bus. This is starting to become a habit, he thought.
     “I’ll try and keep it attached to my head next time,” he chuckled.
     William loved these men. They were like family to him. By now, they had been on dozens of rescue missions together, saving hundreds of lives. William was addicted to it. The rush that overcame him with each new danger, with each survivor snatched from death, only made his passion grow. He wouldn’t want his life any other way. Being up here, over the smoking hills, mountains, and valleys, over the looted towns and shelled cities, made him remember why he did what he did, whether he wanted to or not…
     
     I was so sick after being plucked from my home, a place I never wanted to return to again. Below me was nothing but brown, oil-filled water that inundated everything for miles. What would happen next, I wondered. Where would we go? Where would we live? Would I ever see my friends again? Were they even alive? I didn’t know. I just wanted her back. The motion of the helicopter only made me more nauseous. And there was that sound again. Thump, thump, thump, thump… 
     
     Turbulence knocked William into focus. His feet were dangling out the right cabin door of the Valor. A gunner with his hands on a .50 cal sat opposite him in the doorway. William looked down several hundred feet to see the plane’s shadow following them. Square fields of crops checkered the valley. He looked over his shoulder at the team’s rookie, Airman Connell, who seemed dazed. 
     “Was that your first rescue mission, Airman?” asked William, still high on a mixture of jet fumes and adrenaline. “Pretty crazy, aren’t they? Pretty fun, right?” 
     The airman was a shy young man of twenty-two years from somewhere in Colorado, William didn’t remember where exactly. 
      “Yes, sir, it was. Training didn’t do it justice,” said the timid airman.
     William quickly replied, “Don’t worry, it won't be your last. That was the sixth one this week. I’d say they get easier but they don’t. But you do start to get a… a routine.” 
     A thunderous echo from the Valor’s chopping blades resonated off the valley walls, making the aircraft sound louder and bigger than it really was. Thump, thump, thump, thump. Low grey clouds clung to the walls. The yellow haze worsened the closer they got to the front. A lush green forest stood on the valley floor below them, but spots like this were rare to see. When the Northerners retreated, they had instigated a scorched Earth policy. A few homes still remained intact, dotting the otherwise barren landscape along roads and rail lines that crisscrossed into the valleys and through mountain passes. 
     Despite the destruction, William had come to see the country below as beautiful. It was sad, really, he thought, as he looked out over the valley, that the unfair actions of a ruthless few could start all this. The farmers that had lived in the valley were a simple group; they had not asked for this. Neither had the fishermen offshore, or the business people in downtown Seoul, or the dockworkers over in Hyundai. William loved flying over this country and its people. He could stare below the cabin for hours and lose himself.
     “Excuse me, sir. Once we reach Forward Operating Base Incheon, what will happen?” asked Airman Connell. 
     William was still staring out the window, daydreaming. 
     “Sir. Lieutenant. First Lieutenant Emerson, sir!” 
     William’s head snapped up.
     “Yes, Airman,” he said, startled at the interruption. “First, we offload any civilians we’ve got and get them to the field hospital. Then we wait,” he said, turning away from the airman. “Orders will come soon enough. Plenty will need our help…” he trailed off, returning his gaze to the window, “our help…”
     The airman slumped back down into his seat in the cramped cabin. Across the aisle, Darrow leaned forward. “What's wrong?” he asked the airman, gesturing to William at the window. 
     “It’s the lieutenant,” Connell answered. “I feel like he has this need to save everyone. Something happen to him to make him that way?” 
     Darrow smirked. “No one knows really, but Lieutenant Emerson lives for this job and he has incredibly high standards for everyone on his team. He will push you.”
     “Hard,” Grace interjected. “He’ll send you to the edge. Even still,” he continued, “he will always have your back. If you fail, he’ll save you and the person you were trying to save.” 
     The mountains became smaller as they neared the peninsula's eastern coast, giving way to a mixture of large hills and shallow valleys. Ahead, they could make out the distant skyline of Incheon.
     Incheon was the highly modern, booming sister city of Seoul. Just west of the capital and on the coast of the Yellow Sea, it hailed itself as one of the world’s first smart cities. Internet connected infrastructure, autonomous taxis, 3D advertising signs, and renewable energy abounded in its domain. Islands, many of them manmade, poked the shore of Incheon, interrupting what would otherwise be a gradual bowl shaped coastline extending from the border all the way down south to the city of Dangjin, almost forty miles past the city. 
     The pilots called out to Incheon International Airport, the location of the forward operating base, or FOB, a fancy name for a military base positioned near the action. “Incheon Tower, Valor 36 Zulu. Requesting full stop landing.” 
     Incheon Airport was an engineering marvel, located in an administrative district of downtown Incheon called Jung-gu. Built atop reclaimed land that spanned a once open gap between Yeongjong and Yongyu islands, it was South Korea’s largest airport and often regarded as one of the best in the world. There was even an ice skating rink that was popular with off-duty soldiers. 
     “This is Incheon Tower to Valor 36 Zulu. Request granted. It’s good to have you home. Ambulances are standing by for your civilians.” 
     “Thank you, tower. It’s good to be home. We are… sixteen minutes out. Passing outer marker now.” 
     In a display of aerial acrobatics, the Valor weaved its way between hills and high-rise buildings in the city until it crossed the harbor that separated downtown Incheon from the airport’s island. 
     Despite the city's lack of action, the signs of war were still visible. Bullet holes from aerial dogfights perforated high windows and whole corners of office towers were ripped open. Giant buildings lay alone and abandoned, condemned for fear of their structural stability and future attacks. Each one left with nothing but the wind and haze that found their way through the open floors to keep them company until their occupants returned. 
     Slowly, the rotors turned upwards into a vertical position and the craft descended into the airport. The rudders on the plane’s V-tail swayed back and forth, vying for control. The side doors were opened and tired legs sprawled out over the sides, ready to feel solid earth again. Fine ash from distant fires blew away under the landing plane.
     “Touch down!” called one of the pilots. 
     William stepped out, his boots landing hard on the black tarmac, his gear heavy and hot on his back. The rotors spun to a stop. 
     “Welcome to our new home, boys!” he shouted as the second Valor landed close by.  
     Two army green HUMVEE ambulances, emblazoned with the Red Cross logo, drove over to retrieve their rescued civilians. William picked up the boy and carried him to one of the ambulances. Just before paramedics took him away, William looked at the boy and said, “I’ll come visit you tomorrow to see how you are doing.” 
     The boy nodded and smiled, revealing missing baby teeth. He held the miniature plane out to William trying to give it back. 
     “No, I need you to keep it safe for me, okay?” William said softly, gently pushing the boy’s hand away. “Protect it.” 
     The boy wrapped his arms around William’s neck, hugging him tightly.
     
     Even in the midst of war, Incheon still dazzled. Its empty skyscrapers sparkled from across the harbor. To William, it was a symbol of what humanity could do, and should do. War was such a waste. William hated waste. His youth taught him that there was no time for it in one’s life. On this Friday night, a city like the one before him should have been full of happiness and festivities. Instead, the streets lay quiet and bare. Only a few residents were out walking; many had left or been evacuated. Only several hundred thousand remained of what had once been over three million. 
     William walked casually along the airport apron, his hands in his pockets. He looked to the east, where a harbor breeze was emerging. It blew towards the base, cooling the island and pushing away the yellow haze. So far, Incheon had the nicest air he had yet to experience in his three-month tour. William closed his eyes and listened to the aircraft taking off, a smile playing on his lips.
     “Hey, Lieutenant!” 
     William opened his eyes and spun around. It was Darrow. He was hobbling towards him on crutches. 
     “Lieutenant Emerson, I thought I’d catch you before turning in for the night.”
     William nodded, “How are the new accommodations treating you?” 
     “Oh, they’re great, sir. Way better than Kunsan. If I had known war could be this comfortable, I’d have flown over here myself ages ago.” 
     “That’s good,” William said with a slight chuckle.
     Darrow lowered his head and let the breeze move through his hair. He looked out with William over the city.
     “One day I want to go to Songdo International Business District, over there.” Darrow said, using a crutch to point to an area in the southeast where towers rose out of the darkness. They sat on a section of reclaimed land past the Incheon Bridge, another mega-structure in its own right. “Online, it looked amazing.” 
     “Yeah,” William agreed. “I’m glad it’s still mostly intact.”
     They fell silent for a moment. Darrow sniffled his nose in the breeze. It was almost chilly now.
     “Something tells me you didn’t limp all the way out here to just look at the night sky with me,” William said. “What’s on your mind?” 
     He looked at Darrow, expectant. The sergeant looked left, then right, then to William. “Sir, what did you say to that little boy back in the bus?” he asked. “How did you make him want to leave?”
     “I told him I’d take him on a ride in the Valor with me if he let me take him off the bus,” William replied.
     “That’s it?” Darrow asked, incredulous.
     “That’s it,” William grinned. 
     “Huh. Okay,” Darrow said, looking impressed. He shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. With you, sometimes it’s like you have a sixth sense with people.”
     William patted Darrow’s shoulder. Softly, he said, “I just do what I can. I do what anyone would.”
     “No, you go above and beyond. If you don’t mind me asking, sir, what made you want to become a pararescuer in the first place?”
     William looked out over the runways to the black ocean beyond. He sighed deeply, trying to find any source of light in the veil. He used to enjoy the ocean but then…
     
     In the powerless night all my senses were tortured. I was forced to listen to my life’s destruction. I tasted dirt. I smelt the reek of loss. Through the crashing waves upon the gray sunrise I watched the ocean take her; suffocate her…
     
     He cleared his throat and turned to face Darrow. “I, uh… I wanted to make a difference in people’s lives. Help save people, keep a few more families intact.”
     Darrow nodded. William shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “I should probably turn in,” he said abruptly, directing his gaze towards the base. “I have a meeting with General Rose at o-nine hundred tomorrow.”
     “About the invasion?” Darrow asked.
     “I don’t know,” William said distractedly, slowly moving towards the barracks. “Probably. I was just told by his office to report to him at that time.” 
     “Probably about you losing another goddamn helmet, sir.” Darrow said jokingly.
     “Yeah, probably,” William said with a half-smile.
     “Anyways, good night, Lieutenant.”
     “Night, Sargent,” William said. He turned and made his way back to the base, his hands still in his pockets. 
 
    
     The barracks were long, tented structures lining the once civilian-only terminals, now the property of international forces. Rows and rows of large forest green-colored tents were supported by yellow vertical steel trusses and cables, reminding William of the O2 Arena in far-away London. Containing mess halls, medical offices, aircraft hangars, and even barber shops, Incheon FOB was a fully functioning military machine.
     Alongside all of these new wartime structures were the existing airport runways that ran from northwest to southeast, taking the heavy loads of tremendous cargo planes. Watchtowers, barbed wire, and earthen embankments marked the territory of the base within the confines of the airport, walling it off from the surrounding port that was still functioning.
     Men and women were everywhere, even at this early hour, moving boxes with forklifts into trucks. It signaled the military was on the move. The airport apron was full of platoons waiting to be seated on aircraft, readying to take part in the largest international invasion force since D-Day over seventy years earlier. On his walk over to the command center, William came across M1 Abrams battle tanks and Joint Light Tactical Vehicles, the classic HUMVEE’s replacement vehicle, revving by in large convoys heading out to the front lines north through Seoul.
     On loudspeakers all around the FOB and the terminal buildings, announcements were being made in a multitude of different languages: Spanish, English, French, Korean, even Japanese - after new legislation allowed for the Japanese Self-Defense Force to assist in overseas conflicts for the first time since the Second World War. 
     Apaches and V-22 Ospreys flew by as William entered the command center. Its coolly lit interior and relieving temperature were a welcoming break from the already sweltering day. It may have been loud and dull out there, but at least this FOB wasn’t in a sandy Afghan dune sea. William was thankful to have missed those wars. The thought of fighting terrorists, masked and unknown enemies that hid in plain sight, did not sit well with William. At least the North Koreans made sure you knew who they were. A clear-cut enemy.
     “That rescue you pulled off yesterday was a good one Lieutenant,” said General Rose gratefully, sitting in his Coaster Burgundy office chair. “Excellent work. I see why you have become something of a legend around here. Your team is one of our best; it’s too bad the action is winding down already. Been barely, what, three months since our boys first got here? This little war won't be another Iraq or Afghanistan.” 
     “No, sir, it won’t,” said William, standing before Rose’s desk. 
     Rose lit a cigar and puffed it a few times, sipping in its cloud. “Listen, Will,” he said, sitting up. “You’re doing a great job out there but there have been some concerns about your behavior. You’ve rescued dozens of people out here so far and you haven’t lost anyone, yet. However, in doing so, I feel you sometimes put your men at risk in order to complete your missions… Unnecessary risk.” 
     William felt anger welling up inside. He took a deep breath. 
     “Sir,” he began, his voice shaking ever so slightly, “the passion that I put into completing my missions and saving lives is the same passion I have for the safety of my men. That will never change, no matter the risk.” 
     Automated supply trucks rumbled outside the command center, causing the general’s desk to vibrate. Pictures of the general’s family on his desk jiggled out of place. A pen clattered as it hit the floor.
     “I hope you’re right, Emerson,” General Rose said, standing up. He walked over to the window and tapped the cigar against the sill. “Several members of your team have sustained sidelining injuries recently, the latest being just yesterday. I’m starting to wonder if it is the missions or you. I cannot have you making stupid, smart-ass decisions that either you or your men will regret. The way you act sometimes, it’s like you don’t fear death. A man needs a healthy fear of death to keep him in line sometimes, not an arrogance of it.” 
     “Sir, as I said before, the safety of everyone under my command is my top priority. At the end of the day, returning them home is the only thing I want.” 
     Rose gave William a long judgmental stare, as though unconvinced of his answer. He puffed his cigar once more. William was now able to smell its sweet scent.
     “Passion doesn’t matter if you’re dead. You’d do well to remember that, Emerson.”
     Rose walked over to his desk and readjusted his pictures. He picked up a file and looked at William. 
     “August 25, 2020,” he said as he opened it. “That’s four days from now. That’s when you will be sent north with the invasion. I don’t see this godforsaken peninsula being two separate countries any further. Hell, even the Chinese agree. That’s why we’re taking this all the way to Pyongyang. Things could get rough along the way and I need your assurances that you will act within the confines of your orders and good judgment, understood?”
     “Yes, sir. I understand.”
     General Rose paused, looking William over. He glanced back at the file. “Tomorrow, you and your team are shipping out to Cheorwon. We need rescue teams ready to push in past the DMZ once we retake it.” 
     The young lieutenant quavered with excitement at the news of his orders. “I won't let you down, sir,” he replied, trying to hide his elation.
     The general just gave an appreciative smile and stuck out his hand. William shook it and smiled back. 
     
     It was now almost ten o’clock in the morning. William stood inside the base's command center. OLED flat screens and projections covered the walls of the semi-permanent structure, displaying data, borders, aircraft whereabouts, and local weather. The projections splashed across his weary face accentuating the shadows of his features, aging him. He was holding a copy of the Korean Armistice Agreement that had been signed in 1953 ending the first Korean War. Whenever this new war was over, the UN was going to use it as a template for a peace and unification agreement. William thought it best he understood the basics of the document. 
     Sitting row after row, tech-savvy soldiers patrolled three, sometimes even four, computer screens at a time. The command center was filled with about fifty people, all-watching, listening. Satellite data was constantly being streamed to the FOB and interpreted before being relayed to the National Military Command Center. William eavesdropped on a nearby conversation.
     “Is that earthquake there a nuke or the real thing?” asked a curious soldier to another.
     “That one is real,” the second soldier replied. “We haven’t detected any nuke activity since last year.” 
     Intrigued, William approached their console. “How do you guys know if it’s real or fake?” he asked. 
     “That’s easy,” said the soldier. “In a natural earthquake, the seismic wave pattern starts out slowly and then gets stronger with time. With an explosion, the opposite happens. The shaking is quick and then gradually starts to dissipate with time. Also, we would detect a unique radioactive signature to the quake, as radiation would disperse into the ground, water, and air. Our sensors are extremely sensitive today and we have a global monitoring network. No one's lighting off so much as firecrackers without someone knowing.” 
     “That’s incredible,” William said, impressed. He made a mental note to remember that. 
     General Rose’s office was in a room in the western corner of the command center in a cubicle-like space. Blue light from the various screens illuminated the room through its clear plastic walls, giving it a soft moonlit-like glow. In his office, still puffing a cigar and sitting in his desk chair, the general was looking at some reports when a soldier ushered him out towards his console. Something was wrong. The look on the soldier’s face was that of unmistakable fear. 
     “Have you double-checked this?” asked the general, unease seeping into his voice. 
     “Yes, sir, I have, but I’m only going off satellite data. For some reason, we’ve lost contact with all ground-based sensor and radar sites along the front line about a minute before these were launched. It could suggest some kind of EMP device, sir. Maybe another cyber-attack. Two are headed for here and Seoul, the other four for Seongnam, Ulsan, Yongin, and Daejeon.”
     “Impossible,” the general said. “They don’t have that kind of weaponry anymore. We blew it all to hell. Are there any laser units in the targeted areas?”
     “None, sir. They have all been moved to the front for the invasion, and we can’t communicate with them. All comms are dark ten miles north and south of the DMZ.” 
     “And we don’t have THAAD thanks to Jae-in. Damnit. Prepare a Pinnacle message to send in. Alert PACOM and get the USS Zumwalt on the line now!” said the general impatiently. 
     “Yes, sir. Right away!”
      The soldier turned to head back to his station. Rushing forward, William caught him by the arm. “What’s happening?” William asked him.
     The soldier looked flustered. “All our radar detection sites have gone down. Sats picked up six mid-range missiles launched from somewhere north of Pyongyang. They’re nuclear.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 3: One Last Pull 
     
     No one could communicate anything to the front. Near the DMZ, AWACS were falling out of the sky. Vehicles were stopping dead in their tracks. Computers were turning off for good. Incheon was thankfully too far south to be affected by this rolling blackout. This distance, however, was also the city’s misfortune. Due to the incoming missile’s high ballistic arc and velocity, it was calculated that Incheon would be first of the six-targeted cities to be hit. They had just under a half hour to respond before annihilation. 
     “General, the Zumwalt is online and ready to target the missiles for interception. We now have three more tracking. Two seem to be headed to Japan, Tokyo and Osaka. The other is headed for Beijing. Chinese and Japanese air defenses are going up. Twenty-six minutes ‘til impact.” 
     General Rose rubbed his eyes. “Shit.” 
     The bustle of the room had heightened. A gelid fear swept over the command center. No one wanted to believe it. General Rose leaned over a computer console, puffing his cigar. William stood still, staring out at the command center. The soldiers were like ants, running around frantically, trying to reestablish communications. It was no use. Their calls went unanswered. The general puffed his cigar one last time and then put it out, looking at the rising smoke trail as though disappointed he would not be able to finish it. 
     “They know it’s over… It's mutually assured destruction,” he whispered under his shocked, tobacco laden breath. He sprang into action.
     “Get the Zumwalt back,” he barked at an unsuspecting soldier. “They need to know the severity of the situation. Per my orders, give them authorization to seek and destroy all nine targets over any airspace necessary. The Chinese will just have to suck it up. And you!” he exclaimed, pointing at another, “Get POTUS on the line!” 
     ...
     Laying in wait, in the southern Sea of Japan, was the USS Zumwalt, the first naval vessel of its class. Stealthy and narrow, the Zumwalt cut through water like a blade. Silent as can be, one could hear a pin drop on the ocean floor with her passive sonar.
     Missile silo doors opened atop either side of her forward deck, concealed to lurking enemy radar. Nine RIM - 161 Standard Missile 3s, otherwise called SM - 3s, were armed and readied inside the silos. They were anti-ballistic missiles designed for just this situation. Men and women on board the ship prepared. A voice over the vessels intercom system made intentions clear. 
     “Thirty seconds to firing.”
     ...
     “We need to evacuate our people out of Incheon and Seoul immediately,” Rose said to a group of senior staff. Rose then pointed to William and motioned for him to come over. 
     “Emerson, take your team and go to the Songdo District. The secretary of state is there.”
     “What’s he doing there?” asked William, surprised. 
     “Secret diplomatic mission. He’ll need help getting out. The air raid sirens have already started sounding. The roads will be a mess. Find him, pick his ass up, and then fly as fast as you can out to sea and don’t come back. No one else,” Rose said sternly. “Do you understand, soldier?”  
     A voice rang out over the conversation. “General, the Zumwalt is thirty seconds away from firing. Twenty-five minutes till detonation.” 
     “Go, Emerson, go! Make sure you’re out with at least four minutes ‘til impact, no matter what.” 
     William nodded firmly and said, “Yes, sir. See you in the North.”
     ...
     A final countdown had begun on board the Zumwalt. Once each SM - 3 left its silo with its lightweight exo-atmospheric projectile kinetic warhead, it would be traveling at Mach fifteen. It would take only minutes for them to intercept the missiles. Twelve seconds. The crew stood by, waiting anxiously.
     ...
     A Striker almost ran William over as he sprinted out of the command center. Stumbling away from it, he shoved past scrambling soldiers and darted to his team's staging area to get suited up. William looked down at his watch. Twenty-four minutes remained.   
 
         “Sir,” said someone grabbing his shoulder. It was Darrow.  
 
         “Sergeant!” William said with surprise. “Get to a shelter now! There are nukes inbound.” 
 
         “I know,” said Darrow. “I just heard. I wanted to see if you needed any help, sir.”  
 
         “Me?!” exclaimed William. “You’re the one in crunches Sergeant. Get your ass to a shelter, now!”  
 
         “Yes, sir. What about you? Where are you going?”  
 
         “Just for a little joyride across the harbor to do a quick rescue. Great way to start the weekend, huh? I’ll see you soon enough, okay?”  
 
         “Yes, sir,” Darrow said doubtfully. “Good luck.”    
     ...
     Deep within the ship's maze of corridors, the command information center was busy processing data. It would be within the confines of this room that the fates of human lives would be determined. Data from each of the Zumwalt’s SM - 3s was reviewed and cleared. An operator made the announcement. 
     “This is CIC, clear to engage targets. Fire!” 
     Nine missiles were launched from the deck in rapid succession in a Medusa hair-like scurry of smoke trails and flames. In seconds, the missiles went supersonic, the percussions of each sonic boom resonating across the water. The kinetic energy warheads contained no explosives, using only the physics, their name implied to eliminate targets upon impact. Within two minutes the missiles were over land.
     ...
      Calls for help were already coming in from across the city. William’s Valor lifted off from the scrambling FOB under the overture of air raid sirens. It headed out across the mouth of the harbor down to the south of the Incheon Bridge. Other aircraft were doing the same. William began to brief his team on the situation. 
     “Alright, here’s what we’ve got. Approximately nine minutes ago, our satellites detected nine nuclear birds headed towards South Korean, Japanese, and Chinese air space. Incheon is one of the targeted cities.”
     The airmen’s eyes grew wide with concern. They waited for William to continue.
     “We are to rescue the secretary of state from the Songdo District. We have eighteen minutes to do so. Four minutes before detonation, we are to drop what we are doing and haul ass to the southwest, out of the blast zone. That gives us fourteen minutes of useful time. Is that understood?”
     A resounding, “Yes sir,” called from every corner of the cabin. 
     “We will not fail,” William said sternly, emphasizing each word. “I won't allow it.”
     ...
     “We have confirmation from the Zumwalt of all nine intercept missiles firing, General,” said a soldier, looking slightly relieved. “Interception in 126 seconds. Also, both the president and the UN Security Council have been notified.”
     “Good. Okay, people, start heading down to the bunkers. Take only what you can carry. I will stay here with a few volunteers to monitor the missiles until interception has either occurred or failed.” 
     The general looked around the command center and was met with raised hands all around. He wanted it made clear that no one had to stay. 
     “Ladies and gentleman, this is a nuke we are talking about,” he said seriously. “I wouldn’t blame anyone for wanting to leave.” 
     The raised hands remained up and high. 
     “Very well,” he said proudly, “stations, people, stations.”
     ...
     The Valor leveled off at twenty-four feet above the harbor waters, kicking spray aloft as it flew by. With the two cabin doors open, the team was quickly drenched inside. A frantic call for help shot into their ears through their radios. 
     A small explosion made everyone look towards the Incheon Bridge’s central span. A massive six-lane highway cable-stayed design, it was twenty miles long and 755 feet high at the top of its two central towers. It welcomed all to the harbor entrance with its impressive size and futuristic elegance. Bordering the entire southeastern side of the city center, the bridge was so large it could be seen from space as a narrow white ribbon across the blue of the harbor. 
     “US aircraft in vicinity of Incheon Bridge,” called a voice through the radio, “we require immediate assistance. A tanker truck has exploded in an accident and a bus of school children is trapped amongst traffic. Please help them!” 
     “Great,” Grace joked, “more buses.” 
     William swung half his body outside the cabin door looking at the slender bridge. A smoke plume was rising slowly. He could see the accident blocking all three lanes of east-bound traffic. Thousands had abandoned their vehicles and started running back towards shore along the bridge deck but William knew they would never make it to a shelter in time. William rushed to the cockpit and tapped one of the pilots on the shoulder.
     “Get us over to that smoke plume!” he ordered.
     The airmen looked at each other. Jones and a pilot both spoke out simultaneously.
     “Sir,” Jones said, “we don’t have time respond to that. We have orders - ”
     “Lieutenant,” the pilot interrupted, “I have orders to get to Songdo, not the bridge.”  
     “Pilot, there are school children on that bridge about to be vaporized. Get us to the bridge, now!” 
     “Those are not my orders Lieutenant Emerson. Now, get back - ”
     “Fuck the orders!” William screamed. “Get me over to that bridge or I swear I will jump out of this plane and swim there myself! The secretary has a fucking bunker, they do not!”
     The pilot grumbled and shifted the joystick hard to the left. William crawled back into the cabin. “New plan,” he said into his headset radio, “We’re rescuing these kids first, then the secretary.” 
     “We don’t have time for that,” Harden shouted. 
     “I’m all for bad ideas,” said Grace, “but I think Harden is right, sir. We can’t do both.” 
     William didn’t answer them. His team nervously eyed each other. 
     
     “This is Lieutenant William Emerson with the United States Air Force,” William radioed down to the sole police officer on the scene. “We are here to assist you. Please clear the area so we can drop our rescue baskets. We will only take the children in the bus.” 
     The police officer cleared the bridge deck the best he could and signaled the Valor to lower its two baskets. Bridge cables attaching to each side of the road deck were no more than fifty feet away and the day was getting windy, making the Valor hard to control. 
     “Jones, Connell, we have room for seven survivors at most,” William cautioned. “That’s it. Make sure there isn’t a panic down there. One at a time and only the worst off!” 
     “Yes, sir,” they replied in unison. 
     Connell was visibly nervous as he looked over the edge of the cabin door, readying to start the rescue. A huge crowd had gathered below. 
     “You’ll be fine,” William reassured him, crouching down to talk to him. “You’ve done this dozens of times in training. Now go!” he said. “I’ll be up here directing the action.”
     With a thumbs up, William lowered his men down on a winch at each door to the road deck below. 
     “Lieutenant, we’re down on the deck,” called Jones. “The first survivors are being put in the baskets. It’s a shit show down here. People are panicking. This police officer is having a hard time holding the crowd back.” 
     By this point in the war, the sound of the air raid sirens going off was usually taken as an everyday false alarm but today was different. Updates and news flashes across social media and the government's early warning text alerts made the public aware of the incoming nuclear strike. No one knew how big the missiles were or how they would hit. Would they be an airburst or a surface attack? This would make a difference. The lack of knowledge frustrated William.
     He looked through his digital smart glasses down at the bridge deck. The Valor’s current height, wind speed, and even a heat sensor displaying temperature flaunted directly in front of his eyes. They were now forty-five feet directly above the deck near the western most tower almost straddled amongst the V-shaped cable system. The water was nearly 300 feet below them and the wind was gusting to thirty-five miles per hour. With a wave of his hand, Jones signaled to raise the baskets up. 
     “First survivors are in the air,” William said. 
     Every time he did this, raising a rescue basket with someone in it...
     
     The basket I sat in felt so exposed to the elements, I thought I was going to fall out. On the inside, I kind of wanted to, just to make the nightmare end. In the light of the first post-apocalyptic day, I saw the world had changed. I had changed. There was no such thing as innocence anymore. There was only cold reality…
     
     “Baskets are below the cabin... Baskets are in the cabin door... Survivors are in the cabin.” 
     Grace and Harden got to work on the two children, securing them into seats and making them comfortable. They repeated this two more times until six had been saved. By now, several more cars had caught fire and the crowd was growing increasingly restless. 
     One of the pilots called out to William, “Lieutenant, message for you from General Rose.”
     “Switch it over to my helmet,” William instructed. A soft static filled his helmet. 
      “This is Emerson,” he said. “Go ahead, General.” 
     “Emerson, the Zumwalt failed. All nine targets were missed.” 
     “What?! How?” 
     “We don’t know. The Zumwalt should have easily taken those missiles down. Each one changed trajectory as our intercepts approached them.” 
     “That’s impossible! I thought they didn’t have evasion technology. How did they get it?” 
     “It doesn’t matter anymore. You and your team need to leave now. Do you have the secretary?” 
     “No, sir, we diverted to a rescue call on the Incheon Bridge. We are airlifting civilians now.”
     “What?!” Rose said, livid. “Your orders were clear! They are waiting for you, Lieutenant!”
     “General, these are children! When we’re finished here we will pick up the secretary - ”
     “Damnit, Emerson! There isn’t enough time! I am giving you a direct order - drop what you're doing right now and get your team out. You’ve only got six minutes until detonation! If you don’t leave now, you won’t make minimum safe distance!” 
     William stared across the terrified city. Defying the general's orders would certainly gain him expulsion from the Air Force but there was a nuke coming so, at least to William, that did not really bother him at the moment. 
     A young girl with jet black hair and emotionless eyes looked up at him from the bridge. She was to be the last pulled up. From the cabin door, William could see she was no more than ten years old. Sergeant Jones was giving her the typical instructions before lift to get her ready for the ascent. Could he really leave this little girl to her doom, to burn in the fires of an artificially created sun? 
     
     I knew what it was like to die by water. I was not going to let this girl die by fire…
     
     A drive so powerful, so as to forget all external consequence, tunneled his mind. He had to save her. “No, General,” he said. “I’m sorry. Goodbye...” 
     William switched off the channel and continued with the mission at hand. General Rose changed his orders to the Valor pilots, trying to get them to leave. William immediately burst into the cockpit and turned off the radio. Both pilots looked terrified. 
     “The general said we only have six minutes left. We need to leave now!” 
     “We can't, we still have this one girl to save and us talking is only delaying the hoist. We are not leaving until she’s up, understood? When she and our men are up, we’ll go.” 
     Both pilots just looked away and out the cockpit windows. Sergeant Jones radioed up to William. 
     “Lieutenant, the girl coming up is named Kyung Soon. She doesn’t know a word of English. Just thought you might like to know that for when she gets aboard.” 
     “Thank you, Jones. Raising the basket now. After her, we’ll get you up, and we’ll get out of here.” 
     “Copy that, sir. Connell is going up in his own basket any second now.” 
     The winds around the aircraft had grown to become a problem. As the girl’s basket ascended, it swayed perilously in the gusts.
     “Damnit,” he grumbled. “Come on, come on!”  
     As the wind grew stronger, so did the panicked crowd. Finally forcing their way past the lone police officer, they stormed Sergeant Jones. Some tried to jump up to Connell’s basket, which hadn’t even made it ten feet off the ground. The Valor tipped due to a sudden weight imbalance. William looked down. One man had latched on to the basket and was trying to throw Connell out. He screamed over the radio. 
     “Sergeant,” he radioed to Jones, noting the chaos of the crowd below. “Get those people back! They will swamp you and the basket when I bring it back down! Sergeant!” 
     The sergeant’s voice was drowned out by the crowd. They could be trampling him. A full-scale riot had broken out over the waters of Incheon harbor.
     “Four minutes ‘til detonation, Lieutenant,” cried one of the pilots. “We can’t hold this position for much longer. The winds are pushing us into the bridge.” 
     “Alright, alright, the girl and Connell are almost up. I’ve lost visual of the sergeant. He is in the riot somewhere!” 
     His smart glasses scanned the crowd but nothing came back. Then he checked on the baskets. Connell was gone. His empty basket swayed as it traversed the last few feet to the cabin. 
     “No…” quivered William. 
     Harden and Grace grabbed the empty basket and brought it securely inside. Blood stained the interior of the basket. A jolt on his line brought his attention back to Kyung. She was getting closer and closer to the cabin, swaying now like the pendulum of a grandfather clock. 
     A loud ship horn rocked the Valor and its crew. William looked down and saw a destroyer steaming out of the harbor in a desperate attempt to escape the blast radius directly under the bridge. He watched as sailors rushed from deck to deck, trying to secure the ship for the impending shockwave. Waves trailed the great metal hulk; it was traveling at speeds that had to be tearing its engines apart. Hot thermals from its smokestack hit the Valor and it temporarily lost altitude in the warm air column. Diesel fumes and soot filled the cabin. He soon lost view of it behind the Valor but he could still hear its horn, alerting all to take shelter. 
     “Hold her steady! The basket!” 
     No longer able to keep the basket aligned, the cable swung around one of the bridge's suspender cables, wrapping itself several times around. The Incheon Bridge and the Valor were now connected by a two inch thick steel wire. 
     William had to act fast. There were only three minutes left until detonation. He strung up a separate line, got into a harness, and clipped himself in at the waist. Grace took William’s position at the cabin door winch. 
     Grace stopped William just as he was about to jump out of the cabin door.
     “Good luck, sir, whatever happens,” said Grace sorrowfully. 
     William nodded. Grace started the winch, lowering the lieutenant down on his new line, down the trapped wire until he reached the stranded basket with Kyung inside. 
     “Hello. I’m William,” he said pointing to himself. “You must be Kyung Soon.” 
     The little girl looked surprised at the sound of her name. Attaching a second harness to his own clip and wrapping it under her arms, William quickly got Kyung up and out of the basket. She was now level with his knees as she dangled from his harness. He cut the tangled wire to detach the Valor from the bridge cable. Once disconnected, he waved up to the cabin for the hoisting to begin of his own line. The downwash from the spinning rotors buffeted them from above. Thump, thump, thump, thump.
     “Just keep looking at me, Kyung,” he said to the girl, pointing towards his eyes. “Right here.”
     Kyung nodded and held onto him tightly. Over the radio came an ominous message from the pilots. 
     “Nuclear detonation imminent. We now have only one minute, thirty-six seconds. Get the lieutenant up!” 
     “Winch is going as fast as it can!” shouted Grace frantically. 
     Harden sat back in his seat, putting his head in his hands. They weren’t going to make it. 
     Radio calls began to flood his ear, the voices blending together until they became indistinguishable. 
     “This is the USS Gridley. How many evacuees do you have - ” 
     “Are people still on the road? We don’t have - ” 
     “Captain Bryant, what is your posi - ” 
     “Can anyone get a fix on - ” 
     “Does anybody copy? We got civilians trapped on the Inche - ” 
     “The airport is secure, permission to - ” 
     William reached for the cabin door frame and swiftly swung himself up into the Valor. Kyung had let go of his legs so he could get up and in the aircraft; she was now hanging, alone, two feet below the cabin. She swung dangerously below the aircraft, a toy for the wind to play with. 
     “Sixty seconds! Get her up!” screamed the pilots. 
     “Grace, Harden, get my legs, pull me in,” ordered William. 
     As his fellow soldiers dragged William back in the cabin, the clip holding Kyung snapped. She plummeted towards the ground. William leapt and caught her, hanging his upper body out the door. Harden and Grace each had a leg, groaning and straining. Kyung dangled in his shaking hands with hundreds of feet of air below. 
     “I’ll pull you up, don’t worry!” William wheezed. The radio chatter was now louder than the Valor’s engines and the riot on the bridge below was gruesome. F-16 fighters flew by, afterburners in full and ascending. A glimpse up gave William a tourist’s view of downtown Incheon. It was still, and its proud glass towers beamed over the city. The forests around the harbor and city still had some of their natural beauty as they covered the mountains like green shag carpeting until one could see no more at the smoggy horizon. Water below was blue and shimmering; a true city of paradise. A glint of light in the distance caught William's eye. 
     “My god,” he said softly. 
     “Twenty seconds until detonation,” shrieked the pilots. 
     “I’ve almost got her up,” William said, beginning to pull her up. “She can make it!” he screamed. “She’ll make it!” 
     William had most of his body back in the cabin. One last pull would do it. One last pull…
     
     I pulled as hard as I could in that collapsing hallway with what little strength I had left. I watched as she drowned in front of me, in my hands. The current was unstoppable. It would not let her go. Wind and rain came between us. She said goodbye as water spilled into her mouth. If I had had one last pull then… maybe…
     
     …And then it struck. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    CHAPTER 4: Purpose Lost In Fire 
     
     Light poured over his senses. A brilliant flash to the northeast spilled over the harbor. Everything grew silent, dark, and shadowed as five megatons exploded in a display of man's incredible destructive power. William’s view became obscured by a hot, blinding white; whiter than the clearest snow covered slopes of Yongpyong; whiter even than the light surrounding the angels from the Bible. 
     A miniature star was now residing next to the harbor. The two nukes went off within five seconds of each other, one in the heart of Seoul and one in the brain of Incheon, the smart city of the future. A mass of fire and debris rose like an expanding bubble up from the ground. Towers collapsed inward towards the expanding bubble as they were literally blown over. A pressure wave was quickly hurdling towards the bridge. Anyone near the blast location was instantly vaporized. Objects up to one mile out from ground zero were reduced to little more than highly ionized plasma, heat, and energy. 
     Walls of all different materials blew apart into millions of pieces. Air molecules were being crushed together so tightly and so quickly that, for a split second, a perfect dome of condensed water vapor formed around the blast site. Underneath the fire and the heat was a crater being galvanized into the Earth's surface hundreds of feet across and over a hundred deep. 
     William’s digital smart glasses, sensing the intense luminosity change, darkened themselves to their highest settings, shielding his eyes and in doing so, saving him from being permanently blinded. Kyung wasn’t so lucky; she had been staring directly at the blast. Many in the crowd on the bridge below dove to the road deck. Others jumped off the bridge, believing the water below could protect them, provided they were lucky enough to survive the fall. Many were instantaneously subjected to third degree burns. The forest around the city burst into flames. The water in the trees vaporized and outgassed through the bark, sounding like an old steam whistle as they blew apart into splinters. 
     Traveling at hundreds of miles per hour, the first air blast hit the Incheon Bridge with such force that it blew vehicles clear off the bridge. Multiple cables snapped, but the road deck remained firm in the nuclear wind. Concrete chunks from the crumbling bridge towers hit the Valor and destroyed its right engine, its carbon fiber rotors spinning apart. The pressure wave broke out every window in the aircraft and ruptured William’s eardrums. 
     Two mushroom clouds continued to grow in the distance, the one in downtown Incheon only three miles away across the harbor. Sand on the closest beaches in the harbor melted and re-solidified as black glass. Shadows of the dead and dying became forever burned into whatever they were cast on, leaving silhouettes of people no longer there. 
     Aircraft parked at Incheon International Airport were tossed into the air, tumbling across the terminal; their jet fuel igniting and exploding in midair. The glass rotundas over the terminal waiting areas shattered like the bursting of a soap bubble, spraying a mist that evaporated in the heat. The tents and barracks on the FOB airport apron caught fire and were blown into the sea. Tanks and other armored vehicles were crushed and tossed as easily as the aircraft were, flipping end over end with no end in sight. One hundred-fifty-thousand-ton container ships cracked in half and sank into the ocean, their floating remains ablaze with oil coating the harbors surface. 
     A ring of dust and rubble grew at the base of the mushroom cloud and expanded outward. William struggled to hold onto Kyung as she screamed in pain, burns began to emerge and blister her once-smooth skin. The screaming stopped abruptly as the burns destroyed her nerves. William fared better, his fire-resistant flight vest and helmet saving him from any serious burns. His cheeks, the only piece of exposed skin on his body, received the equivalent of a severe sunburn. 
     The mast of the destroyer that had tried to escape the harbor was twisted over the bow of the ship. The entire vessel had been pushed forward by the blast, almost capsizing it. Huge waves and spray in the bay were kicked up and washed over the bridge tower bases. 
     Alarms wailed through the Valor’s cockpit as both pilots struggled for control of the plummeting aircraft. “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is Valor 36 Zulu. We have lost control and are going down,” a panicked pilot yelled over the radio. “Repeat, we are going down. Nuclear detonations confirmed in Seoul and Incheon. Mayday, mayday, mayday.” 
     “Radio’s dead! EMP fried everything!” 
     William tried with all his might to hold onto Kyung as they spun out of the flaming sky, but the laws of physics ripped her from his gloved hands. He braced himself on the floor of the cabin after losing her but was tossed along with his fellow crew and rescued civilians around the compartment when the pressure wave from the Seoul blast hit them. A piece of the plane’s rotor broke loose and slammed into the cabin, ripping through Airman Grace and killing him instantly. The G-forces of the spinning plane made William’s vision blur and his limbs feel like they were hundreds of pounds. Upfront, the pilots knew they were fighting a dead aircraft.
     “Get the landing gear down!” 
     “I can’t! It’s jammed!”
     “Damnit,” the pilot swore. “Brace for impact! Brace for impact! We are going in hard!” 
     Incheon Bridge's main span finally collapsed, as did its western tower, rending and groaning into the churning radioactive waters below. William’s back hit something hard. The pain was paralyzing. He would not remember the impact of the Valor hitting the rocky seawall on the eastern side of Incheon Airport’s artificial island. The two pilots, now dead from the impact, had tried their very best until the end to land the aircraft on land. 
     Debris clouds lapped up against the mountains and splashed back into the disintegrating city. Eddies of hot dust in the mushroom cloud rose over 36,000 feet into the atmosphere, spreading out in all directions. A vacuum had formed and air rushed back in towards the detonation site, creating intense after-winds that sucked burnt out automobiles, street signs, buildings, and people back towards the fireball. Nitric acid and nitrogen oxides, formed from the sheer heat of the blast, gave the rising mushroom cloud a rustic red color, eventually being replaced by a smooth white top from condensed water vapor. Its stem was an ugly mix of brown and gray. 
     William awoke to see Airman Harden next to him, dead. He was holding the body of one the children they rescued. He saw no one else. The cabin was lifeless. 
     Thunder sounded. Small particulates inside the mushroom cloud were colliding and rubbing up against each other, forming lightning. Man-made storm clouds raged over the burning harbor area in a dance of electricity and sound. The air around William’s nose smelt of burning metal. Sunlight faded and a black cloud spread across the visible sky. 
     Crawling along the rocks and out of the mangled Valor, William washed his face in the sea. One of his lenses was cracked and not functioning. His partially melted helmet was now distorted and bumpy. He took it off and threw it down beside him. Ash began to rain down across the harbor. William watched the world as it faded into a monotonous gray. 
     Shaking, William tried to radio for someone. He was greeted by silence. He tried to move but pain shot throughout his lower back, too great to get up. His consciousness faded in and out but he thought he could hear voices. Dark, shadowy figures gazed upon him from above as the wind whooshed across his face, each gust encouraging him to close his eyes…
     
     “William, don’t be afraid!” she begged me. “Everything will be okay.” 
     She tried to smile but it was hard. Water poured into her mouth faster, gagging her.
     “I love you, William,” she said, with a slight gargle. “I love you so much!”
     My grandfather and I pulled and pulled but the submerged bookcase had her. The water rose up and soon her figure disappeared from view...
     
     His chest heaved with the effort of breathing. It took him a minute to focus. A giant American flag greeted him, hanging from the ceiling of the cargo bay of a plane. A big plane, William noted. Harsh LED lights lined the bay. Wires, cables, and tubing ran along the gray and beige interior. He was on a bright orange cot on the middle of a rack of three, one on top of the other. His was located near the rear of the bay at the end of two long rows of racks that stretched the length of the interior. 
     He could not move much and it hurt to speak. A heart monitor was beeping at his cot’s side; fast at first, but then it steadied as he gained his composure, its peaks and valleys straightening. His muffled groans caught the attention of a nearby doctor. The doctor, wearing a tan jumpsuit and blue latex gloves, hustled over to his aid. 
     “Hello,” he cried excitedly as he bustled over. William tried to get up but the doctor stopped him. 
     “Hey, hey, hey, calm down there, Lieutenant,” the doctor said, gently pushing him back down. “Lay still. It's okay - you're safe now.”
     He stepped back. “My name is Major John Morrison. I am a flight surgeon - a fixer of people!” he said dramatically. “I’m with the 15th wing outta Hickam Field in Pearl. You know the 15th Medical Group? Ah, maybe you don’t,” he said, shrugging and throwing his hands out. “Who cares? Call me major. Call me Doc; I loved Back to the Future. Call me John. Just don’t call me Dr. Morrison or sir. Wayyy too formal for me.” 
     William listened as the doctor prattled on, bustling all about the plane. He was puzzled by the doctor’s upbeat, quirky attitude. William could tell he definitely did not see combat much, and despite his cheerful mood, William could not help but notice he was sweating and seemed nervous. 
     “Uh, Major. I am Lieutenant William - ” 
     John cut him off. “Yes,” he said. “Lieutenant William Emerson. Very impressive career, my friend. You almost caught it there though on that last one. You were very lucky - ” 
     “My men, the kids… What happened?” William coughed. 
     John looked troubled. He put his hand on William’s bandaged shoulder and gently patted it. “Just focus on resting, Lieutenant. You’ve had one heck of a week. But don’t you worry, I’ll have you fixed up by Christmas.” 
     John turned to leave. 
     “Major,” William wheezed, grabbing John’s hand, “please, what happened? Did anyone else… from my plane… make it?” 
     “Lieutenant, I don’t think now is the best - ”
     “Major, those men were all I had. Did any... survive? Any at all?”  
     John knelt down, and with his own hands grabbed onto William’s. John twitched his head and tried to speak but stopped. He regained himself after a few seconds.
     “You were the only survivor, Will.” John sighed deeply. “I’m so sorry.” 
     Tears swelled in William’s eyes as he pulled back from John’s grasp. He felt his beaten body decline into numbness. William shifted and tried to look away from John.
     “I was able to grab this…” John spoke out softly as he took a charred picture from his pocket and handed it to William. On it was an elderly couple and a nine-year boy wearing a black NASA T-shirt and an ear-to-ear grin. 
     “It seemed important,” John smiled hesitantly. He looked at Will. “I know you don’t know me, Will but… I’m not going to leave you. I’ll get you up and back in the fight in no time.”
     “I’ve been fighting my entire life, Major, and look where it’s gotten me. There is no reason to fight anymore.”
     “No,” said John, grabbing Williams hand again. He held it firmly. “I can’t image what’s going through your head right now but as a doctor, I can’t sit by and listen to you say things like that. You are First Lieutenant William Emerson, the Hope Giver, and I am your humble physician. It is not only my duty to nurse you in anyway possible but…” 
     John did a quick look around and smacked his lips.
     “…Look,” he said in a whisper, “you’re kind of a legend around here. Being your doctor would make me really popular back at Hickam. I don’t have many friends.” 
     William begrudgingly gave a smile. “Hope Giver?” he asked, bemused.
     “That’s what the media’s calling you. You’ve become pretty popular with them. Taking off to try and save civilians in the face of a nuclear blast? Seems like an appropriate nickname to me.”
     William nodded tersely. “I think I prefer Lieutenant Emerson.” 
     He looked around the cabin. “Where are we headed? Where are we now?” he asked. 
     “Right now, you’re actually at 25,000 feet above the Pacific in a C-17 Globemaster that’s been converted for aeromedical evacuation.” John laughed nervously. “Too high, if you ask me. We’re heading back to Joint Base Pearl Harbor - Hickam. It’s been eight days since the bombings. We have the best care waiting for you there and then we’ll take you back to the mainland when you’re ready. Take as much time as you need.” 
     William didn’t respond. “Well, uh,” John said, wringing his hands. “If you need anything I'll be right over there. Just give a holler.” 
     “Major,” William murmured as the doctor began to walk away, “I think I wanted to die on those rocks. I wanted to die once before, a long time ago. I never had anyone like you to make me want to live. Thank you.” 
     “Nonsense,” John said, waving his hand, “You didn’t want to die. You made it. Deep down, you wanted to live, so you did. I’d say you're obviously not done here yet.”
     He turned away and nodded. William began to doze off again, staring nostalgically at the picture the major had handed him.
     “Get some rest, Lieutenant,” John sighed. “We’ll be landing at Hickam in three hours.”
     
     Due to his back, William couldn’t walk, so he was wheeled out of the C-17 at Hickam Field on a stretcher. As the rear cargo bay door opened, John helped him to the ramp. William squinted as his eyes struggled to adjust to the sunlight outside, putting his hands over his face. Still, it did not compare to the light given off by the nukes. The humid Hawaiian air rushed in. It felt good on his cool, dry skin.  
     Several determined reporters surrounded William’s stretcher, taking pictures and asking him endless questions about what it had been like in Korea and to be in a nuclear blast. One reporter even had a camera-equipped quadcopter that was quickly taken down by annoyed Air Force guards.
     The world had its new war hero. Hope Giver was now not just a local legend but a household name. He was the face of the New York Times and People Magazine. Time Magazine even made him a candidate for their person of the year issue and CNN wanted him in their studio within two months. But he didn’t want any of it.
     Those bombs had burned the shadows of anger and fear into his brain, replacing the emboldened passion he had once had. These people expected a hero. All William believed they were getting was a failure.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 5: Adaptation 
     
     “Report.” 
     “Pyongyang has surrendered. A bunker-busting nuclear bomb, dropped from a US B-2 stealth bomber, has killed the remaining leadership of the North. They are finished.” 
     “Death toll?”
      “No one is certain yet, but it is estimated to be over seven million people. Long-term radiation exposure is expected to make that number even higher. An evacuation of the entire peninsula has begun for all those that remain. South Korea will move its capital temporarily to its Japanese embassy. The bombs meant for Beijing, Tokyo, and Osaka never made it; laser defense systems in both countries successfully destroyed them before impact.”
     “And what’s to happen after this evacuation?”   
     “A UN peacekeeping force comprised of international troops will be placed in the peninsula to begin reconstruction efforts. It’s called the United Nations Mission in Korea or UNMK. It’ll remain there for decades, most likely. A coalescence of the two countries is still expected, eventually.” 
     “And the matter of the bombs. What do they suspect?”
     “In regards to us, nothing. That’s about the only good news I have. They seem to have no idea how the North got their hands on the weapons, nor how the Zumwalt missed every single one, but they do know now that they were stolen from the Chinese, after studying the remains from the successful laser intercepts.”
     “Hmm…” 
     “I’m sorry. We… We have failed.” 
     “Failure is a matter of opinion. Failure is but merely learning. It is… adaptation. The world may not be broken physically but its spirit is. They believe they are in their darkest hour now.”
     “I don’t understand…”
     “When the night is darkest, people will turn to any light to stop the shadows, even when the light creates more. We shall complete our mission through a new direction.”  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 6: Don’t Make Promises 
     
Honolulu International Airport, Hawaii
Thursday, December 17, 2020 
     
     Before all the rain and wind, before all the death and destruction, many promises were made to me. I was promised we would be together. I was promised we would be happy; that things would get better. I was promised we would all live. But all those promises disappeared with a surge of water and at the tip of a blade. For me, my own promises ended with the searing of my soul…
     
     “Well, Captain” said John, beaming, “I told you I’d have you better by Christmas.” 
     “You did say that,” chuckled William. “And you don’t have to keep throwing the new title around. I don’t need it anymore.”
     John ruffled his lips and scratched his temple. 
     “Will, it’s well deserved after what you did up there. Your mission for those children was nothing but pure heroism. 
     A ghostly image of Kyung flashed into William’s mind. He heard her screams and his men’s panic. John was wrong though. She hadn’t been his mission. Did John know that? Had anyone known what his actual mission had been? In the confusion of those twenty-six minutes and with the deaths of his team, General Rose, and the secretary of state, it was possible his true orders had been forever lost. 
     “That wasn’t… I wasn’t…” stuttered William, gripping his cane tightly. 
     John looked confused. “What is it, Will?” 
     “Never mind,” William said, shaking his head. 
     “Listen, Will. Is there anything I can do to keep you in the Air Force? With a few more months of physical therapy and exercise your back will be perfect. You can continue to do great work… and keep me popular,” he said with a wink. “I was finally added to the base Facebook group… only took three years.”
     “No,” smiled William, “I’m sorry, Doc.” He looked out across the airport through the large windows of the waiting area. Ground vehicles and planes ran about. Boats in the ocean zipped by. Downtown Honolulu shone brightly across the harbor, people going about their busy days. It was too loud. The world was too loud. 
      “I just need some… time away for a while, Doc. The Air Force will certainly survive without me. I want to thank you for all you’ve done though. Since I first met you on that plane, you’ve been nothing but good to me. Take care, Doc.”
     “It’s been my absolute pleasure, Captain,” said John, giving William a hug. He pulled back, looking William in the eye. “Now, one last time, are you absolutely sure there’s nothing I can do to change your mind about leaving the Air Force? Nothing? I mean, you’re a captain now, a real deal hero. You could have a command here in paradise with me. Wouldn’t that be fun? It would be nice to have a man so comfortable in the sky as yourself by my side because I, uh...” John trailed off, looking sheepish, “Well, I’m actually afraid to fly. Like, a lot.” 
     “You’re a flight surgeon and you're afraid to fly,” William said with a chuckle. 
     “Yes,” John replied seriously. “That’s our secret though, okay? If they found that out, they’d lock me into an F-35 or something and spin me ‘til my cows came hurling home. And then I’d get removed from the Facebook page…” 
     “That’s why you looked so nervous and sweaty when I first met you on the plane, wasn’t it?” 
     “Yup.” 
     “I’m sorry, Doc, but I can’t help you with that one. And as much as it does sound fun to stick around, I think my time here has been served.” 
     “I understand, Will. I know you feel you’ve lost your way but you’ll find it again. Get back stateside and relax. Look out at a beach. Watch some movies and, most importantly,” he said, wagging a finger at William, “don’t lose touch. This certainly won’t be the last time we meet, I promise. Our paths will cross again someday; maybe at some Air Force reunion or something like that. Things’ll be different. They’ll get better. And don’t be too hard on yourself. Doctor’s orders.” 
     William nodded appreciatively as they shook hands. He grabbed his luggage and his cane and started walking. Just before he went through the gate, he turned to John.  
     He said, “I know you mean well, Doc, but don’t make promises. In my experience, promises don't turn out too well, especially for those making them.” 
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 7: The Disaster of Silence 
     
Outside Rainbow Lake, Alberta, Canada
Wednesday, March 24, 2027
     
     I will never forget the silence that followed. It was beautiful. But with silence there is also remembrance. When the world all around is quiet, the mind within is not. And that in itself can a be disaster all its own… 
      
     Snow coated the landscape. Drifts had accumulated around the trees and their branches slumped under the weight of fresh powder. William liked the cold. He liked laying in the snow. It reminded him there was still something to feel.
     He spotted a deer drinking at the edge of a partially frozen stream. Through the scope of his hunting rifle, he lined up the shot, aiming for its chest. This would be his dinner for the next few weeks. He rarely went into town anymore for supplies. His lonely log cabin was a few hundred miles north of the Montana border, just outside of Rainbow Lake, Alberta. The backcountry of central Canada offered him the quiet and isolation he now desired. 
     A country of extremes, Canada saw the vistas of the Rocky Mountains of British Columbia in the west and the jagged coastlines across Nova Scotia in the east. Wilderness ran across the land, reminding William of the Korean Peninsula before the war six years ago. Like that scorched land he’d once left behind, this new land was calm and serene. Coursing rivers and glacial till enveloped it with dotting’s of bogs and swamps throughout boreal forest. Much of it remained under the protection of the law, but oil and gas exploration had left its mark. Tar sands and pipelines undermined and crisscrossed this expanse like a growing disease, its viral tendrils sucking the life from its nature every day. William hated when he saw a new rig going up or a pipeline being laid down, not so much out of environmental concerns, but because it meant more people. 
     His finger was ready to make the kill. He was about thirty yards away from the deer when suddenly, a fawn came in between his scope and the adult. The fawn took several licks of water from the stream and began to forage. William removed his eye from the scope and put the rifle down. 
     “Damn.”
     He ran a hand through his beard. Try as he might, he couldn’t kill it. Before the war, he would’ve had no problem pulling the trigger. Now, he was sensitive to anything he saw. He looked around at the dusty rose sky. Nightfall was approaching. The wind was cold. 
     All he wanted was to return to his cabin in the rural countryside. His cabin only had a few rooms, big enough for two at most, a wood-burning stove, and no electricity. Candlelight illuminated his nights, which he spent mostly reading science fiction novels, cleaning his rifle, and cooking. There was no Internet or phones. For all he knew, the world could have nuked itself to nothing following the events of Korea, and he never would have known. When he did go into town, it was usually to buy E-cigarette cartridges, a nasty habit he picked up a few years after returning to the States. 
     Odd jobs had gotten him by with the little money he needed to live. He was temporarily a trucker, shipping scientific gear to remote weather stations, but this job bored him. Then he moved to logging but did not enjoy cutting down the trees that helped enable his self-isolation. A Chevron spokesperson came to town one day and promoted a new tar sands project nearby, but no one signed on, including William, so that project never got off the ground anyway. So he took a job at the town's small airport servicing and maintaining aircraft. He was fired a few months in for missing too many workdays. 
      Things had gotten bad. The backfire of an engine would startle him into a panic attack or the flash of headlights at night would turn into the flash of a mushroom cloud. William had not spoken to anyone outside of Rainbow Lake for almost five years. He was a recluse, an outsider that came and went. Rumors abounded in town about who he really was and sometimes the media would get close to finding the world’s “lost hero,” but they never reached him. He looked different now. A beard and long curly brown hair covered his head. He was always dirty and smelly. He was always hunched; his back hurting every so often, and quiet.
     The moment he had let go of Kyung kept haunting his fragile sleep, and he often heard the cries for help from the people on the bridge in the woods at night, or at least he thought he did. The screams would persist every night, coursing through the trees and entering his mind through nightmares, causing spats of panic and alarm that saw him wake up in puddles of sweat and tears. 
     He was so tired, tired of trying to find himself. Tired of being alone and tired of being hurt and hopeless. What was the point of it all anymore? He wanted to see loved ones faces again, feel their hands, and enjoy their company. He wanted the vacation they never went on. He wanted it all back. He wanted to make the explosions, voices, and screams in the night stop. He wanted to feel something again, his humanity. But he knew there was no rescue coming for him. He didn’t want one anyways. 
     William wasn’t very religious, but he would sometimes look up to an empty sky and ask what he had done to deserve the life he led. What had made him so different? Surely an all-loving and knowing God would never let his flock suffer like this, would never take away someone’s family so early and so violently, twice. Taking the innocence of a child and the passion of man; was that the way God punished? Was that the way he had punished William for doing seemingly nothing? If there was a God then he had surely abandoned him, he thought, because his burdens were too much to bear for any one person. It was only the good ones that suffered, it seemed. 
      His small log cabin had a porch, which William used to wash and dry his clothes and just watch the woods. He found himself one day sitting out there, the snow falling in a dusting, staring at his hunting rifle. It was loaded. 
     Staring at it for quite a long time, he thought, contemplated, and thought some more. Weeks of increasing agony tortured him to bring him to these thoughts. Depression for him came in waves, culminating in flashbacks, images, even smells of war and despair from years earlier. After these episodes, things would get better but the wave would always return as regularly as the lunar-induced tides, sucking William right back down to the bottom. Now he was looking at the bottom of a barrel of a gun. If he used it, things would be over quickly. There would be no pain. No one would hear anything in the remote area and no one would find him probably for weeks. He realized he had an out right in front him. One pull of the trigger would end it all, ending his depression of a tired life. 
     Suicide. It went against a species evolution. Nature had programmed its organisms to survive at all cost, but suicide was a trick of the intelligent. This was the burden of consciousness. It could give him the peace he wanted, a final peace. William saw himself reaching for his gun, picking it up, and putting it across his lap. The barrel was clean and cold. His grip tightened and prowling fingers slipped towards the trigger. 
     Moving the barrel closer to his mouth he said, “You told me wasting is worse than living. You were right. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wish…  I wish I could have done better. Done more… but I failed. I’m sorry.” 
     A lone tear rolled down his rough cheek and into his bristly beard. A noise several hundred feet down the dirt road that led to his cabin turned his attention from the barrel at his lips. He had visitors.


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 8: We Now Have a Chance 
     
      The winding dirt road that led to his cabin was unplowed. The approaching vehicle, looking like a cross between a HUMVEE and some kind of electric dune buggy, was silent except for its tires crunching over rocks and snow. LED light racks adorned its top. It had room for only three people, with its rear end being composed of a truck bed that contained tools on racks and in zipped-up packs. A roll cage protected its hoodless cab, side doors, windshield and all. A rack containing more gear extended out over its bed from the cab. 
     William had never seen such a vehicle before. It was mostly white with some dark blue symbols and its wheels were airless in design, having a honeycomb interior structure. It parked in front of his porch and the engine turned off. William slipped his rifle behind the wooden chair he was in and wiped his eyes. He adjusted his posture to a more proper position and cleared his throat. 
     Two men emerged from the vehicle and began walking towards him. They could have almost been twins, being of similar builds and dressed the same. They wore athletic-looking white and blue jackets with similar looking pants with what looked to be white reflective patches. Their jackets had many pockets on them and a seal by the shoulder area that William thought looked familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. Both men also wore aviator sunglasses and white gloves with gray fingertips and reflective palms. William could only tell them apart by their hair color. One had brown hair, the other auburn. William took out an E-cigarette and turned it on. Nicotine vapors clouded around his face and then quickly disappeared. The tip of the machine glowed a dim red. 
     As the two men approached, the brunette man took out a tablet that looked to be made out of glass with protective edges. They stopped a few feet from his porch steps. The man with the tablet took off his sunglasses and stared at the reluctant captain, studying him, looking back and forth between him and the glass tablet. He showed it to his friend. William just continued to puff his E-cigarette, staring right back at him. 
     Finally, after a tense silence, the man with the auburn hair spoke. “Smoking one of those things will kill you one day you know,” he said tersely. 
     “They’re supposed to be better than the real things,” replied William. 
     “Maybe, but it would be a shame to kill yourself using those, don’t you think, Captain? I mean you’ve made it this far. South Korea. Katrina...You’ve been around the block.” 
     William raised an eyebrow. “Who are you?” he asked, looking closely at the two men. Their clothing and vehicle were high tech. They were most likely from somewhere important, somewhere with an agenda. 
     The brunette man spoke first. “My name is Roger Wood.” 
     The second man followed. “Andrew Douglas.” 
     The man called Roger fixed him with an intense gaze. “Are you Captain William Emerson?” 
     “Depends on what you have to say,” William said, leaning back against his house.
     “Answer the damn question,” Andrew spat, taking a step forward. “We spent a long time looking for you.”  
     Roger put his arm up in front of Andrew and looked back at William. “Are you Captain William Emerson?” he repeated calmly. 
     “Yes,” William relented. 
     “We have finally found the world’s lost hero then,” he said with a sarcastic lilt. "As Andrew here said, you’ve been a little hard to find. More people than you think have been looking for you for quite some time. After you returned from Korea, you dropped off the map. Why?”
     “Why?” William retorted, annoyed. Roger looked at him expectantly. He sighed and replied, “The world got too loud for me. It never just listened and stopped for a moment. I wanted some quiet. Here, you can listen and just enjoy.” 
     “Is that really why?” Roger asked, knowingly.
     William looked up at him, waiting for him to continue. “Your commanding officers called you a brilliant rescuer. The media called you the Hope Giver. I’ve read almost all of your reports. You’re credited with saving over 350 lives throughout your short tour. Very impressive. You were good. You always seemed to be overcompensating for something though; you could be reckless and put your team at risk on your missions. ‘Arrogant in the face of duty,’ is how General Rose phrased it, I believe. You lost people on that final mission, Captain, and now you can't live with yourself, is that it? You couldn’t face another loss?” 
     He waited but William did not answer.
     “No matter,” he said, breaking the silence. “We’re not here to dwell on the past but to talk about the future. We work for the…” Roger stopped himself and then said, “We work for the United Nations. We’re here to talk to you about joining a new UN organization where your skills would be especially beneficial.” 
     “What organization?” William asked. 
     Roger took off his sunglasses and began to clean them on his jacket. “Captain,” he said, raising his sunglasses towards the light to check them, “things have changed since the war. The world is ready for something great, something that will make a difference.”
     He put his sunglasses back on and leaned against the porch. “A mutual friend of ours has spoken very highly of you, both to me and to some people that really matter. Andrew and I have been asked to come here and offer you a position with the organization. For security concerns, I can't discuss the position with you in detail unless you decide to take it. Our plane leaves tomorrow from the airport at Rainbow Lake, o-eight hundred hours sharp. If you decide to come be prepared to never come back here. All of your needs will be taken care of where we're going.” 
     “And what if I decide not to go? Am I being drafted here? Is this a military operation? Because I vowed to never return to service.” 
     “No, it is a totally voluntary, civilian-based organization. Captain, trust me, accepting our offer will be worth it. I was told that you joined the Air Force to save people and make a difference. Well, coming with us will be the biggest step toward making a difference you’ve ever made in your life. And remember this, hiding in these woods won't change what happened. The world may still be loud out there, but we now have the chance to make it listen.” 
     Roger and Andrew turned and started walking back towards their vehicle. “O-eight hundred tomorrow, Captain,” Roger called over his shoulder. 
     “Wait!” William cried out as they began opening the doors of their vehicle. “Who is the mutual friend of ours you were talking about?” 
     Roger turned back, leaning slightly against the car door. He fished something out of his pocket, and gave William an inviting smile. “I guess you’ll just have to come and find out,” he said, throwing to William what looked to be a tiny gold wafer. William caught it and turned it over in his palm. It was a pin. 
     William watched as Roger and Andrew got in the vehicle and drove back down the road, leaving him standing alone in his driveway, with more and more questions forming by the second.
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 9: The Long Night
     
      That night, William couldn’t sleep. For the first time in a long time, though, it was not because of his nightmares. He sat by his fireplace and watched the crackling flames until the night became early morning. The orange light of the flames shimmered off the golden pin Roger had given him. The edges of the pin were jagged due to the leaves of two olive branches that surrounded a circular world map with engraved lines of latitude and longitude. A mysterious bird with its wings outstretched high overlaid this globe, clutching a cross in its talons.  
     Someone had just offered him a chance to find purpose again but the thought of leaving his cabin made him uncomfortable. Leaving would be like venturing out into an alien world. He was terrified, both of the outside world and also of what might become of him if he continued to stay here alone. That word, fear, lingered in William’s mind…
     
     I remember what he said to me, just minutes before it happened. I had been crying for hours in the hot sun amongst thousands of stranded survivors. At that moment, he was all I had left. 
     “People will always come and go from this world, Will,” he said, kneeling down to look me in the eyes. “We have to accept that. When we lose them, things will be painful and tough, especially when we believe it was too soon. But we must go on. Our minds and hearts will never lose them but we can’t forget what is most precious right now. No matter how bad something may be, as long as you’re alive to keep going, you’ll win. It’s a gift to be alive and healthy, so never waste it. Ever. Wasting it all is worse than being gone itself.” 
     Poppy was right. What had I been doing? I had been wasting away because I was afraid to live, to risk failing…
     
     Six years of escaping from it was a long time. For as long as he could remember, fear had defined his life and guided him to his present state of isolation. He puffed his E-cigarette again and again until it ran out of nicotine. 
     “Live your life,” he said to himself. “That's what you would want from me.” 
     As William rubbed his thumb over the little pin, he realized he wanted something more. He wanted a chance to take a leap of faith and this was his best shot. 
     A clock on the wood wall showed it was just after 4:00 a.m. His one suitcase was soon filled, his fireplace extinguished, and he buried his hunting rifle, an act of defiance to himself. The sun was just coming up over the freshly fallen snow. With a few tries, he started his pickup truck and looked at his cabin one last time. Inside the locked home was his E-cigarette. He would never see that again either.
     
      The cold Canadian air was brisk and clear. Roger and Andrew waited outside their aircraft for William to arrive. Rainbow Lake Airport was usually empty, with only a few bush pilots and shuttles coming and going each day. 
     “You think he’ll show up?” Andrew asked, a sour look on his face. 
      “I think he will,” Roger replied. 
     “Really?” asked Andrew, eyebrows raised. “The guy's a mess. You read his last psych profile before he left the Air Force, right?” 
     “Yes, but one piece of paper doesn’t mean he is lost; it just means he needs a little… encouragement. A new path. He will come. Besides, I gave him the pin. The colonel said that would get his interest.”
     “It’s almost eight,” Andrew said disapprovingly. 
     “Give him a few more minutes, Andrew. Maybe he got stuck in the snow or something,” said Roger, annoyed. 
     “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it,” Andrew said with a derisive snort. “You know, why don’t we just - ” 
     Roger cut him off. “Look!” he said, pointing to the terminal area. 
     “Well, I’ll be damned,” said Andrew, crossing his arms. 
     William waved from afar as he made his way towards the plane. 
     Roger shouted, “I’m glad you decided to join us.” 
     “Figured it’d be more interesting than sitting on my porch, so I came.” William said with a hint of eager enthusiasm.
     Roger smiled and shook William's hand. He noticed the pin he had given him perched on his jacket.
     “Good man,” he said, clapping William on the back. “We’ll be leaving in ten minutes. Take a seat and relax, it’s a long ride south.” 
     “South?” William asked. “Where are we going?” 
     “To Florida!” Roger said, his voice laced with anticipation. 
     “Florida. What’s in Florida?” 
     “All will be explained on board, captain, don’t worry. Now take your seat, we’ve gotta go.”
     William made for the plane with Andrew, but Roger began walking away from the aircraft. 
     “Where you going?” William asked curiously. 
     Roger held up a satellite phone. “Quick phone call,” he said before turning away from William once again.
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 10: Finally
     
San Francisco Bay, California 
Thursday, March 25, 2027
     
     Gleaming in the pink morning light, the waters of the bay were lined in gold. Fog was covering the Golden Gate as usual, only the tops of its red towers visible. Director-General Ferrer sat meditating in one of UNIRO Command’s many rock gardens, atop the former Naval Air Station Alameda. One would always find the director in one of these havens at this time of morning, as he liked to contemplate his coming day and plans for it. 
     No one was to ever disturb him. All he wanted to hear was the trickling of water through sculpted waterfalls that emptied into koi ponds, wind through the bamboo reeds, rocks clinking against each other when he sat down, and the fire that burned for his mission within his heart. 
     “Excuse me… Director,” said a small voice from a circular opening in the wall. 
     “What?” the director scowled, his eyes still shut.
     “Sir, we just received a message from Roger Wood. He is in Alberta, Canada. He says they’ve found Captain William Emerson. They’re about to take off for Tranquility. He accepted. Forgive me but you said to - ”
     Ferrer opened his eyes, “Emerson.” 
     “Yes, sir.” 
     Ferrer’s scowl turned to a deep smile. 
     “Finally.” 
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 11: UNIRO 
     
     The aircraft they were boarding intrigued William. In all his years in the military, he had never seen such a plane. It was all white except for a dark blue seal located just aft of the cockpit windows; the same seal he had seen on the two men’s jackets the day before and on his pin. It had the traditional white world map logo of the UN encircled by two white olive branches in front of a blue circular background. In the center, laid over the map, was some kind of white bird above a white cross. The white cross reminded William of the Red Cross logo. Below the seal was what William assumed was the aircraft's name, Phoenix 1-2. Maybe that was the bird in the symbol. Near the cockpit window was more dark blue lettering that said UNIRO.
     Appearing to be a hybrid between a normal plane and a helicopter, the aircraft had two jet engines, one under each of its swept wings. A pill-shaped pod that looked to be holding fuel was located under each wing, as well between each wingtip and engine. Both pods had dark blue lettering, boldly saying, H2. Hydrogen. William was amazed at this prospect. Large winglets were at the end of each wing. It had no tail structure; in its place was what looked to be a thruster and a rear cargo bay door that was closed at the moment. 
     On top of its fuselage were four telescoping rotors and a large flat disk from which the rotors came out above the main body. To William, the disk resembled a skinny AWAC radar. The two large sliding doors on either side of the craft were open, one having a little hook-on ladder that ran up to the cabin where they would board. 
     William stepped inside and looked around, inspecting the interior. The cockpit looked slim and was filled with nothing but LED screens and illuminated buttons. Joysticks seemed to govern the plane. The cockpit led directly into the cargo bay, which had uncomfortable looking, temporary seating arranged in four lines, which were separated by a center aisle with two lines on either side of the isle. The plane had a lot of windows, giving the interior an airy feeling. All in all, the entire plane seemed to be about fifty feet long. The bay was about nine feet across and eight high, big enough to hold the vehicle that Roger and Andrew had been driving, which was located at the rear, held in place with thick blue straps. William stowed his suitcase under his seat and buckled in for the flight. Roger and Andrew sat across from him. 
     The two pilots up front were conducting preflight checks and communicating with the airport’s control tower. They wore deep blue and black flight suits with gray helmets and black visors, adorned with the same seal as the plane. Instead of the cross, however, was the number 1. 
     “Passengers ready for takeoff,” a staticky voice relayed over the intercom. William looked up from his seat into the cockpit to see the two pilots fist bump. From across the aisle, Roger gave a small chuckle at William’s confused expression. Expecting to taxi towards the runway, William was startled when the craft lurched and took off vertically, its four rotors spinning furiously. Within seconds, the plane was already 150 feet off the ground. Having not flown in almost six years, William felt a little queasy at the quick upward acceleration. 
     “When was the last time you flew, Captain?” asked Roger, noticing the look on William’s face. 
     “In something like this… not since Incheon.” 
     William looked out his seat’s window and saw the spinning rotors begin to slow down and retract into the disk they were attached to. As they did so, the plane began to vibrate and a smooth revving noise could be heard from the plane’s wing mounted engines. Sure enough, the aircraft moved forward and the airport below fell away from sight. 
     Once the queasiness passed, William felt right at home again, in the air. He missed this. Flying had always been one thing William thought people got right in perfecting. A magic once restricted to birds and insects, through human engineering and craftsmanship, flying had become the right of all. 
     Once the plane reached its desired altitude, Roger unbuckled his seatbelt and sat beside William. 
     “Ready to find out what you just signed up for, Captain?” he asked eagerly. 
      “Yes, sir, I am. You must be pretty desperate if you want someone like me on your team.”
     Roger laughed. “No, not desperation, admiration, Captain. Your reputation speaks for itself.” 
     William looked at Roger with clouded eyes. “Enough with the crap,” he snapped. “What’s this all about?” 
     “Captain, why do you think the Second Korean War happened?” Roger asked, reaching for a slim briefcase. He took out his glass tablet and handed it to William. 
     “Same reason all wars are started, I suppose. Power. Greed.” 
     “Partially,” Roger nodded in agreement. “But there was a root cause for it, which can no longer be ignored. Climate change.” 
     William raised his eyebrows quizzically. 
     “It’s an issue that shouldn’t even exist anymore, quite frankly,” Roger said with a sigh. “But the war made countries look twice at the state of the planet, and our role on it. An entire region of the globe and its people were decimated overnight. It shook things up and showed the international community some things that needed immediate fixing.”
     Roger turned on the tablet in William’s hands.  
     “Five months after the war,” he explained, “the UN held a conference in New York to address the growing number of both natural and manmade disasters that were starting to undermine our civilization and establish a plan to counteract them. With overwhelming scientific backing, the conference concluded that climate change was becoming the leading cause of most global issues, with conflicts such as the Korean War and the Syrian Civil War having their origins rooted directly in climate change; in their cases, it was extreme drought. With resources becoming increasingly scarce and disasters increasingly common, governments were beginning to become overwhelmed. You name it, we’ve done it: deforestation, ocean acidification, groundwater pumping, excess greenhouse gas emissions, nuclear exchanges. All of it is our fault. But,” smiled Roger, raising a finger to the air, “it is here, in fact, where our hope lies.” 
     He tapped several icons on the glowing tablet screen, opening up a document.
     “What is this?” William asked.
     “Our rescue,” Roger said, scrolling through the document’s text. “The Auxilium Protocol. Because our problems are manmade, they can be remedied by man. Developed, signed, and ratified by 191 countries just four months after the conclusion of the conference, this binding document put forth the foundation for a new organization under the United Nations Security Council that would address our problems and take immediate action upon them. It would come to be called the United Nations International Rescue Organization, or UNIRO for short.” 
     “Wow…” William breathed. “Four months…” 
     “The director had a major hand in it. But I haven’t even gotten to the good stuff yet,” Roger chuckled. “You see, the world’s problems were seen as encompassing two key areas: disaster relief and climate change. Natural disasters relating to climate change are costing nations millions of refugees and hundreds of billions of dollars. The 2015 Paris Agreement finally saw us begin to limit and decrease our greenhouse gas emissions, but it did nothing in terms of direct response and restoration. It’s software; UNIRO is the hardware. Steps need to be taken to address species extinction, habitat loss, smog, glacial melt, rising global temperatures, and environmental degradation. The link between economics and the environment is becoming painfully evident as global fisheries are nearing collapse and oil spills are polluting our farmlands and seas. This new UN organization is designed to tackle these two problems in a very proactive way. An international fund was created to raise billions of dollars to get the organization off the ground. Money was contributed to this fund through the newly instituted one percent rule, meaning that every nation had to contribute one percent of its annual GDP to the fund every year. Donations also came from hundreds of corporations and private donors. Together they raised the necessary funds in just under eight months.”
     Roger touched the tablet again for another new page. 
     “The layout of the organization involves the construction of nine massive bases that are to be the staging and distribution points for all of the organization’s rescue operations and climate mitigation missions. Extensive international R&D programs in both the private and public sectors, akin to the efforts of the Manhattan Project, helped to develop all of the equipment and supplies UNIRO would need, including this aircraft. Everything you could imagine, Captain, from ships to flashlights, was put together through the cooperation of the international community under the new agreement. This aircraft is one of thirty-two specialized vehicles that make up the rescue fleet used by UNIRO. Now, these nine bases are present on every continent except Antarctica. Each one is like a city unto itself and is built on what is considered extraterritorial so no nation can legally claim them, but they must abide by local laws. They can hold thousands of refugees and personnel sustainably for months, grow and harvest all of their own food and water, and make all of their own power through renewable methods. They are the largest peacetime international construction projects in history. If a disaster occurs anywhere, at any time, we’ll be there to help. To become operational and go into a disaster area, it requires an appeal to the UN Security Council by a nation in distress, the situation is assessed, and then, like all Security Council dealings, there must be a vote among the fifteen members before we can get going.”
     “What about adaptation projects?” William asked, finding himself becoming increasingly enthralled the more Roger spoke. William had always been fascinated by geopolitics and world affairs. It was something about the complexity of it all that just appealed to him. 
     “Ah, yes,” Roger said, “the other side of the organization.” He gestured to a map on the screen. “Areas around the planet are studied and identified by the IPCC – that’s the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change” he interjected, “that are in most need of repair based on their importance to overall planetary systems and human health. Once identified, remediation techniques are evaluated and a plan of action readied. After approval from the Security Council, the project can begin. Twelve such climate change, risk prevention, and geoengineering remediation projects have already been approved and are well into construction, nearly complete, or finished. One could say it’s the terraforming of our own world.” 
     “Hold on, hold on,” William interrupted. “Geoengineering. What’s that?” 
     Roger tried his best to explain. “Geoengineering is the attempt to slow down global warming and repair environmental damage on both regional and global scales through various engineering schemes. That’s about as much as I know. The men and women behind it can tell you more later once we arrive at the base and you go through basic.” 
     “So, we’re going to one of these bases?” William asked. 
     “Yes, we are, in Florida. It's just outside the town of Oak Hill, to be exact, just north of the Kennedy Space Center. The base we are going to is a little special for reasons you’ll discover when we get there; that’s why it was built near the Cape.” 
     “I’ve always wanted to go to the Cape,” William said with the most exuberant tone Roger had heard from him yet…
     
     That was where we were supposed to have gone when it was all over. When we were all safe. I dreamed of that day that never came to be. Now, I would be there, but alone…
     
     “Yeah,” Roger said. “It's a great place… Anyway, the organization hasn’t started rescue operations yet. We are still getting some final touches squared away. Opening ceremonies are set to begin in three months in late June.”
     Roger swiped a calendar down from the tablet’s menu.
     “Three months exactly, actually. Three months to have the chance to be the last class of trainees before opening and to get to know the ins and outs of UNIRO. And shave...” he said with a bemused expression.
     “Yeah, I could use a little cleanup,” William chuckled, feeling his scruffy face. “So, this organization seems pretty powerful. When the UN worked with us in Korea, I remember their power to make agreements was only usually non-binding and their reports and actions were more like suggestions than anything else. They had no spine. How did you get around that? Why are countries following all this?” 
     “The agreement that formed UNIRO is binding international law,” Roger explained, “What would be the point of doing anything if the organization you made to do something had no teeth? Also, some things were changed around and the organization, once it receives the bought parts and vehicles it needs to function, it permanently owns them. The UN has never been able to own anything before until now. This skips over the old method of waiting for supplies to be found and gathered and then mobilized when it's already too late. The organization works, Captain. It’s a fast and efficient system. It’s a wonderful thing, finally.” 
     “Yeah. It’s certainly been a busy six years. If you guys have all this fancy tech and money though, why exactly do you need me, sir? I’m sure you have already found the world's best and brightest, some young kids ready to rock the world or something.” 
     Roger turned, putting away the glass tablet as he did. He then leaned in and looked at William.
     “We have plenty of kids. What we need is someone to whip them into shape. You were one of the best pararescuers in history. We want you to keep your present rank and lead a team of your own again, search and rescue. You see, UNIRO runs paramilitary style. The organization has ranks and squadrons like the military but the only difference is we are not soldiers, we’re rescuers and we don’t fight with weapons. We fight with construction and preparedness. You would lead one of these squadrons. In fact, you would do operations in this very aircraft. Phoenix 1.” 
     “My own team and aircraft? This aircraft?” 
     Roger waved his head enthusiastically. “Yeah, this aircraft.”
     William leaned back in his seat, looking overwhelmed. “So all of the Phoenixes are aircraft?” he asked curiously. 
     “No,” Roger replied, “most of them are aircraft but many of them are ships and orbiting satellites. They are machines that each serve a specific purpose whether it be cargo transport or asteroid deflection.” 
     “Asteroid deflection?” exclaimed William. 
     “That one's not finished yet. Still on the boards. We’ll show you all of them once we get to the base. We will be there in about six hours, so get some rest while you can. You’ll be pretty busy.” 
     William decided to take Roger up on his advice. He leaned his head against the window and tried to fall asleep. His mind was buzzing from all this new information. This new mystical organization seemed incredible, almost too good to be true. Even still, he thought, they wanted him enough to hunt him down from the backwoods of Alberta. William closed his eyes, contemplating. They wanted him. They needed him, and that made him feel something he had not felt in a long, long time, he thought as he nodded off against the window. Purpose.
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 12: Home 
     
     “Where are we going, Poppy?” I asked. 
     “Someplace safe, Will,” he said with forced strength... 
     
      “Captain, wake up, we're almost there,” Roger said, shaking William. “Captain! Wake up.” 
     William opened his eyes to a bright blue ocean only a few hundred feet below, moving swiftly by. 
     “Are we there?” he groaned, sitting up. 
     “Yeah, almost. We’re approaching the coast of Florida. We’ve arranged to do a flyby of the base so you can see it properly.” 
     A large piercing white ship with what looked like a kite attached at its bow came into view below. William could see it had the UNIRO seal on its hull. 
     “One of yours,” said William to Roger, pointing below. 
     Roger looked and said, “Yeah, that’s Phoenix 25.” 
     The pilots told everyone to prepare to descend. Then they engaged in the usual pilot babble. 
     “This is Phoenix 1-2 calling Tranquility Tower.” 
     “Tranquility Tower, Phoenix 1-2. We have you on radar. Descend to 400 feet and continue on your present course. Once flyby is completed, use landing pad zero-four.”
     “Understood, Tranquility. We are passing outer beacon buoy now, seven miles out. We’ll be over the seawall in three minutes. Base computer is synchronizing. Bring us on home.”
     William heard all this and looked back to Roger and said, “Tranquility. What is that?”
     “Tranquility is the name of the base,” Roger replied, moving with Andrew over to where William was sitting, each taking their own row and window seat. 
     “You're on the side you’ll want to be on,” said Andrew from behind Roger, who was behind William. “Any second now.” 
     William turned so that his entire body was facing the window. He anxiously awaited the site of the base; his nose pressed against the glass. A few small ice crystals were on the other side of the window. As William watched them, they began to melt with the warming air. Air streamed past the airframe across the engines and the stationary disk above. William looked down at the ocean as his ears popped. It was clean and had only a light chop across its surface. A bright sun was to their south, high in the Florida sky. The last time he could remember seeing the ocean, he had just landed in San Diego from Hawaii after the war. 
     William felt like a child. Having been closed off in a shell of solitude for years, he had forgotten the world and its many simple gifts. Things seemed brighter and warmer and it wasn’t just the clear day. William was about to undertake an adventure much like that of colonizers of old, not to discover a new land but a new life. The sails had been set and his course laid out in front of him. All he had to do was find the wind. 
     A dolphin jumped from the waters below, a few more of the pod followed in its wake. From the air, the playful group looked like an aerial battle. Their wakes looked like contrails and their splashes like explosions, intertwining in a display of aquatic precision. Roger suddenly pointed. 
     “There it is, look. Home.” 
     William looked to the west and then saw it. 
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 13: A Base for Change 
     
     As they gradually turned north, the full scope of the base became apparent. Roger hadn’t been exaggerating - it was a city. Blue and white structures abounded. A massive semi-circle shaped seawall jutted out from the shore. It had a sort of earthen levee shape to it. At its keystone was an opening for shipping traffic. A seagate, Roger called it. There were two more seagate openings on the north and south ends of the semicircle but they were closed at the moment. On top of the wall, wind turbines spun majestically, spread out every few thousand feet or so, their tower bases sloping down the side of the wall into the sea. Solar panels lined the wall’s sides and its flat top had an access road. At the bottom of the wall on the ocean facing side, jagged star-like concrete structures protruded up from the water. 
     “What are those things pointing out of the water?” asked William.
     Andrew answered, “Those are concrete accropodes, habitats for marine wildlife. The concrete pods have holes in them, which provide places for fish to colonize and sea plants to grow. Hundreds of thousands of them line the outside of the seawall. We get a lot of hurricanes here; they also act to dissipate wave energy on the wall. Our wall is designed to handle a category five hurricane and a fifty foot high tsunami.” 
     Inside the seawall was a harbor filled with ships of all sizes and designs. Row upon row of shipping containers stacked four and five units high stretched inland over hundreds of acres, perpendicular to the shore. Straddle carriers, automated stacking cranes, and trucks scuttled around and atop the containers, moving them back and forth between the harbors docks and the huge yard. Some containers were being moved into large solar panel covered warehouses near the docks. The docks were spread out over what had to be at least ten miles from north to south. Each of them was large enough to fit at least three post-panamax ships. 
     “Those giant blue and white striped container handling cranes down there perched over the docking areas,” Roger pointed, “are some of the largest in the world, and are controlled with a single joystick. Amazing.” 
     The seawall continued inland shortly, then turned inward towards the base parallel to the shore. After a few hundred feet, it resumed inland, still covered in wind turbines, splitting into two walls that formed a huge perimeter around the circular base. Surrounding the perimeter walls were large stretches of bright green grass and shaded walkways; in between them, a canal. A system of wide roads and maglev train lines followed the inner perimeter wall, eventually converging at the center of the circular base in three spokes. The three converging spokes, which Andrew called transportation spokes, separated the base into three distinct watermelon slice-looking sections: one up against the ocean taking up the eastern side of the base, the other facing south and west, and the last one west and north. 
     “It kinda looks like a peace sign,” William commented. “Was that done on purpose?” 
     “Yeah,” Roger laughed, “but it also serves a function. The roads and gradual hills they’re on split the base into three distinct sections.”
     He pointed at a structure in the distance. “On the east-facing side, we have the Port Section. It, of course, handles all incoming and outgoing traffic and ships rescue equipment in large-scale operations. There is the port command center over there and the mini-sub hangar over there. Oh, and those two glass buildings at either end are refugee terminals for incoming survivors. We can bring thousands into the base via our Phoenix rescue ships. Each base has a fleet of 125 ships. On the southwest side is the Airport Section. It’s got a state of the art terminal and a hydrogen production facility that meets the fuel needs of eighty five percent of all our transportation assets.” 
     “I don’t remember hydrogen being so widely used as a fuel source. Technology has progressed that much? How?” asked William.
     “Big money, big breakthroughs,” said Andrew, raising his eyebrows.
     Roger pointed to a distant, fenced in area containing hundreds of white balloons that resembled the bells of jellyfish. “Those balloons are producing hydrogen through ponds of genetically engineered algae.” 
     “That’s a lot of hydrogen,” William muttered. 
     “Yep,” Roger nodded. “For our fleet, we need it.” 
     William could see the familiar C-17 Globemasters and V-22 Ospreys parked across the airport apron, painted in white and brandishing the blue and white UNIRO logo. Beyond them were rows of helicopters and other aircraft he had never seen before. Hangars with grass roofs and solar panels made the airport look more like a grassy field with puddles of shining water than a working facility. 
     These aircraft and hangars lay next to the airport section’s two extremely long runways that went from west to east with an enormous terminal to the north of the runways near the convergence of the three roads at the center of the base. The terminal was a trefoil plan with three symmetrical wings with rounded edges and walls.
     “Each runway is 12,000 feet long, perfectly capable of handling any aircraft in the world,” boasted Roger. 
     Wheel-less trucks with shipping containers glided across the surface of the tarmac, levitating a few inches above the ground as they did. William blinked twice after seeing this. 
     “Are those trucks even touching the ground?!” 
     “No, they are not,” Roger explained. “Superconductive magnets embedded in the roads levitate the trucks for frictionless, efficient cargo transport. It’s a pilot program for one of our company partners and so far, it's working fine. The airport is the only section that has those beauties. They are taking equipment brought over from the BLOC Section.” He pointed to an area on the northwest side of the facility.
     “BLOC stands for Base Logistics and Operations Center,” he continued. “The BLOC Section has five warehouses, the largest in the world, where all of our supplies are stored in a climate controlled and computer-handled environment. You see, the base is controlled by a supercomputer. Once a call for action has come in, the base’s computer makes the necessary supply and equipment list. Using this data, warehouse computers, through a system of conveyer belts and tracking cranes, search for the desired items using RFID tags. Autonomous electric trucks, which are loaded at the warehouses, then take the supplies through special access roads to unloading areas in either the port or airport sections. Then the trucks go back to the warehouse either to gather more supplies or to recharge.” 
     William shifted his eyes from the airport to the BLOC Section. Of all the sections, it was the most beautiful, having pieces of preserved lands filled with original areas of marshes and wetlands. Abounding with open green areas, small lakes, and newly planted trees, it looked like an oasis. In so many ways, it reminded William of Incheon, before the war – a futuristic city with nothing but ambition and innovation. William braced himself against the window as the plane began to circle back towards the southeast. 
     “This is the section where you will be living, Captain, down in the officer's quarters,” Roger said. “They’re really nice. Made from recycled shipping containers - brilliant building technique. The containers are stacked three to four stories tall to make entire buildings literally overnight. Each one has a prefabricated interior that only needs to be plugged into the worksite once it arrives. You’ll never have to leave the base - everything is provided. We have a supermarket, three personnel dining halls, sporting facilities if you like to play sports, entertainment. Everything! Plus, I got you an ocean view for your room... well... kind of,” he said, looking a little sheepish as he trailed off. “Warehouse 5 kinda gets in the way... And the terminal… Anyways, when you’re not on missions you’ll be working in that tower. It’s called Umoja Tower. It’s where all the base’s administrative stuff is done. The base’s main command center is under that tower, two stories below ground. That’s where I will be working once I’m transferred here from New York,” he added. 
     William gazed at the tower. Located at the northwest end of the base, next to the main entrance of the compound, it looked to made up of mostly glass and concrete, with vines and shrubs draped over its gleaming white façade. It had an industrial look to it, with a truss extending up the south side of the building. Running up the length of the truss was a collection of satellite dishes and antennas. A helicopter pad on its roof made the structure look as though it was wearing a giant metal hat. At the bottom of the tower, below the main façade, was a grand plaza with a reflecting pool in the shape of an elongated pentagon. Three flagpoles protruded from the center of the pool, flying the flags of the UN, USA, and UNIRO. 
     A number of buildings were spread out across the section, poking through the manmade canopy of trees. The warehouses Roger had been talking about, came into view through a canopy along the sections southeast side following the inner roads to the point of their convergence. They were the largest buildings William had ever seen. All white, numbered from one to five, and covered in solar panels, they looked like massive guardians of the base, overlooking their land. 
     “Each warehouse is ten stories high, and each floor has nearly five million square feet of storage space,” explained Andrew. 
     Near the warehouses, a large white dome structure about four stories tall emerged from the trees. A concrete podium with a hole at the top grew out of the side of the dome, like a handle on a wheel. Construction crews were in the process of pouring concrete around the open hole. Even from 400 feet up, the dark blue writing on the dome was clearly visible. It read ISAF. 
     Roger saw the dome and said, “ISAF stands for Internal Security Affairs Force. They are a private security firm. That dome there is their base HQ. They were hired by the UN to maintain all on base security. After the Rwandan Genocide of ‘94, the UN Security Council was heavily criticized for not responding faster by employing private security forces to the area to deal with the problem. They learned from that mistake, and the council now employs ISAF personnel at all nine bases.” 
     William asked, “What about when off base? Do they travel with you guys to hot zones?”
     Roger waved his hand. “Yes, but only if the council deems the area's own military forces hostile or unstable. Otherwise, it's up to the host country to provide security for our teams.” 
     “Captain,” said Andrew, pointing to a group of huge glass structures on the northern side of the BLOC Section, “that’s where we grow all of our food.” They were greenhouses, William realized - some square, some resembling small cylindrical towers. Open farming fields, with umbrella-like screens stretched over them, lay in front of these greenhouses in circular plots, like iconic fields from the American West.
     Andrew continued talking. “We have six, twenty-one million square foot greenhouses and six vertical farming towers, each one eight stories tall. All of them grow tons and tons of food, mostly rice and corn and some fish. We use smart irrigation, hydroponics, and genetically modified crops to keep food growing 24/7, 365 days a year. Collectively, we grow enough food a year to feed all of Sub-Saharan Africa. That’s over a billion people's worth. And this is just one of nine. You can check global hunger off the to-do list,” he said with an uncharacteristic grin.
     “We also collect all of our water through desalination at a processing plant across from the fields. The plant provides fifty million gallons of water a day, not only for our needs but for the entire county’s as well. We then treat our collected water through natural methods by straining it through an artificially created marsh that is several miles long. It also serves as a pedestrian bike and walking park. Blends right into the rest of the BLOC’s foliage.”
     “No smell either,” said Roger, pointing his index finger up. 
     The Phoenix ended its easterly turn and was now flying straight out over the Atlantic Ocean again. Something to the south caught William's eye. It was miles down the coast but was still overwhelming compared to its surroundings. The Florida coastline abruptly swept outward and came to a point before it went back to its original straight line all the way to Miami. On this point was a flat wetland plain that held one of William’s long time desired fascinations, the Kennedy Space Center. 
     He could see the giant square Vehicle Assembly Building over thirty miles to the south on Merritt Island. He could remember every detail of its infrastructure from his childhood when he used to read about the space center. It stood 526 feet tall and was the largest single story building in the world. Its vast interior space rivaled even that of the five UNIRO-built warehouses he had just seen. So tall and with so much interior volume, it was reported that rain clouds formed inside sometimes on humid days. It was the Notre Dame of the twentieth century, with ceilings that reached for the skies, just as the rockets did that were assembled inside so delicately. 
     Roger saw that William’s gaze had drifted from the base. “What’s so exciting over there?” he asked.
     “The Kennedy Space Center,” William replied. “I’ve always wanted to see it in person.”
      “Oh. Yes, of course,” Roger said. “I almost forgot about our friendly neighbors. Well, you may be able to go there one day soon. We work closely with the Cape because one of our rescue vehicles is intended for space travel. Phoenix 3 is a reusable space plane that was built by a private company. There are a lot of people up there now and someone’s gonna need help some day. Plus, the UN would like a space presence of its own. The spacecraft’s builders and NASA will oversee the launching of it, whenever that time comes. That's what makes this base special, as it's the only one with this Phoenix and due to our proximity to the equator and water, it's the most sensible to launch from.” 
     “I loved space travel as a kid,” William sighed and looked down to the floor. “I always wanted to see a moon landing for myself.” The Phoenix turned back to the west and began to truly enter the base's airspace. 
     “You mean, you missed them landing on that asteroid a few years back?” Roger said, chuckling at his own question but fell quiet when William did not respond. The Phoenix dropped to within a hundred feet of the water and passed gracefully over the wind turbine laden seawall. Their blades spun rhythmically as the aircraft passed them, capturing the invisible energy of the firm breeze as they rotated. 
     As the aircraft descended, its jet engines turned off and its four rotor blades emerged from the disk, spinning faster, until they became a hazy blur. They were at ninety feet now. Details of the base became clearer as they got closer to the ground. William could see that several areas were still under construction, filled with tower cranes and dig sites with workers and machines. On the tarmac below, were pallets of saran wrapped parts, and even a propeller bound for the Port Section. 
     “Tranquility Tower, Phoenix 1-2. We are on final.”
     William looked over at the Airport Sections slender control tower after hearing the radio call. It had no windows but had dozens of antennas and satellite dishes. 
     “Phoenix 1-2, Tranquility Tower. Landing pad zero-four prepped and clear.” 
     “Understood. Landing gear is down. You miss us?” one of the pilots said cheekily.
     “As much as my vertigo, Sanson,” the tower operator replied. 
     After those few words were exchanged in the cockpit, the Phoenix pilots fist bumped again and brought the plane to rest on the ground. By now it was late afternoon, 4:30 p.m. The side doors were slung open and the rear cargo bay door lowered. A rush of ground crew personnel descended upon the Phoenix, took William’s suitcase, and ushered him away from the plane. Roger and Andrew were close behind. An underground system of pipes and nozzles emerged from below the parked aircraft; one of the lines read H2. Ground personnel began to connect the various pipes to the aircraft. 
     The landing pads around William were filled with other Phoenix 1 craft, all identical except for their registration numbers. Some were being tugged into a grass-roofed hangar a few hundred feet to the north. A large, hydrogen-powered pushback tug guided them into place with a universally attachable robotic arm. Water slowly dripped from its small exhaust pipe, the only emission produced from the hydrogen vehicle. 
     It was quite a different feeling than the military bases William had been stationed at during his service. It was quiet, yet still busy, and there were no obnoxious fuel fumes dancing around his nostrils. They were picked up by an electric bus and ferried over to the terminal. A few men and women in business attire were also on the bus and gave William a look of shrewdness at his rugged appearance. 
     As they made their way to the terminal, William asked, “How many aircraft are at each base?” 
     “Each base has 255 aircraft, 136 of them being Phoenixes. The others are auxiliary. They come in after the main Phoenix fleet with support and more supplies.” Roger said.
      Once at the terminal, William, Roger, and Andrew went through security - an intensive process. It included a full body vertical MRI machine, fingerprinting, and a biometric pathogen detection system for any unwelcomed personnel of the viral variety. Four heavily armed ISAF security guards in slick white body armor watched as two other men took DNA samples from William that were going to go on file with the rest of UNIRO’s staff for easy identification should something ever happen to him. The four guardsmen pompously showed off their white P90 assault rifles. One guard looked at William as though he were a terrorist or fugitive, not once taking his eyes off of him and keeping his rifle at chest height, until William passed through the checkpoint with no alarms.
     He was then given a necklace with a clear glass rectangle about the size of a traditional military dog tag. The second he put it around his neck, the glass rectangle turned itself on and displayed his personal information statistics that had just been learned through the security checkpoint. One of the ISAF guards fixed William with a stern gaze. 
     “You are to keep that on you at all times,” the guard growled. “It’s called a glass tag. It’s your personal identification and for as long as you are here, you are required to wear it. Age, eye color, blood type, gender, rank, everything is on that. It's shatter proof, sweat proof, water proof, cold and heat proof. It could basically survive a nuclear blast.” 
     William laughed at that. Roger and Andrew just looked at each other nervously, letting that subject slip by. 
     “Okay. Cool, Air Force sure never had these,” William said. 
     Roger and Andrew also received their own glass tags. Inside, the terminal was noticeably bare. No food courts or stores, no advertisements, just the basics. Aside from security checkpoints, there were baggage retrieval areas, medical stations, large video screens, seating areas and some closed shipping containers. The ceilings were high and vaulted with large windows. Scaffoldings full of workers and cleaning crews were putting the final touches on the interior of the terminal: painting here, welding a spot there, fixing a light. 
     They walked down the terminal concourse until they emerged outside into twilight to the pick-up and drop off road. To the west, the sun hung low in the sky, drenching the horizon in color. Seagulls glided above, dodging palm trees and light poles. Before them was a lake about the size of a football field, surrounded by walkways and benches nestled into the northern most tip of the section. An automated taxi, looking like a white cube, pulled up in front of them. It had rounded edges, slightly bulged-out sides, and its wheels were partially covered. The automatic doors opened and the three men stepped inside, situated their belongings, and sat down as the taxi pulled away and drove up an on ramp to one of the transportation spokes. 
     “From here,” Andrew plotted, “we will travel to the BLOC Section to your new quarters. Tomorrow, you can meet the mutual friend that requested you join this little endeavor.” Andrew sighed. “They made us swear we wouldn’t tell you who they were. More importantly, however, is training; you start in a week. You’ll relearn everything you thought you knew about rescue. You’ll be tested and evaluated after three months and, if you make it, you will officially join this organization and command your own team of fifteen, including yourself. I hope you’re up for that, Captain. Better not send eighteen months of searching for you down the drain.” Andrew gave William a cold look of uncertainty. “It’s been awhile since you’ve been in the hot seat. A lot has changed.” 
     “I can understand your mistrust of me, sir. Look at me. I’m sure I don’t look very commanding right now, but let’s just let the tests speak for themselves,” William said with a smirk, giving Andrew a slap on the arm twice as hard as one would normally give. Standing behind Andrew was Roger, trying to suppress a smile at the exchange.
     William felt a sliver of his old rush return after years of repression. There was nothing William enjoyed more than a challenge. After all, his whole life had been one great challenge. Now, he had the chance to be the challenger once more. 
     His sudden flare of passion took his mind back to Korea and he saw the nukes go off. He saw the bodies burning and the buildings collapsing. Grace. Harden. Jones. Young Connell. Kyung. His heart rate skyrocketed and he began to sweat. William began to shake and mumble. He tried to hide it from the others but it was hard in the confined taxi. Pain gripped his chest and sweat burned his eyes. Breathing became hard and his head hurt. 
     “Stop!” he shouted. “Stop, stop, stop!” 
     Roger looked at William, surprised, and unbuckled his seatbelt and moved towards him.
     “Captain? Captain? William!” Roger hit the emergency shutdown button for the automated taxi. The taxi swerved and went into an emergency lane off to the side of the road. 
     “What’s wrong, Captain?” Roger asked, forcing William upright. “You gotta talk to me or else I can’t help.”
     William could not get words out; he only stumbled and mumbled some more. Andrew looked at William’s glass tag. It was colored a bright red and waved vital signs across its alarming glass screen. 
     “Let's get him to the base hospital,” Roger said. He verbally entered their desired destination into the automated taxi, which soon began to move again. 
     William gripped Roger’s arm tightly and would not let go. 
     “I couldn’t, I couldn’t...” William muttered. “Ah, it's too bright, it's too bright.” 
     “What’s too bright? Couldn’t what, Captain?” Roger asked, trying to figure out the problem.
     Pain filled him like an uncontrolled flood, drowning him from the inside out. Light and floating prismatic balls crisscrossed his field of vision, emerging out of the floor and the air, making reality into a circus show. Sweat leached through his clothing and his shaking was now so bad that Roger and Andrew had to restrain him. William remembered putting his face on Roger’s steady shoulder and then seeing nothing until he woke up to shouting.
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 14: Saving One is Like Saving The World 
     
     “I told you this man was unstable,” Andrew said angrily. “He had one thought of commanding again and he had a panic attack right in front of us. He’s not fit to lead a rock. You heard what the doctor said; he is obviously suffering from PTSD. He’s got way too much baggage for this job. Do you want someone like that in this organization, helping others? He can’t even help himself, for Christ’s sake!”
     Andrew lowered his voice. “What if he is on a mission with someone’s life literally in his hands and he has a panic attack because a damn light is too bright and he remembers a freaking nuclear blast. I will bring up my concerns with the commander and the people in San Francisco. You know that, right?” 
     Andrew continued to blast Roger, who just stood there waiting for him to finish his rant outside of William’s hospital room. 
     “I don’t trust him,” Andrew continued, waving his hands about. “Emerson may have been a war hero and a great rescuer, but what is he now? A panicked ex-soldier who hasn’t done anything but hide for six years! You saw the place we found him in, a hut in the woods, alone and unwilling to do anything. I did some independent searching. He hasn’t held a job for more than twelve weeks in the last five years. How much commitment does that show?” 
     “He came with us, didn’t he?” snapped Roger, annoyed with Andrew’s tirade. “Doesn’t that show that he wants to rejoin society, to do something with his life? Captain Emerson was the best of the best, and we need him, Andrew. You know what this organization is trying to do. It's trying to save the whole goddamn world. That’s not an understatement.”
     Roger pointed to the wall on his right. “Beyond those walls, things are falling apart. We need all hands on deck for this to work, even if they are the hands of an ex-soldier with unresolved issues. We have people that can help him with that. Now, he has the med-bracelet on so he’ll be treated and, in time, he’ll be okay. I know you will bring this up with our superiors, but I also want it to be known when you talk to them that the man in there was one of the first people this organization saved. We are giving him a second chance,” he spoke passionately. “We are giving everyone this organization touches a second chance. He will fight this; he’s not a quitter.” 
     “Oh, please,” Andrew scoffed. “Stop with the second chance bullshit; it’s getting old. For all this to work, we need clear heads that can work under pressure in the field. I mean, Jesus, you saw how severe that attack was. I’d be surprised if he hasn’t been suicidal to boot; you know what he went through over there.” 
     “Even more reason to help him then!” Roger yelled, causing Andrew to take a few steps back. “People that have been at the brink often make the best candidates for new beginnings because they have nothing left to lose. That’s William. It’s either this or that cabin in the woods, alone with his horrors. I’m pretty sure anyone is willing to leave that behind, even him.” 
     Both men looked away from each other, catching their breath. Several people in the long white hallway were staring at them, overhearing their elevated exchange. 
     Finally, Roger said softly, “Give him a chance. Andrew, I have known you for a long time. If you don’t trust him, trust me. You know, one day, billions of people will look back and judge what we did here, what we did wrong and what we did right. This will be seen as the right thing to do. Saving one is like saving the world.” 
     Andrew pushed Roger aside with a huff as he walked away. Roger let out a sigh as he turned and entered William’s hospital room.
     ...
     William had awoken to the sound of Roger and Andrew arguing outside his room’s door. He could not really tell what they were saying, but he heard enough to know it was about him. Embarrassed, he turned and looked to the north, outside his room’s floor-to-ceiling glass wall into the Florida night. 
     The base was beautiful at night. Lights clung along the corners of structures and illuminated fountains danced in lakes around the hospital. Aircraft flew across the dark sky, their warning lights blinking away. The stars were not visible with the amount of sky glow though.
     Back in Canada, William had grown accustomed to the night sky being rich in starlight. Every night was a light show that would move across the sky, only to be seen again and again. Sometimes he could even see the Aurora Borealis. But here, only a few stars were visible and certainly not the aurora. He didn’t even see the moon. It made him feel lost, adding to his overall feeling of dread and embarrassment of letting himself succumb to his emotions and fears in front of his new employers.
      A small light blue object caught his attention. He looked down to find a bracelet encircling his right wrist, something he had not been wearing before. He studied it, wondering what it was. Roger walked in quickly, startling William from his close studies of the bracelet. He seemed flustered but tried to hide it as he approached William’s bedside. 
     “Captain!” Roger exclaimed, as he clapped his hands together. “How are you feeling?” 
     “I’m sorry, sir. I guess, I guess it was a little too much excitement for one day. It’s been awhile since I’ve been in this kind of environment… I guess any kind of environment with people, that is.” 
     “It's okay, Captain. The doctors say you have had a severe panic attack. Other than that, you’re fine. They took a full physical while you were sedated. Have you had these before? Because we can give you things for them, you know?” 
     William had had them before and for many years now, but he thought if he told Roger it would jeopardize his chances of joining the organization. “No, not really,” he lied. “This is the first one I can really remember.” 
     Roger was not convinced. “Captain, you need to be honest with us. We know a lot about you, remember that. I am going to be honest with you. Whether you realize it or not, you have PTSD. Post-traumatic stress disorder. The doctors here have confirmed that and frankly I believe this panic attack was not your first one. You know what PTSD is, right?” 
     William nodded. 
     “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. We can help you, give you things for it. If you’re going to be a part of this organization, we can't let you continue on like this. You are going to start seeing someone, for your own good. The base has several counselors trained to help with traumatic events. Don’t try and get out of it; I’ve already made you an appointment for next Sunday and every Sunday after.” 
     William just smiled and thanked Roger for his help. He knew he needed to see someone, that this issue needed to be resolved before he could take his command position. Besides, it was tiring having to live like this for so long. For six years he had wasted away, never once looking up to see what he was missing. In some ways, though, his depression was also a sort of comfort to him. It gave him a reason to stay the same, to not have to change or seek out and interact with the world. It meant isolation, something he had wanted for years. Change was scary because of all the unknowns it could bring with it. All his life, change had brought him nothing but hardship and pain of both the body and the soul. It was only a natural doubt. 
     William believed everyone hated change. He thought of the organization around him. Its very existence was a product of man's unwillingness to transform. And now, faced with total collapse on the horizon, man struggled to change in time to meet this new world, one that it had created through its fumbling and indecision. Comforting as it all may have been, he was now ready to step out of his norms and explore into the beyond. William didn’t want to collapse, to fall. It was time to take action, to change, to begin the geoengineering of his own mind.
      After a visit from a very nice doctor, he was instructed on what to do to start his treatments. He was to rest his first week on base and adjust to his new surroundings, meeting people and going places as he pleased. As Roger had already explained, he was to see a counselor within a few days to talk with and have weekly appointments thereafter. Then came the fancy bit, the sort of thing he had come to expect from UNIRO. 
     The bracelet on his right wrist was something the doctor called a med-bracelet. It would, in conjunction with his glass tag, monitor his body’s anxiety and stress levels through his pulse, temperature, hormones, and even skin tension. Based on these readings, the glass tag around his neck would instruct the bracelet to inject serotonin inhibitors directly through his skin and into his bloodstream that would eventually reach his brain. These inhibitors would in turn help to regulate any oncoming panic attacks or bouts of possible depression by increasing his brains naturally occurring serotonin, the brain's “happy juice”, the doctor had called it. 
     At 10:30 p.m., he was discharged from the hospital with Roger. They caught an automated cab to William’s new home, the converted shipping container. Even at night, most of the base was busy and filled with people as around-the-clock construction was attempting to finish the base and its many assets on time. The roads were filled with construction vehicles, and areas all across the various sections were lit up with temporary light towers. 
     After riding an elevator three floors up, they emerged in a long, dimly lit hallway. They arrived at his room, an end unit numbered 317, where a fingerprint scanner lock prevented them from going inside. William held his thumb to the pad and after a few seconds, the door clicked open and a rush of cool air brushed across their faces. 
     Upon their entering, the lights automatically came on. A hallway the entire length of the forty-foot container ran along its right side. A side room three feet in to the left turned out to be a kitchen with a compact, tabletop growing station with seed packs next to it surrounded by stainless steel appliances. The next room was a living room with modern furniture and a workstation with a glass tablet connected to a rubber keyboard, then in the back was a storage area with a washer and dryer. 
     William gleefully inspected each room with care. This was by far the nicest place he had ever lived. Finally, he got to the end of the hallway, which opened up into a subtle white and blue bedroom. A flat screen television was on the wall across from his bed and a floor-to-ceiling glass wall, like his hospital rooms, made up the containers east facing façade. Gray carpet met his tired feet and soft LED lights set into the ceiling calmed the space. In the left-hand corner of the room was a bathroom and a closet. William put his things down and sat on the memory foam mattress. He sank into it and felt like he could sit there forever. 
     “I know it's small but I think it's nice and I hope you do too,” encouraged Roger. “It's been stocked with everything you’ll need for a while including food in the fridge; you’ve already seen the seed packs, which you can grow yourself, towels, toiletries, your own new tablet, and your casual on-base uniform with some other basic clothes. Some paperwork is in the kitchen that you’ll want to read. Your username and password to access UNIRO’s secure network, and your new email address, stuff like that. Umm,” he said as he looked around the room. “The channel guide can be found on your TV if you wanna watch it, and your earpiece is in that drawer. Wear it everywhere. It’ll put you in contact with whoever, just enter who you want to call verbally.”
     William found it in the nightstand drawer, where Roger had said it would be, and put it in his ear. He pressed it into his ear canal and said, “I haven’t watched TV or used a phone in six years. Kind of afraid to turn them on.” 
     While checking that the earpiece was in place, he walked over to the glass wall and rolled back the blue blinds. As he looked out across the base, a sense of gratitude rushed over him. Tears pricked at the corners of his eyes as he croaked out, “Mr. Wood, I can't even begin to thank you for giving me this, this chance…  um, this opportunity.” 
     The words were heavy in his throat; he had not talked to someone like this for much more than six years. Roger stood in the bedroom entrance with his hands in his pockets, smiling. After he wiped his eyes, he turned around. “Thank you for the second chance, sir. I wish I could give you more, something else, but I have nothing.” 
     “Captain, you can thank me by using your talents to help others and make this organization work. Make that long trip up to Canada worth it for us,” Roger teased, taking his hands out of his pockets. He rubbed his temple, getting serious again.
     “We still have poverty. We still have thirst. We still have anger. Yet, many government suits still think this whole endeavor is a big waste of money. Prove them wrong. Make the difference you’ve always wanted to make. I don’t have what it takes to rescue people from a helicopter or face a disaster head on. I’m just a desk guy, the messenger. I never joined the Air Force and helped save lives during the war, you did. You’re who we should be thanking, really. You can do this.” Roger reached out his arm and shook hands with a humbled William. 
     “Sir I, I... Umm, thank you, sir,” was all William could say back. 
     “Captain,” Roger said, disappointment evident in his voice. “I will be heading back to New York the day after tomorrow, and it's very unlikely I will see you tomorrow, so I guess now would be the best time to see you off. It has been an honor to bring you here and show you around. I will return in three months once this place opens, and I will return to you with a command of your own.”
     “Thank you, sir. I look forward to that. I’ll try not to let you down. Maybe when you return you can join my squadron. It would be nice to have a guy like you out there.” 
     “No, no, Captain. I could never do that; I’m not the rescuer type. I’m just a geopolitical analyst. You want a 2,000-page report done in two hours with no Wi-Fi and no power for your laptop about any country on the Earth? Done. I’m your guy, but not for what you do.” 
     “Hey now,” William said with a laugh, “don’t sell yourself so short. Like you said, this is a second chance for everyone.” 
     “Maybe, Captain, maybe. Just focus on yourself for now. Your training begins in a week.” 
     “Yes, sir. So long.” 
     William stayed awake for hours after Roger left, just thinking and contemplating the months ahead. He unpacked several of his things; there was not much…
     
     When the levee burst, my home was destroyed in seconds. All of my belongings were lost, except for one, a picture of all of us all together. Through the years it was all I ever had to remember my grandparents by. This lone memento had been with me through everything, even over Incheon, and now I needed its presence now more than ever…
     
     A charred and water damaged picture of his grandparents in a brown wooden frame found its way onto his nightstand. He gave the picture a quick wink as he placed the UNIRO pin Roger had given him down next to it. 
     He strolled around his container home, examining his glass tablet, getting a snack from his new kitchen, and even venturing over to his television remote. One of the last images he ever saw on a television was the smoldering ruin of the Korean Peninsula. He hesitated to turn it on but in the end thought it best; it would help with his reintegration into society. Something he had been taught in the Air Force was that knowledge was everything. Knowing current events and what caused them could affect missions and the outcome of battles. A little television wouldn’t hurt. 
     The dark room was suddenly illuminated by the events of the world. William became captivated in the programs he flipped through, most of which bringing him back to the reality the world was facing. There was currently breaking news. The US state of California was threatening secession from the Union in the face of dwindling water resources and what they thought was a lack of federal aid. 
     “California governor James Sax issued a plea to the federal government today in an effort to bring in more money for more desalination facilities that would - ” 
     He changed the channel to another news outlet, which there were many of, more than he had remembered there being. 
     “Food riots shook Istanbul today as - ” 
     “Russia warned that any further escalation in the Arctic would prompt new naval blockades of - ” 
     “The new Miami Coastal Defense System was completed yesterday that will protect the city behind its - ” 
     “Private space company SpaceX is preparing to launch their first crewed mission to the red planet atop their Falcon Heavy rocket - ” 
     “Environmental terrorist group Terra Nova bombed yet another pipeline in eastern Saudi Arabia claiming more attacks would follow should Earth's governments continue to fund the oil, coal, and gas industries. The price of oil climbed further to - ” 
     “... out of control wildfires traveled a further fourteen miles today and are now only twenty miles outside of Sydney, Australia, only adding to the hottest fire season ever recorded in the land down under. City wide evacuations are in effect until - ” 
     “The first test of a Japanese Boeing-built orbital solar energy collection platform is set to begin tomorrow as the country struggles to adapt to homegrown renewables in the wake of further setbacks with its nuclear facilities - ”
     "Not much has changed I see,” William sighed solemnly. “The world is still as lost as ever... Like me."
     At three in morning he realized he had received an email, two in fact. One was a confirmation email welcoming him to the UNIRO network. The other was from a Rescue Officer Nancy Lewis. She was requesting that William meet her out front his building at o-nine hundred that morning promptly and to be dressed in appropriate attire, his casual on-base uniform. He was going to be taken to Umoja Tower, to meet an Alice Hammond, base commander. 
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 15: The First Day 
      
      “Good morning, William,” an electronic voice rang out. His bedroom blinds automatically opened wide, allowing the morning sunlight to gradually wake him. “It is 8:00 a.m. on Friday, March 26, 2027. The weather outside is a warm eighty-three degrees Fahrenheit and there is a sixty percent chance of afternoon showers….” The voice droned on as the day’s weather forecast, time, date, and base events were projected onto the glass wall. It also reminded him of his appointment in an hour. Outside, the sky was a lovely blue with a few rain showers in the distance over the ocean to the east beyond the great warehouses. 
     Rubbing his eyes, William got up and began to venture around the bedroom until he reached the bathroom. That was the best sleep he had ever had. Voices from the forest did not reach him. After showering and shaving in a space no bigger than a commercial airliner bathroom, he got dressed in an outfit from his closet, provided by UNIRO. 
     It was his casual on-base uniform that had similar pants to the ones Roger and Andrew were wearing when they picked him up back in Alberta, mostly white with a lot of pockets and straps for tools and clips. William’s were a little different, though. They had two pairs of royal blue horizontal stripes circling the pants above and below his knees with a royal blue knee patch in between. His tight-fitting long sleeve shirt was very comfortable and mirrored the design of the pants. On its sleeves by the shoulder area was UNIRO’s seal and under it some lettering that said Subgroup 1, Search and Rescue Squadron 3. On the shirt’s left breast was his name and rank on a white Velcro patch. 
     Over this long-sleeved shirt came a light white and blue zip-up jacket. The upper sleeves of the jacket sported UNIRO’s seal. Another Velcro patch with his name and rank was on his left jacket breast pocket. 
     To top things off, literally, he donned a white beret with a royal blue trim and a small UNIRO seal. A trademark of the elite in war, this time donned for the elite in peace. William finally slipped his sleeve over his med-bracelet, got some pre-stocked orange juice, made sure his earpiece was in firmly, straightened his new uniform in front of the mirror, overlooked his new shaven face, grabbed his glass tablet and left his quarters eager to explore the base.  
     As he was leaving his building, his glass tablet beeped loudly. It was 9:00 a.m. Right on time, a vehicle identical to the one Roger and Andrew had had the day before, quietly drove up to the curb. A young woman, late-twenties, was driving it. She quickly got out and ran around the front to the sidewalk. She stood to attention. William found her fairly attractive which made him anxious. He hadn’t spoken to a woman, especially one this pretty in, well, he actually couldn’t remember. 
     “Captain William Emerson?” she asked nervously loud.
     “Yes.” 
     “Rescue Officer Nancy Lewis, sir. I’m a base systems analyst under UNIRO Engineering Corps. I’ve been assigned to you as your administrative aid. It’s an honor. I read about your efforts in Korea and I must say, you were the one to inspire me to join UNIRO, even though you were no longer around. I mean… when you… I - ” 
     William was a little overwhelmed by the introduction. He was still a little shaky about everything so far, out of touch with military formalities and ranks within UNIRO. Nancy seemed to be a little overwhelmed herself though. 
     “At, uh, at ease, uh, Rescue Officer…” he said looking at her rank, stopping her. “You’re here to pick me up then?” 
     “Right. Ah. Yes sir,” Nancy affirmed. “Base Commander Hammond has requested you meet with her in an hour.”
     “In regards to…?” William asked.
     “I am not aware, sir. Sorry. Please, come with me.” 
     “What did they say about me while I was… away?” 
     The question seemed to catch Nancy off guard. “Sir?” 
     “When I was… lost, I guess. In the six years after the war. What did they say about me? Must have been something good for you to be inspired and join this place.”
     Nancy brushed aside a fallen piece of hair on her face in embarrassment. “I just chose to listen to the good, sir. There was a lot of good, but also a lot of questions. Some things said weren’t so good. But people can be mean when they don’t understand. I’m sure you had your reasons for leaving. It doesn’t matter anymore, though, because you’re here now. That’s all that matters.” 
     “Thank you, Rescue Officer. Is that an appropriate way to address you? Rescue Officer? I’m sorry, got a lot to learn.” 
     “Rescue Officer is fine, sir,” Nancy grinned.
     “Well, we best be going, yeah?” William said.
     “Oh. Yes, of course. Please get in. I will take you to Umoja Tower.” 
     And with that, they drove off. 
     
     By 9:20 a.m., they were entering a three-story parking structure near the base of Umoja Tower in the BLOC Section. William could feel his med-bracelet working, gently pulsating on the underside of his wrist, delivering the medical concoctions he needed to keep his mind straight as it sensed him growing uneasy. Nancy plugged her vehicle into an electric charging station and then showed William to the garage elevator. 
     From the garage, they walked down a wide wooded path and then out into the huge V-shaped plaza in front of the tower. Rows and rows of young royal palms lined it. Hundreds of people were walking all around with glass tablets, talking to seemingly no one on earpieces, or staring at their smart glove screens. Some people were in groups wearing hard hats, ready to go on tours of areas of the base still under construction, while others were alone in the shade on benches, made from recycled newspaper. 
     Most wore UNIRO uniforms similar to William’s and Nancy’s; others wore business suits. An array of cargo bicycles and tricycles zoomed in between, taking daily goods and transporting personnel around the section. Facilities crews were caring for some of the new trees, which were still being held up by wooden supports, fixing smart sprinkler systems, and removing dead branches with electric trimmers. 
     All of this bordered a great boulevard running from northeast to southwest at the open end of the V-shaped plaza, the opening of which, like the tower, faced southeast. The plaza narrowed as it neared the tower. The large reflecting pool in the shape of an elongated pentagon dominated this narrowing area with its three flagpoles rising from its center. The pool was only three feet deep and the water within it was perfectly still. One could see right to the shiny tile bottom. 
     Two grassy hills began to follow the plaza on either side of it until they rose up to become the base of the tower, where two immense white concrete buttresses anchored the building to bedrock. Two more did the same on the opposite side of the structure. Protruding from the tower base, two stories above the floor of the plaza, was a freestanding overhang that looked to have offices within its glass walls. It came 265 feet out over the plaza and stopped just before the end of the pentagon reflecting pool, casting a heavy shadow over the main entrance of Umoja Tower as it itself narrowed to a rounded edge. Nancy pointed up to this rounded edge.
     “That’s where the base commander's office is,” she said.
     Standing tall and proud in the afternoon sun, Umoja Tower rose into the sky, blending into it like a tall white cloud. Long glass windows straddled the white façade with outcroppings of vegetation boxes that had bushes and vines hanging from them, swaying briskly in the wind twenty-five stories up. Satellite dishes and antennas along the truss that clung to the southwest-facing wall of the building all the way to the roof looked much bigger now from down below. 
     As they walked under the overhang, some people caught sight of William and stared, even taking pictures and asking for his autograph. Nancy shooed them away every chance she got. 
     Inside the tower’s central atrium were even more people: busy climbing stairs, riding glass elevators, standing on escalators. Tall and pyramid-shaped, the atrium went up five stories and had vegetation dangling downward on its inward sloping walls filled with small flowering plants that gave the open space an aroma of nature. Pink LED lights were shining onto them, helping them to grow in the lack of sunlight, since they were inside. Most of the walls were in full bloom, which, along with the lights, gave the white painted atrium area quite a bit of color. 
     Nancy looked at her glass tag and said, “Hmmm, we have some time before your meeting. Come on, let me show you something.” 
     After clearing the security checkpoint to enter the building, the two proceeded across the atrium’s ground floor and into a roomy elevator. In order to enter the elevator, Nancy used her glass tag, slipping it into a small slot next to the elevator door. An iris scanner finished the process and the door opened. Once inside an electronic voice rang out and asked for their floor. 
     Nancy politely said, “Sublevel two, please.” 
     William did not even feel the elevator start to move, and it seemed that as soon as the door closed, it opened again. Nancy gave an enthusiastic chuckle, which sounded much louder in the confines of the elevator than it normally should have. 
     “Maglev elevator,” she said. “Very cool.” 
     William just nodded. They entered into a series of white tunnels with spacious side rooms, meeting areas, videoconference rooms, and lounges with vines growing on the walls and ceilings. This intricate maze made William feel like it was never ending.
     After turning corner after corner and going through the labyrinth, they were met with yet another security checkpoint. Behind this checkpoint were two large glass doors. Once cleared, they passed through the automatic sliding doors and into a long room barely big enough to fit a dozen people. A hissing sound filled the floor area of the room as the doors closed behind them. Simultaneously, a blacklight glow switched on making their mostly white uniforms burst into a fluorescent radiance.
     “What’s that sound?” asked William, feeling apprehensive. 
     “This room is the airlock that separates the command center from the outside world. Air is being pumped in so that we equalize with the command center’s positive pressure. Air can only be let out, not in. Your ears will pop soon. A great defense against potential pathogens or any other would be chemical, biological, and radiological contaminants. In fact, the whole command center is on its own air filtration system completely separate from the rest of the building. It’s underground down here in case something happens on the surface. This section of the base has been raised fifty feet above sea level so we can have these underground structures; otherwise, being in Florida, we’d be swimming.” 
     “And the light?” 
     “The glow show is a disinfection method called ultraviolet germicidal irradiation. UV light at short wavelengths is a very effective killer of nasty microorganisms.” 
     The hissing stopped as William’s ears popped and the lights returned to normal. 
     “You’re kind of a geek, aren’t you, Rescue Officer?” William asked with a grin. He immediately found himself feeling extremely awkward. The grin slid off his face as he glanced over at Nancy. He shouldn’t have said that. He’d meant it as a compliment but he wasn’t so sure she’d see it that way. 
     “Yes, sir, I am,” admitted Nancy, shrinking her head into her shoulders. “That’s not a bad thing, is it?” 
     Thank God. He could clarify himself.
     “No, no, absolutely not,” he rushed to say. “Geeks are good.”
     Nancy looked up. “Geeks are smart and to be a hero, you gotta be smart,” he continued. “People think you’ve gotta have guts or a lot of adrenaline or testosterone or something to be a hero. That’s not true. You have to be able to know what no one else knows, see what no one else sees and hear what no one else hears. No, the world doesn’t need more brawn, it needs more brains, like you.” 
     Nancy tried to hide a subtle blush so she looked down and away. 
     “Well, in here is a geek’s paradise. What we’re about to step into is a utopia.”
      Two doors on the opposite side of the room from which they entered opened swiftly and revealed the base’s humming command center.
      William’s eyes opened as he gazed around the room. The command center was huge, some 200 feet across and thirty feet high, and teaming with technology and expertise. Each section of the octagon-shaped room was broken into an area that had a specific task, whether it be monitoring base infrastructure, global communications, technical support for environmental protection, or even overseeing geoengineering projects. No space was wasted in this underground cavern of glass computer screens and LED lighting. Fifteen rows’ deep worth of consoles and workstations followed the contours of the octagon all the way around. 
     On the walls were projections of data from every corner of the globe. Local weather reports, thermal signatures, rainfall patterns, political unrest, aircraft whereabouts, shipping lanes, space weather, even individual road conditions in far-off places, like Siberia, were on display on the dark concrete walls the size of small movie theater screens. All this data, as Nancy explained, was being transmitted via laser from UNIRO’s Phoenix 5 satellite network in orbit above the struggling Earth. 
     Launched with the help of private space companies, no part of the planet could not be seen under the thirty bus-sized satellites’ field of view, each one scanning areas the size of Australia every few hours with each new pass. 
     Each row of computers and workstations was manned by as many as twenty people, all wearing headsets and smart gloves and sitting upon contemporary chairs with webbed backs gliding on wheels over smooth, dark blue-carpeted floors. 
     An elevated octagon shaped projector platform, fenced in by handrails, held a piece of technology that so far rivaled anything William had seen. At the dead center of the room was a holographic globe about thirty feet in diameter resting over this platform. Storm systems swirled over green continents and areas of concern were highlighted and zoomed in on the globe's translucent surface. Using their smart gloves, technicians could effectively grab the globe with hand gesture technology, and move it to the desired geographical location. Everything was being displayed in real time but could be rewound if necessary. 
     Every person was engrossed in their work. Most of the command center appeared to be focused on a situation developing near Lima, Peru. A 7.8 magnitude earthquake had struck the city three days earlier, and the response appeared to be adequate at best without UNIRO. Thousands were trapped or missing, hundreds already dead. It was a sobering reminder of the need for this organization and its international power.
     Nancy took William to the center of the octagon, just under the holographic globe. William only noticed this now that he was standing directly underneath it, but above the globe was a grated platform in the shape of an octagon with more computer consoles and technicians looking down over the northern hemisphere of the globe through an open space in the platform’s center. Extending out from this upper platform were small bridges connected to the ceiling via steel struts. Each bridge ran to the outer eight wall points of the octagon and then descended to the floor with spiral staircases. 
     “You people just build the biggest damn things,” William said in amazement, his mouth agape as he stared up at the ceiling. He had meant for only Nancy to hear him but a voice from the platform above called down to him. 
     “We do indeed, Captain Emerson. If we didn’t, no one would take us seriously. Isn’t it ironic that people fighting for perhaps the most important things of all, the very air we smell, the very water we taste, have always been taken the least seriously? Not anymore.”
     William looked up to see who had responded to him. The top of the octagon command center, where the voice originated from, was darker than the rest of the room. Appearing out of the shadowed platform above were first two hands grasping the platforms handrail, then a discernible figure, an older woman, in her fifties at least. Nancy immediately recognized her and stood to attention so William did the same. 
     “Commander,” Nancy said. 
     Commander! William stood a little taller, a little straighter, and stared off into space until he was addressed. Chin up, chest out, shoulders back, stomach in. That’s what you were supposed to do. 
     “At ease. Rescue Officer Lewis, always a pleasure,” she said coldly. A British accent pierced her speech, making her that much more daunting. 
     “Commander,” Nancy choked, looking at the floor. 
     “Look up when addressing your superiors, Rescue Officer Lewis. What are you doing here? My appointment with Captain Emerson is not due to begin for another fifteen minutes… in my office... upstairs.”
     Hammond eyed William with disdain. 
     Nancy looked up to the bridge. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. I thought that perhaps the captain might want to check out the commander center. See how everything works. It’s amazing in here.”
     “Amazingly busy, Rescue Officer Lewis, and not in need of two more bloody unnecessary people, especially when one is only a trainee.  There will be plenty of time later for sightseeing. He can check it out once he has graduated from basic training. He is here to meet with me, not go around sticking his nose into everything.” 
     “Ah, ma’am - ”
     “You’re dismissed, Lewis. I’ll take Emerson to my office myself.” 
     “Good luck, Captain,” Nancy murmured, putting a quick hand on his shoulder as she sped away. 
     “Emerson!” screeched Hammond, removing one hand at a time from the railing as she began walking down the bridge.  
     “Yes, ma’am,” jumped William. 
     “Follow me. We have much to talk about.” 
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 16: A Dare 
     
     Struggling to keep up, William followed the commander as closely as he could, sometimes almost stepping over her pounding black boots. Hammond let William enter her office first, then slammed the double doors behind her as she entered. She took a seat in her desk chair without even looking at him. Electrochromic glass that separated her office from others behind it changed opacity so no one could see in. William, ready to take on whatever she had to throw at him, or so he hoped, just stood in front of her glass desk and held his hands clasped behind his back. 
     From a desk drawer, the commander pulled out a flash drive and placed it on her desk. Like bursting fireworks, files of various base personnel were projected around the drive in uniform columns. She scrolled through each one, swiping her fingers hard against the glass as she did, making for an uncomfortable noise. She continued to scroll until she came to what she wanted and tapped on it. William tried to get a better look but could only get a blurry view at the bottom of his eyes. Whatever it was, she read it for a little and then looked up and just stared at him darkly. 
     “Ma’am, if this is about yesterday, I can - ”
     “We’ll talk about yesterday in a moment, rescuer. What I want to know, is where exactly you think you are?” 
      “Florida, ma’am.” 
     Commander Hammond gave a quick sarcastic laugh and then turned darker still. 
     “Not what I was looking for, Captain. What I meant was, do you think you're still in the US Air Force playing American cowboy? Your personnel file here says, and I have read it many times, that you were about as crazy as they came. You routinely put men and women under your command at risk and gave your commanding officers trouble in just about every place you were stationed. Kadena. Korea. Now, I don’t know if they are lenient, nice, or just plain stupid here in America, but if you had been under my command back across the pond, I’d’ve had your ass out the window and on the boat within a few days of you opening your smart mouth. Knowing that, and taking into account your recent medical history, which your physical yesterday put so helpfully out in the open, along with a little testimony from Mr. Douglas that was not in your favor, I have half a mind to terminate your recruitment. In UNIRO, one doesn’t indulge in selfish rescue missions. One doesn’t sacrifice all for a show and a thrill. And one certainly doesn’t rescue others when it seems one can’t even rescue themselves.” 
     Hammond leaned back in her chair and brought both hands to a point in front of her face. 
     “I am in direct command of over 9,000 people, hundreds of aircraft and ships worth more than some countries, pieces of equipment the size of buildings, and enough resources so that this base could survive even if the whole damn planet blew up,” she continued. “I have enough to worry about without adding you and your rogue tendencies to that list. So, please, tell me why I should keep you here.”
     “Ma’am, I - ” William started. He floundered, unsure of how to continue.
      “I don’t care if you’re one of the Korean War’s great heroes or what you did in Incheon or what you went through,” the commander said matter-of-factly. “I was there; I know what happened. I was in Ulsan when that bloody bomb blew us half to hell. You think you lost people? If you’re not all here and together with your head on straight, looking forward, your cock down, and your bonnet shut, and ready to go then I don’t want you!” 
     William became angrier with every word that passed her less than perfect teeth. He tried to compose himself but he started to sweat and his hands began to quiver. He knew if he lost it now, this would only prove the commander’s point and he would be on the next flight home. Focus, he thought. Focus. On his wrist, the med-bracelet was vibrating, trying to adjust to his increasing state of anger and stress. 
     “Ma’am, I…” 
     “Yes, Captain?” 
     Maybe it was working because he started to feel better and his thoughts slowed down. He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. His hands stopped quivering and the sweat dried up. Finally, the fog lifted and his mind focused. 
     “Ma’am.” He stopped and looked out the windows and over the base. 
     “Well?” 
     “You don’t know why you need me and honestly, I don’t know why you need me either right now. I haven’t seen action in six years. I’ve barely talked to anyone in that time. I haven’t taken care of myself, of my mind. You have every right to mistrust me or overlook me in favor of one of the other 9,000 people on this base. So, instead, give me the opportunity to show you why you could use me. Let my actions speak louder than my few words. Let me show you, and myself, what I can do. I dare you to give me that chance. I dare myself to take it.”
     The commander stood up, put two fists on the desk and leaned across the glowing glass slightly. Unbelievably, and to William’s relief, Hammond nodded her head. 
     “You’ve got some balls, Captain. Good start. Most would have just quit, I think, halfway through that conversation. But, know this - you are not here by my choice. But, now that you’re here, I’ll be watching your every move. You are dismissed.” 
     As he left her office, he cracked a smile. He had managed to calm himself. He had stood his ground. He was pleased. 
     Feeling the tension disappear, William finally took note of the office. Medals from the United Kingdom’s military were displayed in casings on the wall to his left, and to his right were artifacts from various UN campaigns from over the last half-century, most from Korea. A blue helmet with a bullet graze, a copy of the new United Korean Republic’s constitution, other documents that were too far to read, powerful pictures of conflict and peace that were illuminated by LED track lighting on the ceiling, and a silver fountain pen in a glass box. The more he looked, the more the office screamed Korea. 
     William had been there long enough to know the culture and its tangibles. Bamboo trees and bonsai plants greened up the office to add to its already apparent Asian style and feel. Pottery, jade jewelry, tapestries that showed ancient scenes, and a stone Buddha that was blackened on one side and the size of a dishwasher watched over the office, reminding whoever entered, or maybe even the commander herself, of what was won and lost over there.  
 
         The floor was navy marble with a white UNIRO symbol embedded in the center of the room. As William opened one of the double doors to the office, the glass became transparent again. 
     “Captain,” the commander called out, now staring out over the plaza, hands held behind her back, as though inspecting her kingdom, her subjects scrambling about below like ants trying to satisfy their queen. 
     “Yes, Commander?” 
     “I love a good dare. Show me.”
     As William closed the double doors he watched Hammond through the glass continue to stare out her office windows. There was something curious about her. Something that made William want to know more. Something…
     “What are you going to show her?” 
     William spun around at the all too familiar jovial voice. Standing with his hands in his pockets, his glasses crooked, a smirk on his face, was John.   
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 17: Acceptance 
     
     The sheer scope of the UNIRO base dwarfed that of any military base William had ever been on, but then again, those bases weren’t built to house an organization intended to save the world. 
     Its seawall seemed to go on forever, twisting out from shore like an arching serpent. They passed wind turbine after wind turbine as they walked, their electric hums dulling the sound of the ocean waves, their blades spinning relentlessly in the sea breeze. Often William would have to hold on to his beret to keep it from flying off the wall in the wind, fifty feet above the water on the titanic concrete barrier. 
     “You’re him, aren’t you?” William asked. 
     John chuckled. “I’m who?” 
     “The mutual friend. You know Mr. Wood, don’t you?” 
     “Yes,” John nodded, “we go back to just after the end of the war. Shortly after the Auxilium Protocol was ratified and UNIRO made a reality, a call went out to anyone who wanted to join to come and enlist. They needed doctors and I saw a place where I could save people through my work without the possibility of also having to kill someone. Seven months later, I found myself here, as did Roger.”
     He stopped. “You would have hated it back then,” he laughed. “They got the first group here so fast they had us living in portables for the first few months. None of this was here, just bulldozers and backhoes. But wow, look what we have accomplished since.”
     John opened his arms to the base and turned 360 degrees. John then turned towards William and looked straight into his eyes, squinting a little as he did behind his glasses. He put his finger to William’s chest and poked it several times. 
     “Look at where you are!” 
     William looked out across the beautiful harbor waters. The twenty-five story tall Umoja Tower was but a mere line in the distance. The scale of it all took William’s breath away. 
     “Enough about me,” John exclaimed, smacking William on the back. “I want to know about you, Will. Nothing’s changed about me. Trust me. Oh, except for this, of course.” 
     John lifted the patch on his jacket that displayed his new rank of colonel. This was only the hundredth time he had reminded William since reuniting. He gave a quick wince through his teeth. 
     “But you… you dropped off the map pretty quickly once you left me at that boarding gate. No text, calls, Twitter shout outs,” John joked. “What happened? I spent years looking. You had me a little concerned for a bit. I didn’t know if something had happened to you. No one did. When you were missing, I never feared the worst for you though,” he said, “but I feared you would only see the worst.” 
     William rested his arms over the access road’s handrail and watched a ship docking at the port over a mile away from him. John joined his stance. A wind turbine spun almost directly above them.
     “I lost my way,” William sighed, putting his head down. “And honestly, I’m still looking for it. Being here though, I think it’s a step in the right direction. At least I hope.” William gave John a sorrowful look. “I’m scared, Doc. I’m really scared.” 
     “Will you - ”
     “I have failed everyone that I have ever known,” William said. “Most of them are dead and shouldn’t be. I have had to live with that fact for the last six years, never knowing if I would imagine a dead person walking past my home and into my dreams, screaming in my face for help, never being able to answer them. I could have saved them, especially my… my…” 
     “Who?” John asked curiously.
     “Never mind.” William stared into the water lapping at the base of the wall. “Now I’m expected to save the world with you guys, with my own team, and I don’t know if I can do it. I’m not the leader I used to be.”
     “You can’t live through your past anymore, Will, just like the rest of humanity can’t. You can’t change what’s happened in the past but you can look to the future and try and change what’s coming. I think, deep down inside somewhere, you already know that, otherwise, you never would have allowed yourself to come with Roger.”
     “Maybe,” said William, doubt in his voice. 
     “What do you think UNIRO stands for Will? Why even undertake all this at all?”
     William scoffed and shook his head. “I dunno. Peace?” he said, throwing his hands up.
     “Close. It could, I guess,” John said with a slight nod. “I was thinking of another word though. Acceptance. Acceptance of what we have done. Acceptance of our mistakes. Acceptance that the time for blame is over and the time for action is now. And, finally, acceptance that we need to change ourselves first if we want to change our future. That acceptance goes for each and every member of this organization, including you, Will.”
     “No wonder you and Mr. Wood became friends,” William laughed. “Bunch of philosophical optimists. Is that what this place does to you? Am I going to be talking like this in a few years?” 
     “Quicker, I hope!” John grinned. “You seem to already know your way with words though. Not everyone can survive a beating from Base Commander Hammond on their first day and live to tell about it.” 
     “Yeah, what’s her deal, Colonel? She always that pissed off or is it just with me?”
     “It’s not only you Will. She can be like that… a lot.” 
     “She like you?” 
     “Yes. No. Sometimes. I think so. We talk. She trusts me.” 
     “She said she was in Korea, in Ulsan, when it was nuked. What happened to her? Do you know?” 
       John gulped and removed his beret. His straight blonde hair was still the same as William remembered. 
     “Enough… But let’s turn this into a lunch conversation, shall we? I’ll take you to one of the dining halls. My treat.”
     “I thought everything here was free for base personnel.” 
     “It is. I was just being nice. Come on.” 
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 18: Who is She
     
     William entered the building through automated, supermarket-style doors and was met with a commotion of hundreds of UNIRO personnel and construction workers. Inside, the dining hall was huge, capable of holding at least 2,000 people, with high ceilings and an upper deck running along the walls around a central indoor forest. Just to the left of the entrance was an open gallery of diverse international cuisine, appealing to the vast number of ethnic groups working as UNIRO personnel. 
     Hydroponic systems of tomato and bananas, even lemons, were hanging over the food lines within arm’s reach free for anyone. Misters kept the produce fresh, giving the buffet lines a natural smell. The small pine forest, left over from the original wooded coastal areas the base was built over, rose up through the laminated brown floor, transplanted in realistic AstroTurf and cared for through smart irrigation systems and soft violet light near their branches. On open fire grills, veggie burgers, vegetables, and fish were being cooked. Also up for grabs was an assortment of 3D printed pizzas.
      “Good call, Doc” William said as he looked around. “I was starving and didn’t even know it.” 
     “Yeah, this place will do that to you,” John finished chewing on some tuna sushi. He cleared his throat and then said, “Get some bugs. They’re good. Lots of protein.”
     “Did you say bugs? You want me to eat some bugs?” William said, looking disgusted as he downed what was left of a vegetable wrap packed together with rice paper. 
     John held a grilled cricket kabob with green peppers and onions in William’s face. 
     “Yeah, why not?” he said with a mischievous grin. “They’re good! I promise.”
     “Uh-huh,” William said. “In that buffet over there, is there any, umm, red meat? Pork perhaps? I don’t remember seeing any.”
     “Nope.”
     “No…?”
     “Nope,” John said with a smile. “NASA helped UNIRO develop its menus based of their Mars expedition plans. Cool, I know. They combined healthy with sustainability. UNIRO needs to quickly and easily grow the things it needs with the least amount of effort and resources so that we can focus on growing as much as we can for our rescue missions. Unfortunately, red meat doesn’t fit the bill. I guess it’s a compromise of the times. Many retailers are turning to synthetic meats. Raising cattle is expensive nowadays, too much water and land is needed. Instead, UNIRO grows protein-heavy crops like soybeans and uses insects, fish, chicken, even guinea pigs for our meats.”
     “Guinea pigs…” 
     “Since all our focus basically goes to veggies, we keep our produce rolling. We grow fast-cycle plants like lettuce, radishes, cucumbers, carrots, and tomatoes. Then you got your high carbohydrate crops like sweet potatoes, wheat, and our prize crop, rice! All the rice. So much rice, Will,” he said with wide eyes. “But it works and people seem to get used it.” 
     William did not know how this made him feel; he loved a good steak. 
     “This place is going to turn me into a vegetarian? Should have stayed in Canada.” 
     “So,” John said, leaning in, “tell me about what the commander said. I’ve been dying to know. What were you going to show her?” 
     William tried to hold back a smug smile but failed. John took a bite out of a cricket, never taking his eyes behind his glasses off of William. 
      “I dared her.” 
     “You dared her. What the heck does that mean?” 
     “Well, understandably, she thought I may be more trouble than I’m actually worth so she straight-up asked me why she should keep me here. Honestly, I didn’t know what to say. I started to sweat and panic and I thought I might, I thought might - ” 
     “Have another panic attack,” finished the curious John. 
     “Yeah, one of those. But I held it together and I just said let me do my work so I could basically just show her why she should keep me. Then I dared her to keep me.” 
     John’s eyes grew as wide as grapefruits and his grin a banana. 
     “You said I dare you? Like, literally?” 
     “Yes.” 
     “Wow… Brave.”
     “Yeah, Hammond said the same thing,” said William, playing with his food and taking a bite of his wrap. “The chip on her shoulder seems larger than one of the warehouses.”
     “Ha, look who’s talking,” John crunched down on a cricket. “You two are actually quite alike.”
     “Please don’t say that. I was never that much of an asshole.” 
     “I’m serious,” John said. “Listen. You wanted to know about her; here you go.
     “Hammond lived in London with her family, a distinguished military family, mind you. Some of them died in the 2005 London bombings on board a subway train. As a result, she joined the British Army and was in Afghanistan by ’07. Earned a few medals there for pulling a group of soldiers out of a burning, bombed-out building, then returns home after three tours in 2014. By this time, she’s a major in the army.”
     “What about Korea?” William asked.
     “A few years go by, then 2020 rolls around and just like us, the Brits were deployed to the South. Now she’s a lieutenant colonel and leads her own regiment, 3,000 soldiers. Like she told you, she was in Ulsan readying to move on to the DMZ and enter the North when they got word that bombs were coming. Her and her men were in the downtown area at ground zero. With no other adequate shelter and time running out, they blew their way into a subway tunnel being built and rushed in.”
     “They didn’t make it, did they?” asked William sullenly, putting down his food. John shook his head. 
     “Over 3,000 went into that tunnel, and only 178 came out, Hammond being one of them. See, even though the tunnel saved her and a few others, it collapsed under the blast pressure from above and buried most of her regiment. They held out over a week down there while rescue teams waited for the surface to cool down ’cause it was so hot. Water from a broken main and MREs kept them alive under her leadership. Like you, she was promoted after Korea and came home a hero. She stayed in the military and returned to Korea to help with the reunification process for another three years; then she got asked to do this.” 
     “And I cowered in a forest…”
     “Don’t start beating yourself up, Will. There is a difference in these situations. The commander emerged from that tunnel with a few cuts and bruises. You emerged with a lot of broken things, including your back, a vital piece of body infrastructure. I was your doctor, I know. All that I can say is that it was better you didn’t go back into theatre. You had your reasons for leaving and she had her reasons for staying. You handled the aftermath the only way you knew how at the time and she handled it the way she knew how. All that matters now is that you’re healed and you’re here. Okay?” 
     “Yeah. You're right,” said William, coming around. “I’m going to go get some ice cream.”
     “Excellent idea.” 
     “Is it made out of celery?” William joked. 
     “No, that wouldn’t taste good at all,” John said. He waited until William had started walking away to call out again. “It’s made out of corn!” 
     “Great,” William muttered as he walked towards the ice cream bar.
     He grabbed a small biodegradable cup made from hemp and began scooping some vanilla ice cream from a freezer within one of the buffet counters. As the cold air from the freezer touched his hands…
     
     Ice cream was our last meal. We laughed as the storm outside raged. I was excited because I never had had such sweets that early in the morning before. My grandmother tapped my nose with her spoon. I remember her face, smiling at my joy, turning to horror as she watched a branch from behind me smash through our kitchen window with a…
     
     Crash! William huffed as he turned around. Someone had dropped their plate, shattering it. His med-bracelet was vibrating, as were William’s hands. He dropped the ice cream scooper, closed the sliding freezer door, and tried to collect himself. 
     “Just let it go…” William muttered to himself. “Accept it. Accept it…” 
     After a minute or two, William made his way back to John at their table, trying to appear as if nothing had happened. Not that John would’ve noticed anything anyways. He was too busy listening to a message in his earpiece. William also noticed his glass tag was beeping red. 
     “Will, I’m sorry,” John said, hanging up the call. “I have to go. All senior staff are being called to the command center. There has been some kind of terrorist attack at an oil refinery in India.” 
     “Really?” 
     “Yeah,” said John putting on his jacket. “Sounds big too. I’ll call you later. Dinner tonight?” 
     “Umm, yeah. Sure,” stammered William as John ran past him.
     “I’ll take you on a tour of the warehouses tomorrow!” 
     William gave John a quick thumbs up and watched as John walked out the front doors of the dining hall. He got up and headed towards the exit as well.
     On his way out of the dining hall, William was looking down at his glass tag, trying to find his way back home, when he ran into someone. 
     “I’m so sorry, sir,” William said, holding his arm out. “I wasn’t paying attention and I - ”
     “That’s okay, amigo,” said the man he had hit, brushing off his shoulder.
     William saw the man pause as he studied William’s face. He was in his early forties. His figure was slim but his body had clear definition through his white and black ISAF apparel. The man’s straight black hair looked purposefully messy as it draped over his forehead. His brown eyes were deep and his face had a facial hair shadow across broad cheeks and chin. A handgun was in a thigh hostel on his left leg and a radio was clipped onto his white jacket near its zipper over a tight black undershirt. 
     “It’s you,” the man pointed at William. “Wow, it’s really you.” 
     “I’m sorry,” William said, “do I know you?”
     “Ah, lo siento, señor,” said the man. “My name is Patrick Marcos Hernandez, chief of security here at Base Tranquility.”
     William tensed up a little. Hernandez noticed. 
     “Oh wow, I’m so sorry sir. I will be more careful next time - ” 
     “A man of your historical stature need not apologize,” Hernandez bowed his head. “It is a pleasure.” 
     “Oh, please sir, I…” 
     “Humble in greatness. I should have expected. The distinction of a true hero. I’m sure UNIRO is very proud to have you, Captain.” 
     “Yeah, well, umm… The base commander didn’t have too kind of words for me earlier today.”
     Hernandez waved a hand across his face. “Pssh, nonsense. Your career and abilities are not to be underestimated.” He then wrapped an arm over William’s shoulders. “Off the record, that woman could learn a thing or two from you. She fled to the dirt. You fled to the sky when those bombs fell. Hammond can be cold. She doesn’t know what she’s got in you. If I were her, I’d want fifty more of you.”
     William put his head down in appreciation. “Chief, I… Thank you.” 
     “De nada.” 
     William rubbed his nose as Hernandez unwrapped his arm, “So, as chief of security, you lead ISAF here, right?” 
     “Yes, indeed. Greatest private security force in history at your service.” 
     “You know, to be honest, me and my Air Force buddies used to make fun of firms like yours when we were all in Korea. We never thought a hired gun could be as good or loyal as a head strong service volunteer.”
     Hernandez smiled. His teeth were the whitest William had ever seen. “An understandable preconception. Too often corporations have failed their stakeholders over greed, lies, and scam, perhaps made even worse in our line of work when the breeding of such sins results in the loss of the innocent, who paid for the basic God given right of protection. ISAF, I assure you, is different. My men and women, like those of UNIRO, share the common belief that this organization must work or there will be nothing left to protect at all. If ISAF fails, Captain, we fail the world.” 
     “I like the way you talk, Chief,” William chuckled. “Perhaps you should be leading this base.” 
     “No, no,” waved Hernandez. “That is a job for someone with the passion of the world behind them, someone like you, I believe.” 
     “Me?!”
     “Sí. I fully expect you to be sitting in Hammond’s chair one day.”
     William smiled. Then, he noticed a red beeping around Hernandez’s neck. It was his glass tag. It glowed just as John’s did. 
     “Um, sir, your glass tag is - ”
     “Ah, of course. Thank you for reminding me, Captain. I must be going. I am going to be late.”
     “Senior staff meeting right?”
     “Yes. How did you know?”
     “A friend of mine is on senior staff. I was with him when he got the same call. Terrorist attack.”
     “Yes.”
     “ISIS?” 
     “Worse,” said Hernandez shaking his head. “Terra Nova.” 
     “Who?” 
     “Come by my office sometime. We can talk more then. I would love to become more acquainted, Captain.” Hernandez tapped his right hand on his forehead and then held it out as he began hurrying away. “Until then, amigo.”
     
     To the west, the sun was setting in fantastic fashion. Layers of cirrus and low stratus clouds showcased pinks, yellows, and even golds that made the sky look like a seething blast furnace. Construction crews, working under light towers, were laying water pipes next to the road William was being transported on, readying to take desalinated seawater deeper into the BLOC Section’s housing and recreation areas. They shouted to each other in a language that was either Spanish or Portuguese. 
     It’s been said that Rome was not built in day, but it seemed like this base was. These workers were certainly not abiding by that phrase. William noticed this about many people working here. Most of them, around eighty percent, he figured, were young, under the age of thirty-five; each one displaying a sense of urgency and motivation that was as electric as the conduit they were installing. 
     All of these personnel used their youth and spirit to see that the world they would grow up in, lives that they would lead after their days in UNIRO, would be plentiful and without fear. They wanted to be the ones to take their future back from an unpredictable and crumbling world their elders’ narrow-minded practices had formed through gridlocked ignorance in decades past. They saw what was happening and wanted new results. 
     Researching on his glass tablet in the taxi, William discovered that voluntary signups for joining UNIRO were full and an innovative labor program had been instituted so that the tremendous amounts of workers needed to build the organization's infrastructure could be found. An enormous guest-worker program was established with the founding of UNIRO. It tapped predominantly into the poverty prone Global South that allowed legal temporary migration of people looking for work and skill with the International Labor Organization acting as a watchdog agency, ensuring transparency and fair wages. Hundreds of thousands of jobs were opened with the construction of the bases. Adamant workers from Peru, Brazil, Argentina, Ecuador, Venezuela, Nigeria, Indonesia, Yemen, Uganda, Mexico, Cuba, Ghana, Rwanda, Haiti, even Somalia, flocked to the opportunities. Host countries took them in, fed them, held social programs, and trained them, adding to host economies and, eventually, with their new-found knowledge, the economies of their native homes back in the Global South once they returned. Renewable energy systems, infrastructure retooling, ecosystem resuscitation; skills that were all learned by the previously unskilled. 
     This “drop everything and move” mentality had not been seen among countries since World War II. After seeing that a global threat was upon them, the Allies converted factories and industrial sites overnight into war machines for building tanks, jeeps, and battleships. Metal was taken from junkyards and rubber from tires, even food rations of meat began - anything to serve the cause of the Allies. Economy and industry re-tasked to become an agent of change, to fight a threat that was every bit as overbearing to what the world was facing now.
     Taking lessons from the “greatest generation,” mobilization with the urgency of war had been initiated to fight the threat of total ecological, and hence societal, collapse. Boeing was producing rescue aircraft. Siemens was 3D printing wind turbine blades. Tesla was organizing battery storage systems. Ironically, Shell was generating hydrogen. Nestle was engineering longer lasting non-cocoa based chocolate for climate refugees. Lenovo was hammering out processors. Haier assembled base appliances. Maersk was donating thousands of used shipping containers. IBM had designed the bases supercomputers. Hyundai made the bulldozers, Rolls Royce the hydrogen jet engines, private space companies the satellites and their launches, Mercedes the dump trucks, Suntech the solar panels, and the Global South provided a majority of the labor. Everyone contributed to the funds.
     All nine bases and more were nearing completion after only four years of construction. Nothing but beach and wetlands had been where the base now stood. Nearby Titusville and Daytona Beach were now boomtowns, flourishing from current base business and previously established social programs for the laborers. And central Florida, besides the Cape, now had one of the world’s unique treasures. 
     A competition to see who would finish their base first had sprung up among the different bases’ work crews. Tranquility was second in the race, behind Base Defiant in Mumbai, India. The race was on and the prize was nothing less than the safety of the planet itself - and the right to host the opening ceremony for the grand inauguration of UNIRO in June. This privilege would be chosen in a month, when a better picture of who would be finished first would appear, allowing world governments time to begin planning the feat of sending their leaders all together for the celebration. 
     William had ventured back to the seawall. It was now night. Out here, in what seemed to be in the middle of ocean, was a peace unlike William had ever known. He normally hated the ocean. but now, in the company of the base, he felt at ease. He felt home. 
     He turned around and looked back in towards the harbor, leaning his back on the handrail. The access road was drenched in amber light emanating from LED’s in the handrails. It had something to do with sea turtles. Lights from the Port Section reflected on the harbor water. Distant announcements over loudspeakers carried well over the water through the salty air, reaching William’s ears with ease. 
     The base was alive. William listened to its various calls and the sounds it made. He looked out over at the skeletal network of reinforced concrete and steel interlaced with a marrow of bio-based plastics and graphene lattices to hold it strong. Nerves of subterranean fiber optic cables leading to the brain sent terabytes worth of information on how its body was fairing, sensing pain on its runways or an itch in its energy output. All of the base’s systems had a healthy appetite for clean energy and water, so it naturally had a digestive system that fed off the wind, sun, and waves. 
     Acting as the liver, the desalination plant purified water and a heart of warehouses supplied the world with its new blood, giving life through transfusions of equipment and goods. Muscles of aircraft, vehicles, and ships helped the base to move its might at will. Finally, there were the cells, the people that lived and worked at the base allowing its function. ISAF security personnel were the bases skin cells, protecting it from potential hostile invaders. Technicians in the command center worked as brain cells, disseminating and storing information until it was needed; learning and making memories. Rescuers were white blood cells, defending from danger and keeping others safe. An act of biomimicry, the replication of nature in the best of what the environment had been doing for eons. It was just as William saw himself, a last chance for life in a world surrounded in death. 
     From behind, a gust of wind jarred William from his thinking, knocking his beret off. He chuckled at the wind. 
     “Don’t suppose that was you saying hello,” he said softly to the air. “I’ll try and make you guys proud. I’ll try…”
     


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER 19: Suspicion in the Warehouses 
      
     “Holy shit, that’s big.”
     “Language, Will.”
     “Sorry, Doc. Its just, well, up close it’s… even bigger.”
     “Single biggest structure on Earth. Ten floors of 4.8 million square feet and there’s forty-five of them…”
     “On Earth...” 
      “Uh-huh.” 
     In the shadow of Warehouse 1, on the northeastern end of the BLOC Section near the desalination plant, William and John, but mostly William, stared up in awe. Standing on the ground next to this great structure made one feel as if they were in the presence of one of the seven wonders of the world. William wondered how the giants didn’t just sink into the sandy Florida soil.
     Around the warehouse bamboo and palm trees intermixed with grassy lawns and narrow roads that connected in between each warehouse. Small electric pickup trucks, not much bigger than a king-sized bed, zipped on these roads, carrying two people at a time and sometimes small boxes and various articles of gear. Each one would come from one warehouse and disappear into another through small grated white doors. 
     John and William entered the warehouse through an unassuming door at the western corner of the building. William looked up and over and almost gasped at the size of the sheer white walls, looking like a looming glacier that was heavy and old. It looked as though nothing could ever move these warehouses; they were to be a part of the Earth forever. 
     They entered into an airlock similar to the one in the command center. As they waited for the room to become positively pressurized they were bathed in blacklight to rid them of unwanted followers. 
     “There are crazy amounts of food and water in here. We wouldn’t want anything to get into those stores or it could ruin an entire crop,” John explained. 
     William’s ears popped. The UV light turned off and a green indicator light showed them the airlock was ready. A second set of doors opened, leading into the warehouse. Inside the massive interior, it was cool and there was a distinct lack of humidity. A two-lane road ran by them, along the interior of the outer warehouse wall with some turnoffs disappearing into a mesh of black metal screens and rigging. Sixteen-foot-wide racks of shelving ran from floor to ceiling with pathways between them, half as wide as the shelving units. 
     “Think of this mess as a Home Depot on steroids,” said John, pointing to the metal jungle. “But I guess I shouldn't call it a mess. It is storage perfection. Each floor has hundreds of rows of storage. Computer-controlled cranes and forklifts are sent information from the base’s supercomputer and track an RFID tag placed in all our pieces of equipment. Forklifts find it, grab it, and take it down to a series of conveyor belts that then transport it to waiting automated electric trucks at the eastern end of the warehouse, waaay down there at a distribution center.” 
     John pointed again to the east, but it was impossible to make out more than a few hundred feet down the internal road as everything blurred together in a metal mist. A conveyor belt about nine feet off the ground separated the road from the shelving units at their foot. 
     An electric whizzing sound leapt out from between two rows of shelving, making William's eyes compete to see what it was. It was a tall automated forklift at full extension holding a white shipping container. With great precision, it lowered the container in hand with a robotic grace and gently placed it onto the moving belt. Then, like spooked prey, it whizzed back into the jungle of metal to find more equipment. 
     “In the field, when UNIRO personnel are in need of new supplies and equipment, they will be able to access UNIRO’s own secure website over satellite internet with a username and password and ask for whatever they may need. Once they put in a request, it is routed up to a Phoenix 5 satellite and sent to the nearest supply craft in the area. Replacement requests are also then sent to the base’s supercomputer and restocking begins. These warehouses offer near certain assurance of a constant supply stream.”
     A bicycle bell rang out.
     “Whoa, watch it!” said William, jumping out of the way of a worker on a yellow cargo tricycle. 
     “Don’t worry about them,” John said. “They don’t stop for anything. Warehouse personnel like to be on time and efficient, which is good. They need to be. Once a call comes in, we need to have at least sixty percent of everything that is supposed to be moved, moving within two hours of the call.” 
     “That’s fast. I remember it would take us days to ship stuff in Korea,” said William. 
     “We have to be. Every nanosecond counts for us. Failure by lack of logistics is not an option. It all needs to work. Many a past rescue operations have suffered and failed simply because help didn’t arrive fast enough, I’m afraid. With our centralized and focused response, UNIRO can have boots and machines on the ground anywhere in the world within forty-eight hours or less.” 
     “Nice.”
     John put a hand on William’s back and started pushing him towards the shelving units. 
     “As I was saying though, each warehouse has its own transport network with roads and trams because they are so big. Bikes are popular, as well as those tiny pickup trucks you saw outside. I could fit one of those inside my pockets, I swe- ”
     William saw John perk his head to one side. 
     “Gosh darn it,” he said pointing to his ear. “Call. I gotta take this. Go have fun. Explore.”
     John ran back outside through the airlock they had entered in, leaving William alone. All that accompanied him were the whizzing of distant forklifts and the hum of the constantly moving conveyor belt. But under the choir of machinery, he thought he heard a muffled voice. Yes, someone was talking somewhere. He looked left, then right, and then left again. 
     The voice was coming from inside the jungle of shelves. William ducked his head down and scanned through the screens, rigging, containers, and shelves. He walked closer to the rows, slightly crouched. The voice grew sharper. After checking around, William followed his curiosity into a new row. He marveled at how deep it ran and how quiet the air became. In here, he was able to discern it was female. The voice grew louder. 
     William began jogging, making sure to stay crouched. About sixty feet in, he stopped. He found someone, a row over to his right. They spoke with a unique British accent. It couldn’t be her. Could it?
     Peeking up over the top of the container full of water filters, he saw a woman with her back turned to him speaking into an old landline that was plugged into a shipping container. No one used those anymore. The woman stopped talking, as if sensing his presence. She glanced over her shoulder. William ducked. He waited. She didn’t speak for what felt like minutes.
     William breathed steadily and quietly out of his mouth. He hoped John wouldn’t come back into the building and start shouting for him. The woman would definitely hear him. 
     “Hello,” she resumed. “It was nothing.”
     William took off his beret and peeked over the container’s edge again. He finally got a good look at her face. He knew it. It was Base Commander Hammond. What was she doing in the bowels of the warehouse talking on a landline? 
     “I need information,” she said, her free hand balled up in a tight fist, veins pulsating. “You say something is coming but cannot tell me when or where. How am I supposed to prepare if I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be preparing for? I don’t even fucking know your bloody name! 
     “Suspicion is beginning to grow among some in UNIRO,” she said, lowering her voice. “I can only hold off those suspicions for so long. I need more information from you so I can finish this.”
     She sighed. 
     “But who?” 
     She let out another long sour sigh. 
     “The Jamnagar Refinery was just the start. I need to know what’s next.”
     Hammond looked in William’s direction but he ducked before she saw him. 
     “Fine… But you get me something soon or else…” 
     There was a long pause. 
     “Toronto. Are you sure? How is that supposed to help me?”
     He heard her huff. 
     “Hello… Hello… Bastard.” 
     William heard her turn away from him so he looked over the container. She put the phone back into the shipping container it was plugged into, closed it, and then locked it via a thumbprint scanner. She stared at the lock for a moment. She swiftly looked both ways down her shelving row. No one was there. William ducked again. He heard her run off to his right. He stayed put till her footsteps were no more. 
     He started running back the way he came till he was out of the shelving jungle. John walked back into the warehouse through the airlock and spotted William a ways down from where he had left him. 
     “What are you doing down there?” he called out. 
     William took a hasty look back down the row where Hammond had been. The only thing he saw was a robotic forklift a few hundred feet down. He looked at John and then back down the row, putting a finger to his lips. 
     “You see a ghost or something? Probably just a warehouse worker, they don’t get much sun.” 
     William pinched his lips in frustration. He started running towards John. William slowed down with just enough time to avoid hitting John, his boots squeaking on the polished concrete. 
     “What’s wrong?” asked John.
     “I’ll tell you outside. Let’s go,” William said as he turned John around and began to push him towards the airlock.
     “Whoa, slow down. I’ve still got to show you the 3D printers,” said John, pointing back over his shoulder.
     “Tomorrow,” William asserted. “Outside, Doc. Hurry.” 
     Once outside, William checked to see if anyone was around. A tricycle dinged its bell nearby. He pulled John in close. 
     “I saw Hammond,” whispered William. 
     “Okay…” John strayed off. 
     “She was talking to someone on a landline phone deep down in a shelving row. No one is allowed in that area, right?” 
     “You saw her just now?”
     “Yes.” 
     “On a landline?”
     “Yeah. But the weird part - ”
     “There’s a weird part?”
     “Yeah,” William said, lifting his eyebrows. “She was talking to someone about the terrorist attack in India. She said she needed information and that people in UNIRO were becoming suspicious. She wanted more information so she could finish something. The craziest part was she said she didn’t know for how long she could keep down people’s suspicions. Why would she want to do that? Suspicions of what?”
     “Will, are you sure she was in there? I’m pretty sure she is in the command center right now.”
     “No she is definitely not Doc. She is in that warehouse.” William pointed at the gaping warehouse wall. 
     “Look Will, I’m sure you heard - ”
     “Saw!” 
     “Saw… someone. But, I really think she is in the command center. She would have no reason to be speaking to someone in the middle of the warehouse. That would be odd I must agree.”
     “You don’t believe me?”
     “I… It’s just… I think you saw someone. Whether or not it was her though… You really think you saw her? Base Commander Hammond.” 
     “Doc, I was six feet away from her.” 
     “Here, we’ll settle this right now. I’ll call my boy Sheroff over at ISAF HQ. He’ll be able to tell me she is back at command by locating her glass tag. Take thirty seconds.”
     “Is that allowed?” asked William nervously, looking around again. 
     “Ummmmm… Is this an emergency?” 
     “Well, I don’t think so… But - ”
     “Then no it’s not allowed,” John confirmed nonchalantly, tapping his earpiece to begin calling. 
     “How do you know this guy?” William asked.
     “Through your assistant actually, Rescue Officer Lewis. His name is Jake Sheroff. He’s her boyfriend.”
     “Officer Lewis has a boyfriend?”
     “Yeah. Why?” 
     “No reason,” William said quickly. 
     Jake picked up on the other end and sounded happy to hear from John. The two talked for maybe a minute about trivial matters, then John asked for his surveillance favor. Jake agreed. John pulled out his glass tablet and pressed an icon. A loading screen appeared for three seconds then a digital blueprint of the command center appeared. Hundreds of people appearing as white circles scurried around but Hammond wasn’t one of them. None of the codes matched. 
     “You see!” William said with excitement. 
     “Wait. Wait. Wait. Hold on.” John said, swatting the air. 
     John zoomed out with two finger swipes and moved the blueprint over to Hammond’s office. A circular indicator appeared within it with her glass tags identification code. She was there. It was even moving around, pacing in fact. Jake confirmed it through the earpiece. 
     William grabbed the tablet from John’s hands and swiped over to Warehouse 1. No one was inside but a few workers. William knew there was no way Hammond could have raced back that fast to her office. He didn’t understand and began questioning himself. Had that really been her? Other Brits surely worked on the base. 
     “I’m sure you saw someone,” said John, “just, not her.”  
     William gazed up at the warehouse. Something inside him had shifted. He didn’t look up at it in wonder anymore but with suspicion. Worst of all, it was suspicion of himself.  
     
     
 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 20: Dr. Frydryck
     
     William sat on a recycled newspaper bench. As usual, Florida was showing off with yet another beautiful day. It was very hot outside but the sky above was a rich blue, only to be broken up by a smattering of long, thin clouds. In the west, he could see thunderstorms poking the stratosphere along an incoming front. 
     William looked forward at Umoja Tower in front of him, one of his legs tapping furiously. He glanced at the time on his glass tag and continued playing with the beret in his hands. 
     William had never been to a psychiatrist. Looking back at his life, seeing one probably would have been helpful in more instances than one. Frankly, he didn’t want to talk to anyone about anything revolving around his life prior to five days ago. He was in a new place with new people with a new life bestowed upon him and he wanted to stay there.
     At the advice of John, William had started going through each day with a routine. He left no part of his day untouched. He always remained busy, always explored, and always focused. There was always a plan for him to follow from the time he got up to the time he went to bed. When he did go to bed he made sure he was exhausted to stave off nightmares. But five short days of a routine involving running, working out in the base gyms, studying, and meeting others wasn’t going to cure him of his mental infection of anxiety. The incident in the warehouse hadn’t helped his self-esteem either. Deep down, William knew he had to walk into the building. 
     William placed the beret back on his head. 
     “Here goes nothing,” he said, walking off the bench. 
     In the lobby, an attendant directed him to the office on the fourth floor. He made his way there and once he found the room, knocked on the wooden door three times, each knock quieter than the last. 
     From behind the door came a joyful, “Come in!” 
     William turned the handle and entered a room filled with white, ultra-modern furniture and a scent of lavender and mint from burning incense. One wall was all glass and looked north out over the rising Umoja Tower. All four corners had foliage in them with replicated bird and trickling water noises playing faintly through surround sound speakers. 
     A sunken center area with carpeting cradled two couches with orange pillows that were perpendicular to William and a bamboo coffee table in between. Papers and a glass tablet were on the coffee table and a person was looking over them, sitting on the far couch facing the door. Behind this center area was a black desk with a white chair and even more papers and tablets on it. Steaming and stained, a yellow coffee mug with a happy face on it rested on an end table next to the far couch. 
     William closed the door and waited to be addressed, almost wishing he would not so he could leave as quietly as he came in. But the man in white cargo pants and long-sleeve shirt with UNIRO patches noticed him and immediately got up to shake William’s hand. Looking to be in his mid-thirties, he had thick, short black hair and brown eyes that matched his dark skin. 
     “You must be Captain Emerson. A pleasure to meet you,” said the man in a booming voice that was oddly calming. “My name is Dr. Evan Frydryck. As I’m sure you’ve been told, I'll be the person you will be meeting with weekly to talk.” 
     William shook his hand but did not make eye contact with Frydryck. “To talk… right. Look, Dr. Frydryck, I’m not that comfortable talking. It's not you, I just can’t find the words, I guess.” 
     The doctor put his hand on William's shoulder and guided him to be seated on the couch facing the office desk. William sat down and Frydryck sat across from him, grabbing another sip of whatever was in the mug. 
     Putting it down he said, “Captain, we are all good at talking. We do it every day. Sometimes even to ourselves. You're probably better at it than you think. The hard part is talking about what the mind wants to remain silent. You probably think you're being sent here to get brainwashed into happy thoughts and smell funny flowers to make you relax, but I assure you it will not be like that. You are here to literally talk about anything you want with me.”
     “Anything?” William asked. 
     “It can be as simple as you want it and even as quick as you want it. I will ask you how your day is going and we’ll go from there. You can even ask me how my day is going if you’d like. Turn the tables around, you know,” Frydryck chuckled. 
     “Okay,” William asked, shifting in his seat. “Sooo, do we start now or…?” 
     “We can. What did you do today? What do you think of the base? I tell ya, the first time I saw her I thought I was in the wrong place.”
     “Her?”
     “Reminds me of my mother: big and imposing, yet majestic, and always ready to help.” 
     William just stared at the floor.
     “The buildings, that is,” Dr. Frydryck said with an awkward throaty chuckle. 
     William kept staring at the floor. 
     “Any who,” Frydryck gulped, “it went up so fast they forgot to put my name on my own office door. I thought there was no way I could be lucky enough to work here. A nobody psychiatrist like me, here.” 
     “A nobody psychiatrist?” 
     “Yeah. I wasn’t the top of my class, had nothing special about me that I could put on my résumé. I was just a skinny black boy from Baton Rouge who didn't know how to tie his shoes till he was twelve. I was never very smart, but I knew people. I had a talent to read not paper, but minds and the character that surrounded them.”
     William finally met the doctor’s eyes when he heard this. Baton Rouge. It was a place close to home. The doctor looked like he had prepared to say that.
     “Baton Rouge… Really? I was born in New Orleans in ’96. My grandparents used to take me there sometimes on weekends to go to a library my grandmother used to love. I don’t remember what it was called. The ah, the...” 
     “State Library of Louisiana?” asked Frydryck. 
     “Yeah. That was it.” 
     “I used to go there to rent movies since they were free. My family didn’t have much,” said Frydryck. “My mother though, God bless her heart, she sure did make us feel like we did.” 
     “I never knew my mother, or father. They died when I was six months old. My grandparents raised me. My grandmother was a schoolteacher, hence the library trips. But, after the storm, after…”
     
     Watching her drown before my eyes was not going to ever leave me I realized, no matter how hard I tried. Twenty-two years hadn’t. I didn’t save her, but I don’t think I ever could have. Nature was always going to win. But, I could have saved my grandfather. Nature didn’t kill him, something much worse did… Much worse… 
     
     “…Katrina,” William finished. “I left the state as a refugee. I’ve never returned. But, it made me a nobody too. And sometimes, I kind of still think I am.” 
     “Why do you think that, Captain?” 
     “I… I don’t know. I don’t like thinking that. But I do,” William said through gritting teeth. He tightened his grip. He felt the med-bracelet start to pulsate. 
     “Do you - ” 
     “Because I couldn’t save them. I couldn’t save him. I couldn’t save anyone!” William fired. Immediately William was embarrassed by his outburst. Dr. Frydryck did not look phased. 
     “I’m sorry, doctor.” William murmured. The med-bracelet continued to pulsate. William rubbed his hand over it. 
     “Your anger is nothing to be ashamed of, Captain. Letting it out in constructive situations like this is something I think you’ve been missing for a long time.” 
     For the first time since entering the room, William made himself comfortable on the couch, and without realizing it, started opening up to the doctor. “Life has taken... taken things from me, things that shouldn’t be taken…” William grimaced. “At least, not so early. I just try catching up and wait for what is going to happen next. I tried to take charge and do something, in the Air Force, but that didn’t work so well. Everyone on this base seems to know what I did in Korea, so I assume you do too.” 
     “I do, but I’ve never heard from the person who actually did it,” Frydryck smiled.  
     “That one's for another time, Dr. Frydryck,” William said, shaking his head. He looked out the windows. “I just want to be someone again. I want to be someone for something that I am proud of doing, not just surviving a tragedy. I’m just afraid to try because every time I do, something happens. Life will take something away from me again. It's like I’m not meant to be happy.” William sighed and crossed his legs. “Trust me, life is always reminding me that it hates me. I get these, uh, episodes, panic attacks, nightmares as well. So far they have been a little better since coming here, but I think it's just because I have made myself be so busy I forget. Where I used to live, before coming here, I lived in a forest.”
     “Where?”
     “Canada, where no one could reach me. At night, I would hear things that weren’t there. Voices. Screams. Shouting. Explosions. It scared the hell out of me. Sitting here in Tranquility now, I don’t know how I ever lasted so long like that, alone. I don’t want those coming back. I want to stay here and not be… alone.”
     “And you no longer are, Captain.”  
     “I know. But fear sure makes you feel like you are. I don’t want to be afraid of what I have to do. I’ve been asked to be rescuer again and honestly that scares the shit out of me. It scares me because even though I have been a rescuer all my life, right out of high school, I feel like I have never in fact rescued anyone. I let children burn. I let my family drown. Now, I’m expected to help save the entire world; to be… someone again.” William flashed a burdened grin. 
     Frydryck took a long gulp from his mug, which was no longer steaming, and then placed it down on the coffee table, sat back and crossed his own legs. 
     “Captain, everyone wants to be a somebody. I believe it is a basic human instinct to rise beyond what one is supposed to be. To rise to a level that surpasses the minimum, the standard. Not many people settle for little. They settle for a lot. You want to settle for a lot. You always have. What you need to do right now is focus only on what you need to do right now, or tomorrow, or for the week. No more. Long-term thinking has always been hard for people. The brain isn’t good at it. As weird as it sounds, you need to settle for a little to be happy in the present.”
     Frydryck took another sip. 
     “No one is a nobody, Captain. Everyone has a name and everyone has a mind to do something with that name. You have a name and a mind that wants to do good things. And your fear is no match for that drive. Go out there and fulfill that drive. Do good things. Don’t let the past dwell in you. Open up to the hope of knowing you have the power to change lives on a scale like never before. Reduce your fears to the ashes from which it rose.”
     “But how?” William asked.
     “You sitting there is a good start for one, but I’ll tell you what; I want you to try something for me. As strange as it seems you need to do it every morning or night, doesn’t matter.” 
     Dr. Frydryck uncrossed his legs and sat up. “I want you to tell yourself what you love about you or the day, or another person, once a day. But mainly try and focus on you. It will only take five minutes or less and you will see yourself in a whole new light. It will make you really look at who you are and what you're all about and pretty soon you’ll see something is in there,” Frydryck pointed to William's chest,” that there is still a someone.”
     “What if I don’t find anyone?” 
     Dr. Frydryck pulled his mug up to his lips as he smiled, “What if you do?”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 21: Fighting The Monster We Created 
      
 
    Training Center, Base Tranquility
Monday, April 5, 2027
     
     It was bright and early on the first day of training. William raced up a staircase to the third floor, reaching room 303 with seven minutes to spare. Windows let light into an auditorium that was smaller than he imagined, only holding forty people in four rows of ten. 
     Most of the room was already filled; many in the first two rows with a mix of people, but most looking like they were from the Global South. A few were Caucasian but they were a minority in this classroom. 
     Taking an aisle seat, William took out his glass tablet, crossed his hands on the desk table and waited. Five minutes to go now. Outside the windows behind him, the air was golden with morning sun, which cast a yellow beam inside the east facing room that was almost trance-like. 
     William glanced at his glass tag. It was 6:57 a.m. He placed his UNIRO provided string backpack on the empty seat next to him. 
     A man came in through the door looking down at his glass tablet. The tablet had a large crack across its screen. His left bootlaces were not tied. He was mumbling to himself. 
     “Oww,” the young man cried out as he tripped going up the first step. He dropped his glass tablet on the first desk table, cracking it further. “Oh-Oh noo,” he mumbled, picking up the tablet.  
     William could tell the man was from somewhere in East Asia, maybe northern China or Japan, having lived in the region for so long. He was average height, about five and half feet, and had short black hair. 
     The disheveled man fumbled his way up to William’s row. 
     "Please don’t sit next me,” William muttered, shutting his eyes, “please don’t sit next to me.” He opened them to see the man standing over him. Half of the man’s face was gold from the sun. He tried to stand to attention in the face of William’s rank but hit his ankle on a metal table leg. 
     “If you're trying to stand to attention, you don’t have to in here. Not yet, not with me, at least. But if it makes you feel better, at ease…” William looked at the man's chest patch, “Lieutenant.” 
     “I-I-I am Lieutenant Jeon, uhhhh, Seong. Seong Jeon, sir,” the man stuttered.  
     “Jeon, huh?” Korean. “Captain William Emerson.” 
     They shook hands. Seong’s were cold and sweaty. He turned boyishly excited. 
     “Captain W-W-William Emerson? The William Emerson? The Hope Giver of K-K-Ko-Korea?” 
     “Yeah, that’s me,” William said, reluctantly. 
     “C-Captain Emerson, sir. Oh, dear. I never thought I-I-I would be serving under you on a project like this!” 
     “Serving under?” 
     “Yes, sir. You're in Subgroup 1, Search and Rescue Squadron 3? Yes? It says so on-n-n your patch.” 
     “Yes. I am.” 
     “I am too, s-s-s-sir. As lieutenant within our squadron I am your second in command.” 
     Sure enough, William looked at Seong’s shoulder patch and it was the same as his. Shit, he thought, just what he needed. A neurotic, nervous second-in-command to make things tougher. 
     “I will be at your side, sir. Y-you can count on me. I enlisted three times b-before I was accepted,” the lieutenant continued eagerly, fighting his way through his stutter. 
     This guy, a lieutenant? UNIRO was more desperate than he thought. Before William could say anything further, a man in a UNIRO uniform, white, blue, boots, beret and all, entered the room. Someone in the front row saw him and shouted for everyone to stand at attention. 
     The man was a major, outranking everyone in the room. Seong tripped on the way up to stand. William almost had to restrain himself from either laughing or crying, he could not tell which. White fingerless gloves made the major look rough and his muscle tone screamed it. His face was lobster-colored and his arms were crossed behind his back, staring down each trainee individually for a few seconds, remembering each of them. Then he turned his back to the class, took a few steps towards the whiteboards and turned back around to face them. 
     A second man, much shorter than the major, entered the room wearing khaki shorts, white tennis shoes, high white socks and a baggy navy collared shirt. 
     “Good morning,” he said to the major and then took a seat at the control console, unpacking a few things from a backpack as he did. 
     The major spoke finally with a gritty Australian accent. “At ease. Sit those asses down.”
     Everyone sat down. 
     “I’m Major Hansen. I will be your class’ overseeing commanding officer for the next three months of hellish training. Welcome back to school. Including you guys, I’m in charge of a hundred new scrubs that haven’t had an ass kicking yet in a sorry group called Delta Group. That will be your group’s identification name for the remainder of training.”
     Hansen began pacing. 
     “By the end of training, you will either hate me or despise me. Either way, I don’t care. The world's a hateful place. Your class is the last group of 9,450 to come through this facility. There are 1,050 of you would-be rescuers and officers in this particular trainee class and some of you may not make it. That’s up to you. By the end of this three-month period, you will join the other 8,400 base personnel as true members of UNIRO, the greatest fucking force for good this pitiful world has ever seen.”
     Hansen whipped his red head over and frowned at an unlucky trainee in front of him. 
     “And I’ll be damned if even one of you do anything to screw it up. Low work ethic, low physical stamina, and academic dishonesty will not be tolerated. Hopefully, my size thirteen boot up all your asses will help to keep you all in line. My group of 105 will be the most badass rescue force to come out of here; they are every time and I have a wager going with the other class leaders. I haven’t lost yet since class one. And now that you will be the last group for a while, I want to end on a good note. Delta Group will be up against nine other groups that are all looking to beat you. Each of your training schedules has been emailed to you all as of this morning. Follow it and don’t be late. The first two weeks will be in here, in the classroom, and then will be mixed with more class sessions and hands-on training out in the Yard, as they like to call it. For those of you who haven’t already, that is where you will finally meet and train with your squadrons.” 
     He stopped, as if looking for something else to say, then pointed to the man in the collared shirt to his right. 
     “This is Dr. Olin, a climatologist. Welcome to Climate Change 101, your first class. We have an enemy out there, ladies and gentleman, and it's one that we have created. We are the doctor that created the monster, a monster that has no enemies or allies, no remorse for its makers, and certainly no care to its damages. Understanding it though, is our key to stopping it. You are all that is left standing in its way of complete control of its makers. Us. It’s time to cage the beast people, and then bury it where we found it. We will repair all the damage that it has done, rescuing a person or two along the way. If you fail in this mission,” Hansen raised his upper lip and scoffed, “you’ll have to deal with something far worse than me.”
     The room was dead silent. William heard Seong breathing. 
     “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go and make that speech to two other unlucky classrooms. Good luck.” 
     And then he left, rather smoothly for a man of his size. No one said anything until Dr. Olin did. 
     “Good morning, everyone.” 
     Collectively everyone said, “Good morning, sir,” back. 
     Seong was the only one out of sync, saying it too slowly. Despite the stutter, his English was very good. 
     “Welcome to training. As the major said, I am a professor of climatology. It is something I have studied for years, both in the field and in the lab and now here with UNIRO. As you all hopefully know, UNIRO is an international organization dedicated to combating the cause and the effects of Earth's ailing climate system. You need to know what this natural system is and how it is being unnaturally influenced by man's civilization. We are not going to talk politics, just facts and science. Feel free to take notes on your tablets; you will be tested on this.”
     It was a good thing William liked science; otherwise, he would have fallen asleep. He began to type away, his fingers tapping against the glass surface. 
     Escaping his notes quickly, he checked his class schedule via email. He had six more classes to go, each fifty minutes long, each with very dull titles: Rescue in the Modern World, Temporary Relief Shelter Construction and Management, Interagency Cooperation, Technical UNIRO Communications Technology and Operation, to name some.
     Humming from above made him look at the board. The ceiling projector came on. A series of charts, graphs, and figures appeared with trend lines that generally pointed up appeared on the whiteboard. Then, strangely, a picture of a planet came up on the screen. Dr. Olin took out a laser pointer and aimed it at the planet, waving it across its equator. 
     “Does anybody know what planet this is?” asked the doctor. 
     Someone said Jupiter, another Mars. William rolled his eyes. Politely, the professor said no to each and then asked if anyone else knew. 
     “Venus, sir,” said William impatiently. The professor looked up to the sound of William’s voice. 
     “Yes, excellent. Thank you, up there ah… up there, thank you.” Then he went back to his presentation. “You all may be wondering why I’m showing you a picture of Venus; this isn’t astronomy, after all. Venus has been called Earth's twin in the solar system. It has almost the same mass and density as Earth and is only slightly closer to the sun, about thirty percent closer. It has an atmosphere with clouds just like us, and even geological activity. But Venus is not us, as its surface temperature is hot enough to melt lead and its atmospheric surface pressure is so great that one would feel like they were walking through water, not air. Then they would be crushed.”
     A few chuckles came from the class. 
     “Over ninety-six percent of its atmosphere is made up of carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas that both our planets share. Ladies and gentleman, the reason I am showing you this is because this is an example of when things go wrong. It’s a prime example of a greenhouse effect gone too far. Venus has an average surface temperature of 482 degrees Celsius, around 900 degrees Fahrenheit. Now, Earth will never become like this in our civilization’s lifetime. Instead, today we worry about what only a small rise in this greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide, can do to our planets own average temperature. Today, the amount of CO2 in the planet's atmosphere is the highest it’s been in over 800,000 years. Some say millions of years. The point is we have a problem and the problem is growing.”
     Dr. Olin next showed a picture of a fogged-out mountain peak with black soil under a collection of buildings. 
     “NOAA’s Mauna Loa Observatory in Hawaii recorded carbon dioxide levels at 430 parts per million last month. What this means is that for every million-air molecules out there, 430 of them are CO2 molecules. This increase in atmospheric CO2 is creating an enhanced greenhouse effect, like Venus, that will see our planet warm to dangerous levels that will have the ability to disrupt society in very negative ways. By the end of this century we could be looking at CO2 levels in a range of 700 to 1,200 parts per million, contributing to a surface warming of somewhere between two and eight degrees Fahrenheit. The Paris Agreement could put a dent into these numbers, but even a temperature change at the lower end of that range would be devastating. A temperature change to the higher end of that range could be flat out catastrophic. The increase of this natural greenhouse gas by fossil fuel burning, transportation, deforestation, and agriculture have tipped the planet's natural carbon balance. Even with a comparatively small increase compared to other gases it has thickened our atmosphere, insulating the surface by trapping more heat from incoming and outgoing solar radiation. As a result, we see what is happening around us right now.”
     A temperature line chart appeared. 
     “Each year is warmer than the last, sea levels are rising, and weather has grown more unpredictable. Since the Industrial Revolution, the planet has warmed over a consistent trend, interrupting what otherwise should have been a cooling period. In fact, we have changed the planet's temperature for the foreseeable future so much that we have successfully put off the next ice age. Global warming is here and UNIRO will be combating it. It seems daunting, yes, but we have the same power in stopping it as we did in starting it. In this class, we will go more in depth into this subject and start talking about geoengineering, our weapon to undo what we have done. As I understand it, UNIRO has twelve geoengineering projects in the pipe that will rehabilitate and reverse environmental damage and even more are being considered. Each of these will be discussed, as some of you will find yourselves on these megaprojects. Now please, direct your attention to this animation.” 
     A colored animated map of the world showing average surface temperatures across the globe starting in the year 1880 began playing. The world was mostly blue and white with a few dim yellows and oranges around the equator when the animation started, and within forty five seconds, the world had traveled through time over a hundred years across a tie-dye adventure of blobs and stains of changing color to the year 2020. By this year, it looked as if someone had spilled red ink across the globe. Almost no blues and definitely no whites remained. Blood red arched across the poles and bled their color down into the mid-latitudes across North America, Europe, Siberia, and banded across Africa and into the outback of Australia and the Andes of Chile in South America.
     The animation continued until it came to the present year, then journeyed onto the next decade and the next and the next until it stopped in the year 2100. That year seemed so far away, seventy-three years, that William had a hard time thinking what the world would be like in that future time. There was no longer any blues and even the yellows were few and far between. Electric purples in the poles replaced 2020’s blood red poles. The reds were now down in the equator across Sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean, the southeast United States, southern India, the Amazon Delta, and the Oceania region in the western Pacific. 
     NASA had put together this particular animation and it took into account a scenario in which humanity was much too slow to react and reduce its carbon emissions. 
     “We know it’s us. There is no doubt. Current observed climate change literally has civilization’s fingerprint on it. Basic physics has told us for centuries that CO2 has the ability to warm an atmosphere and now it has the ability to tell us definitively where it comes from.”
     A new graphic appeared. 
     “According to the World Meteorological Organization, we humans have emitted over 375 billion metric tons of CO2 into the atmosphere since the Industrial Revolution. We know these 375 billion metric tons are ours because of atmospheric carbon isotopes, specifically carbon fourteen. Carbon fourteen, an elemental isotope of the carbon atom with two extra neutrons, is found naturally in the Earth’s atmosphere, where it is produced through collisions between nitrogen atoms and cosmic rays from the Sun. It is also found within the Earth’s crust, having been absorbed from the atmosphere. Carbon fourteen is radioactive and decays relatively quickly. The ratio of carbon fourteen to CO2 in the atmosphere is decreasing. Fossil fuel stores are so old, on the order of millions of years; they no longer have carbon fourteen isotopes within them because of its quick decay rate. So, when these fossil fuels are burned, CO2 is being released into the atmosphere with no carbon fourteen, verifying the ratio we are observing across the globe.” 
     Dr. Olin looked across the auditorium to see some dumbfounded faces. 
     “Okay,” he sighed. “Imagine you have an empty room that has only two things in it, one apple and one orange. Pretend the orange is a carbon fourteen atom and the apple is a CO2 molecule. Suddenly, I start burning more fossil fuels, thus throwing in more apples (the CO2) and keeping the one orange (14C). The ratio of oranges to apples decreases. This proves the increase in apples, CO2, is coming from the burning of fossil fuels because fossil fuels are the only source of such massive carbon stores that are old enough to add so much CO2 and not carbon fourteen.”
     William thought about this for longer than he imagined and caught the doctor mid-sentence at the end of his lecture. 
     “…so that next time, we will discuss various greenhouse gas sources, the role of water vapor, and a process called carbon sequestration. Thank you everyone, have a nice day. See you tomorrow.” 
     Hoping to make a quick getaway before his starry-eyed lieutenant could talk to him again, William stuffed his glass tablet into his backpack and doubled stepped down to the door. His path was blocked, though, by other trainees trying to leave and he slowed. 
     “Captain! C-Captain, wait up!” he heard behind him. 
     Oh, no. William turned to Seong in clumsy disarray, trying to reach his side. 
     “Captain, h-hey. What is your next class? Mine is, ah, is UNIRO Structure and Organization.”
     “That’s mine too… ” 
     “Oh, great. We can w-w-walk there together.” 
     Seong walked so closely to William’s shoulder they almost got stuck in the classroom’s doorway. 
     “So,” asked Seong as they both made it into the hallway, “have you-you-you had a chance to meet any of our squadron members?” 
     “No, I haven’t had a chance to yet.” 
     “That’s okay, sir. I-I have. They are n-n-n-nice people. I think you will lead them well. You’re a well leader. Wait, I mean good. A good leader. I read about you and Korea. You r-r-risked your life to try and save my people. You, sir, the stories I heard, the missions you lead, w-were an inspiration for me to fight, to find the c-c-courage I needed to do what was right.” 
     Seong took a little bow of gratitude, which was awkward in the crowded hallway they were in. 
     “You served in the war?” asked William intriguingly. 
     “Y-Yes, I did. I served when w-w-war broke out. I was nineteen. I r-remember seeing the first artillery barrages go over my head a week after Flight 491 was shot down.” William saw Seong’s eyes water slightly. “I lost m-much when it was all o-o-over, including my f-fam-family.”
     William looked away, as if to block any memories of his own about the war. Suddenly, he felt great empathy for Seong and guilt for trying to ignore a fellow soldier. 
     “I’m sorry,” William said, looking back at Seong. Seong sniffled his nose and wiped his eyes. Seong remained silent, still looking emotionally moved. 
      “Hey, Lieutenant Jeon. Lieutenant, are you okay?” William gently asked. 
     Fumbling around again with his tablet, Seong gradually looked up at William. “Korea is sometimes not my b-b-best subject,” he said with an embarrassed chuckle.
     “Oh, well that’s okay. It’s not my best either,” said William with an uplifting smile. He pointed to his head. “But… we don’t have to ever go back there if we don’t want to. I won’t let what happened to you, or me, stop us from being the best damn squadron there ever was. How’s that sound? Nothing will bring us back to that hell, you hear me Lieutenant?”
     “Yes, sir. B-B-But I still fear, sir, one day something will.”
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 22: Cooperation Not Annihilation 
     
The Pentagon, Virginia 
 
    Monday, April 5, 2027 
 
      
 
         “Madam. Secretary,” said Colonel Mapfeka, “thank you for allowing us the opportunity to brief you today. It is yet another symbol of the new found cooperation UNIRO wishes to instill in its member states - ” 
 
         “Sovereign,” cut in Senator Matthew Barnes. “Sovereign member states is the correct term, Colonel.”  
 
         Secretary of Defense Katelyn Grant gave Barnes a quick admonishing look from the head of the conference table. Barnes pretended not to see it.  
 
         “Excuse me, Senator, sovereign member states,” Mapfeka kindly corrected himself. He cleared his throat. “We believe this meeting is a symbol of our organization’s continued cooperation with its sovereign member states that we hope to only see spread in time.” 
 
         “Thank you for those kind words, Colonel Mapfeka,” Secretary Grant said with a smile. “This meeting comes as we see new reminders around the world for the need and continued presence of UNIRO. With the death toll of Lima’s earthquake two weeks ago now topping 12,000 and the continued emergence of climate-related conflict, this country’s military and aid agencies are concerned over how best to act and prepare for a future where the norms on which we have based our entire national defense system no longer exist. That is why you and your associate are here, Colonel, need to train and inform our top military commanders and national security advisers about UNIRO, its outreach, and, as you said, cooperation with this nation.”  
 
         “Thank you Madam Secretary. I think we - ” 
 
         “We’d also like to know, Colonel, about how our annual one percent GDP payment to UNIRO is being spent,” Barnes requested patronizingly as he placed his clasped hands on the table and looked down at the colonel. “In case you weren’t aware off the top of your beret, sir, that’s almost 280 billion dollars.”    
 
         “Actually, Senator Barnes,” Mapfeka grinned through gritted teeth, “I am aware of how much the US’s payments are. I’m fully aware of all countries’ payments. They are all in my glass tablet here.” He waved his tablet. 
 
         “Senator Barnes,” Grant said, with a hint of annoyance, “is head of the United States Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs. It is… logical he be here for this meeting,” said Grant. “Now, please, let’s proceed with what you came here to say Colonel,” Grant said, trying to move the meeting away from the attention of Barnes.  
 
         Mapfeka motioned to the UNIRO major beside him to begin handing out their materials. He and the major were the only two members of UNIRO present. The rest were all senior military officials from all five branches, Homeland Security representatives, several senators, and, of course, the secretary of defense herself. As the major passed out the meeting notes, Colonel Mapfeka stood up and moved over to the eighty-inch touch screen behind him.  
 
         “Well,” said Mapfeka, looking over the long table of the long windowless room, “formally established in 2021, UNIRO is a UN specialized intergovernmental agency that has a current membership of 191…” Mapfeka eyed Barnes, “…sovereign member states and territories. UNIRO works under the UN Security Council, one of the six primary organs, as they are called, of the UN, with the council being in charge of maintaining world peace and dealing with security affairs.” 
 
         Everyone at the table began flipping through the bound documentation they had just been given. The major retook his seat. Grant put on her glasses.  
 
         “Base Tranquility in Florida has operational jurisdiction over central, southern, and eastern North America, including the Caribbean. Base Ethos in Vancouver, Canada presides over the western and northern reaches of the continent. On page two of your reports you can see a list of each UNIRO base location and rescue jurisdiction.” 
 
      
 
    
    	 Base Ethos: Vancouver, Canada (North America) 
 
    	 Base Tranquility: Oak Hill, United States of America (Caribbean and North America) 
 
    	 Base Armonia: Buenaventura, Colombia (Central America and Northern South America) 
 
    	 Base Concord: Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (Central and Southern South America)  
 
    	 Base Eripio: Algeciras, Cadiz, Spain (Europe and Northern Africa)  
 
    	 Base Adowa: Durban, South Africa (Central and Southern Africa)  
 
    	 Base Defiant: Mumbai, India (West and Central Asia) 
 
    	 Base Unity: Tokyo, Japan (East Asia)  
 
    	 Base Gunyah: Melbourne, Australia (Australia, Oceania, and Antarctica)   
 
   
 
      
 
         “Normally, when a base isn’t dealing with a situation or disaster, it will remain at a status called Sequence Green that will see a base perform normal operations. Sequence Yellow will happen when a base is either in a state of standby or mobilizing to a disaster area. Sequence Red will be started when UNIRO personnel have boots on the ground and equipment in the field or when there is a security issue. Should there be a security concern, a base will inform its host nation and remain in constant contact with its host nation’s government for the duration of that concern. All three of these sequences are determined by either the base’s supercomputer or manually by the base commander’s authority.  
 
         “UNIRO was founded with five basic goals,” Mapfeka continued, pressing an icon on the screen to open a new page, “in order to make clear to the people and governments of the world its intentions. These five main goals are: environmental restoration and climate mitigation through geoengineering, global humanitarian response, international policy development, humanitarian advocacy, and dealing with complex emergencies and disasters in any country that it is called upon to help in.”  
 
         “The United States does much of this already,” interjected Barnes. “And, with great success,” he added.  
 
         “That may be so, sir,” Mapfeka said, “but future projections of even a moderate warming scenario of our climate place economic losses at 400 trillion dollars over the coming century. This far exceeds what even the US could handle economically; let alone other still developing nations. Additionally, most of these developing nations are still recuperating from a four-year loss of international aid under your previous administration’s cuts. Keep in mind though, that what the world is currently paying in the form of UNIRO through the Auxilium Protocol’s one percent rule is far, far less than projected losses.” 
 
         Barnes leaned back in his chair. “Hmm, yes. Where did those numbers come from, may I ask?”  
 
         “Cambridge University’s Judge Business School, the same business school you attended, I believe, sir, for your master’s program,” stated Mapfeka.  
 
         Barnes didn’t answer. Many in the room, including Grant, gave a slight smirk. “Continue, please, Colonel,” she said, crossing her hands in front her face. 
 
         “Now, these five basic organizational goals are to be achieved via eleven provided services, with specific task in each of them. UNIRO has based these eleven services off of those provided by the Bundesanstalt Technisches Hilfswerk, a German civil protection agency. UNIRO expanded upon these services to meet international needs. If you turn to page four, you can see a complete list of these services and their associated tasks. These associated tasks define our squadrons that our personnel are organized into.”  
 
         The sound of everyone flipping pages quickly filled the room. Secretary Grant reviewed the list.  
 
         “All of these services, found in bold,” explained Mapfeka, “are called subgroups and, as you can see, there are a total of eleven of them. However many tasks that are in each subgroup equates to the number of squadrons in that subgroup. For example, the first subgroup, Subgroup 1, has thirteen tasks in it, as you can see in your reports. That means that there are a total of thirteen different squadrons within the first subgroup. There are five squadrons for each task; this makes the first subgroup have sixty-five different squadrons. Fifteen people make up each squadron, so Subgroup 1 has 975 UNIRO personnel in it from one base alone. Each individual squadron can be called upon separately whenever the need may arise.” 
 
      
 
    
    	 Subgroup 1, Threat Prevention:  
 
   
 
    Tasks (squadrons): search and rescue, air-sea rescue, air to air rescue, subsurface rescue, underwater rescue, polar rescue, vertical rescue, clearing and blasting, flood prevention and combat, firefighting, wildfire firefighting, hazardous firefighting, and lighting  
 
    
    	 Subgroup 2, Infrastructure Support:  
 
   
 
    Tasks (squadrons): renewable electric supply, communications, drinking water, waste water disposal, and emergency bridge building  
 
    
    	 Subgroup 3, Command and Communications Logistics:  
 
   
 
    Tasks (squadrons): temporary command center establishment, temporary personnel housing establishment, command support, creation of temporary telecommunications systems, establishment and operation of logistics bases, catering and care of operational staff, maintenance of materials and equipment, and transportation of consumer goods for mission demands 
 
    
    	 Subgroup 4, Protection of the Environment:  
 
   
 
    Tasks (squadrons): oil spill damage control, water analysis, HAZMAT services, chemical spill cleanup, species protection and rehabilitation, and nuclear cleanup 
 
    
    	 Subgroup 5, Provisions of the Population:  
 
   
 
    Tasks (squadrons): electricity, drinking water provisions, establishment and equipment of emergency accommodations, and collecting points for machine infrastructure 
 
    
    	 Subgroup 6, Technical Support:  
 
   
 
    Tasks (squadrons): technical traffic routing, diving, snow clearing, makeshift road and runway construction, avalanche blasting, and maintenance of civil protection facilities  
 
    
    	 Subgroup 7, UNIRO Engineering Corps 
 
    	 Subgroup 8, UNIRO Medical Group 
 
    	 Subgroup 9, UNIRO Communications 
 
    	 Subgroup 10, UNIRO Naval Cargo Transportation Fleet 
 
    	 Subgroup 11, UNIRO Air Cargo Transportation Fleet 
 
   
 
      
 
         “The final five subgroups are specific in their assigned tasks and not broad like the first six. They still have squadrons like the first six subgroups, but they are structured differently and are based around the subgroups singular overall tasks. I will explain.”  
 
         Mapfeka displayed a new page on the touch screen. 
 
         “UNIRO Engineering Corps is tasked with solving any potential major engineering challenges that may need to be addressed during a disaster and takes point with all geoengineering projects. They also deal with construction and maintenance at all UNIRO facilities. Many UNIRO personnel affectionately call people in this subgroup ‘Geo’s.” 
 
         A subtle chuckle came from some parts of the room.  
 
         “UNIRO Medical Group is to be involved with medical crises during a disaster. It will work in conjunction with the World Health Organization and other public health agencies - ” 
 
         “Like the CDC,” said a Homeland Security representative.  
 
         “Yes,” answered Mapfeka. “Like your country’s Center for Disease Control.”  
 
         “That is good,” the representative said. “We predict the reappearance of long frozen superbugs from thawing Arctic icecaps. We need to be ready as there will be no human immunity to them and no vaccines.”  
 
         “Exactly, sir,” said Mapfeka. “UNIRO Medical Group will help to study and prepare the global medical community for this. It will also coordinate efforts to prevent the outbreak of current diseases after disasters, or having disease outbreaks be disasters themselves. Global pandemics, especially as antibiotic resistance grows, is of major concern. But, again, with coordinated international efforts we can beat it. The 2014 Ebola outbreak is a perfect example.” 
 
         “That outbreak killed over 11,000 people Colonel,” said Barnes, “including one of our own citizens.”  
 
         “And it would have been much more had it not been for WHO and the development of a vaccine,” Mapfeka retorted, quickly moving on. “UNIRO Communications is involved in coordinating all rescue efforts and keeping communications up and running between all rescue squadrons, whether they be from UNIRO or local officials, such as from your FEMA, to ensure operations run smoothly and that agencies do not overlap each other.  
 
         “Next is the UNIRO Naval Cargo Transportation Fleet or UNIRONCTF. This subgroup is tasked with all personnel, equipment, and vehicle transportation across the world’s oceans to and from any UNIRO facility. All shipping traffic in the port of any UNIRO base falls under this subgroup’s jurisdiction.  
 
         “Its aerial counterpart, the last subgroup, is the UNIRO Air Cargo Transportation Fleet or UNIROACTF. Both of these last two subgroups have nine different fleets, one at each of UNIRO’s nine bases.” 
 
         Mapfeka tapped the screen again. Digital diagrams of vehicles, planes, and ships appeared.  
 
         “Working within UNIRONCTF and UNIROACTF are the thirty-two Phoenixes and their auxiliary craft called Support and Assist Craft or SAAC’s for short, of which there are hundreds.”  
 
         “So SAAC’s differ from UNIRO’s main Phoenix fleet?” asked a Navy general. 
 
         “Yes sir,” Mapfeka responded. “SAACs tend to be smaller in size and cargo capability but are certainly no less important than the main Phoenix fleet. Their mission is one of support, offering a continued connection of personnel and supplies at a disaster area to their home bases. They will arrive after a base’s Phoenix fleet deploys and will usually stay in a disaster area for much longer, transporting goods and personnel around their designated region. The range of SAACs is smaller than that of their Phoenix cousins. Some of them have to be transported to a disaster area via a Phoenix aircraft or ship because the travel distance required would simply be too great, much the way your Blackhawk helicopters are transported across oceans in large cargo aircraft.”   
 
         “Tell us about the Phoenixes,” Grant said, looking down at her report. “They have become quite symbolic to the general public.”   
 
         “Yes, they have, Madam Secretary,” Mapfeka smiled. “These thirty-two machines are very specific, each having its own purpose. Phoenix craft are grouped into five categories based on their size and cargo carrying capacity. This also determines how many of each there are at each base.”  
 
         A new graphic appeared on screen.  
 
         “The categorization begins with small cargo. It continues through medium cargo, large cargo, super cargo, and finally mega cargo carriers. If a Phoenix falls into the small cargo carrier capacity then there are ten of each craft, seven for medium cargo, five for large cargo, three for super cargo and only one for mega cargo carriers, due to their immense size.  
 
         “Many of them already exist, but have undergone slight modifications to accommodate their new rescue roles and their new clean propulsion systems. In fact, many of our aircraft came from the large surplus of military aircraft your country built up after the Korean War.” 
 
         Barnes looked over at Grant. “Why was it determined these American assets be given to UNIRO, Madam Secretary?”  
 
         “Our defense budget was cut after the war and with a new administration. We would not have been able to afford maintenance and operation cost of these aircraft. It was best they be given to a cause where they could still serve.” 
 
         “Given,” huffed the senator behind his hand-covered mouth.  
 
         “Some Phoenixes however are entirely new and, thanks to massive research and development over the last six years from companies and governments all around the world, have been successfully rushed into testing and production. In fact, our first in flight test of our Phoenix 30 is happening later this week.”  
 
         “A little late don’t you think, Colonel, with just three months to spare ‘til operations?” Barnes said.   
 
         “Well, Senator Barnes, the Phoenix 30 program would have been on schedule had your government not had a shutdown last year, delaying the US’s annual one percent payment.” 
 
         “Oh, so it’s America’s fault - ”
     “Enough, Senator Barnes,” Grant interjected. “We came here to listen to Colonel Mapfeka, not you. Besides, you orchestrated that shutdown. UNIRO is happening, whether you like it or not. We are committed. This nation cannot face our national defense challenges alone. The last administration tried isolationism and it didn’t work. We’ve had 251 years now to get things right, and so far, we haven’t. The devastation and chaos in the response and wake of the Korean War made that painfully obvious for seven million people. A change needs to be made. It is the strategic thing to do. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
         “Madam Secretary, I mean no disrespect,” Barnes said, raising his hands, “but forgive me if a simple change in the weather seems to be less of a threat than UNIRO. UNIRO is bringing thousands to our shores from potentially hostile foreign lands to live and work. We aren’t increasing our security, we are decreasing it by sacrificing our sovereignty for the so called greater good of building some, some fanciful global utopia.”  
 
         “Our intelligence reports indicate that reasoning to be untrue, sir,” said another Homeland Security representative. “UNIRO has one of the strictest vetting processes in the world for all its personnel that are moved across international borders and are not stationed in their home nations. All of our intelligence agencies have verified this process. The chances of a terrorist, or some other hostile individual, infiltrating this country through UNIRO has been calculated to be one in 3.64 billion. One has a much better chance of being killed by lightning.”  
 
         “Senator,” Mapfeka said, “nearly thirty-eight percent of all active UNIRO personnel stationed at Base Tranquility in Florida are United States military veterans who have served selflessly in Iraq, Afghanistan, and of course Korea. Would you risk removing these men and women’s employment, their fulfillment; men and women who have sacrificed so much and are willing to continue to do so? Your own Captain William Emerson, the Hope Giver of Korea, comes to mind.” 
 
         Many in the room nodded their heads. 
 
         “Removing such a facility from your shores would not only endanger their employment but also the employment of many young and impassioned global citizens looking not just for a better life but a better future in which to live that life. UNIRO’s recruitment numbers speak for themselves, sir.” 
 
         Barnes finally gazed up at Mapfeka.   
 
         “No one believes they can create a utopia, Senator,” Mapfeka affirmed, shaking his head. “No one has even suggested it. Frankly, there will always be death; there will always be conflict. That is, unfortunately, a part of who we are as humanity. But, those who enlist with UNIRO, I think, believe they can at the least help civilization to rethink how it sees perhaps the greatest untapped resource of all, the future.” 
 
         Grant smiled. 
 
         “All we want is for people to see the future as a resource worth saving, worth conserving. UNIRO is not out to conquer America or any other nation’s sovereignty. It’s quite the opposite, in fact, sir. UNIRO looks to save nations who very well may not exist by 2100 either by sea level rise inundation, resource degradation, or even…” Mapfeka looked down at his boots. “…or even as a result of arrogant governance in the face of hard facts.”  
 
         Barnes gave Mapfeka an unappreciative grin.  
 
         “For many, UNIRO is all that is left. We have no other choice but to trust each other,” Mapfeka said, looking around the room. “So,” he said looking back to Barnes, “unless you have an idea behind your arguments of how to face what is ahead without UNIRO, I suggest you get used to these meetings because we aren’t going anywhere. Personally, having a little bit of faith in my fellow human beings pursuing mutual goals of cooperation is much better than the alternative.” 
 
         “And what alternative is that, Colonel?” Barnes asked coldly.  
 
         Colonel Mapfeka sighed heavily. “Annihilation,” he said.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 23: Chalk from the Cliffs 
     
     At dinner that night, William and John had another chair filled at their table. Despite his irregularities, mishaps, and sometimes hard to understand stutter, Lieutenant Jeon sat at their side. 
     “I like this guy,” John said while Seong was up getting another plate of food.
     “Why is that?” William said with a smile. 
     “He reminds me of you,” John replied happily. 
     “He does?” William chuckled. “How so? I don’t really see it.”
     “Oh yeah, you’re right Will,” John grinned. “A man who fought in the war and is a little rough around the edges with a splash of social awkwardness thrown in on the side? Doesn’t sound like you at all. What was I thinking?” 
     “Shut up,” said William, throwing down his fork and laughing. 
     “He’s also someone else for you to talk to beside me all the time. It’s good you discover one of the other eight billion people on the planet to converse with once in awhile.” 
     “Why’s that, Doc? Getting tired of me? You don’t want me talking to you?” William smirked.  
     “No, it means you’re starting to trust others again.” 
     William looked down at his plate, smiling. 
     
     Before bed, William was reviewing his class notes while trying to finish some homework assignments. The television was on in the bedroom while he was in his little box-like kitchen, cutting an apple, taking a break, when he heard a news bulletin that brought him rushing over. A story was breaking on the eleven o’clock hour from southern England and UNIRO was at the center of it. Sitting around a flashy red news desk was an old news anchor, who was wearing too much makeup over his bald head, and three so-called experts in the subjects of both UNIRO and geoengineering. Once the anchor introduced himself and his guests, he introduced the story and handed it over to a field reporter in Dover, England. 
     Facing east towards the European mainland, the white cliffs of Dover were a symbol of strength and fortitude to the British people, standing watch over the English Channel's narrowest section for invaders through wars of past centuries. Patches of green grass and shrubs speckled the cliff faces, like green sugar sprinkled atop a white frosted cake, covering the tops of the cliffs and back inland for miles under stubby forest and farmland, hay bales and villages. They were high, well over 300 feet in some places, and owed their outstanding white color to soft chalk formed from sediment build-up from the remains of coccoliths, plates of calcium carbonate formed by coccolithophores, microscopic single-celled planktonic algae whose fossilized skeletal remains sank to the bottom of the ocean millions of years ago. 
     Trying to stand on the bow of a boat bobbing up and down in the English Channel, just off the coast of Dover was the field reporter, attempting to deliver his story, his face a pale, sickly green. William was trying to see what was behind the reporter: a huge piece of machinery that looked like it was from a mine. 
     It was taller than the cliffs, and its eight massive crawler tracks, in four sets of two, held a tower section with cables extending from its coastal facing side. These cables looked to be supporting a boom with an operating room and offices and at the end a cutting wheel that was just off the cliff face about halfway up the tower. 
     Atop the tower were spinning vertical axis wind turbines. On the other side of the tower, to compensate for the boom’s weight, was an enormous counterweight made from rectangular concrete blocks stacked on top of each other about a quarter way up the towers height, being held in place by more cables. To fit the crawling tower, the narrow rocky beach had been extended a half-mile out into the channel with a cofferdam, enclosing the new land to protect it from common storms. 
     A number of white shipping container buildings were also on this extended beach on the eastern side of the tower structure that branded the UNIRO symbol and what looked like an oil refinery that had pipes running from its many tanks into the black channel waters. Dredging ships were widening the beaches to the north and south of the crawling tower and refinery for at least four miles in either direction, with open water being fenced in by a continued cofferdam that awaited land to hold in. The reporter tried to speak but became too sick. He quickly had his camera crew play his previously recorded story.
     “Today the British prime minister met for the first time with the United Nations International Rescue Organization’s Director-General, Roque Ferrer, to commemorate and discuss the overall completion of a major milestone in one of UNIRO’s first famed geoengineering projects.” 
     So that was the man in charge of everything, the leader of all that was UNIRO. Ferrer looked like he knew how to get what he wanted, with his young Latin appearance, smart suit, and smug smile. Reporters took pictures of him and the prime minister hand in hand in front of the completed superstructure. 
     “Rising high over the world-renowned white cliffs of Dover, the 132-meter high Coastalscraper is one of the largest land vehicles in the world, weighing just under 13,000 tons. It is so large and requires so much power that it has its own off-site solar farm six kilometers away that produces ten megawatts of power. This project has been designed to help with ocean acidification, a growing problem that has seen the world’s oceans become more acidic over the last few decades as more carbon dioxide is released into the atmosphere.”
     Footage taken from a helicopter panned over the project, showing its scale.  
     “The problem could lead to a collapse of global fisheries by midcentury with the oceans covered by massive dead zones where little to no life can exist from low oxygen counts,” the reporter continued as William cringed at the prediction.
     “With this five billion dollar project now almost complete, UNIRO hopes to reduce ocean acidification by excavating and refining the white chalk in the cliffs of South Forland and then pump the powdered chalk out into the Azores and Portugal Currents where it will travel using ocean currents until it dissolves.”
     “Cool…” whispered William. 
     “Each of the chalk sprayers, located on the seafloor, holds sensing equipment that will relay ocean environmental data to the UNIRO base Eripio that is in charge of this operation in Algeciras, Spain. Oceanographers believe that over the long term, this chalk will counteract some of the effects of ocean acidification and contribute to an overall decrease in atmospheric CO2 concentrations, killing two birds with one stone.
     “Critics of the project believe it is just trading one disaster for another. Thousands have had to relocate as homes and businesses are being bulldozed to make way for the disappearing coastline. It is estimated that over a billion tons of chalk will be excavated every two years from the cliffs. Several countrywide protests have already been held by locals, environmental and cultural preservation groups, and government conservatives. The chalk deposits extend from Kent to as far west as Sussex, a region that is expected to dramatically transform into a new coastal region filled with bays, coves, and harbors. The prime minister justifies the project, saying it has added over 5,000 construction jobs to the British economy and is expected to sustain 2,000 permanent jobs following its full activation in June. She also says it shows her government's commitment to pursuing environmental and forward thinking. Designed by architect Gary Kellet and German multinational corporation ThyssenKrupp, in collaboration with workers and engineering teams from all over the UK and UNIRO Engineering Corps, construction on the project will have taken two years once activated. Time will tell if the project will pan out. Many scientists are hopeful while others are just waiting to say “I told you so” to what could be the world’s biggest greenwashing stunt.” 
     Feelings of astonishment and uncertainty made William look away from the television. For the first time, he questioned some of UNIRO’s actions after seeing how much political authority the organization now held, especially with someone like Roque Ferrer at its head. It was a whole political faction unto itself with a significant following and ability to sway international policy. William suddenly saw that UNIRO, for all the friends and alliances it had made so far, could make enemies. Underneath it’s seemingly noble, even divine power over the world, it was still politically mortal and therefore, fallible. UNIRO would have to be careful or else the whole organization could backfire.
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 24: Edin
     
     The next morning, William stared at himself in his tiny bathroom mirror. He laughed at his reflection. This was his second day trying Dr. Frydryck’s strange act of self-praise.
     “I love my…” William chuckled at himself. “This is so embarrassing… and weird.” 
     William thought about just leaving for his early morning run before class, even taking a step into the doorway. 
     “No. No,” he stopped himself. “No, come on. Just, just get it over with.” 
     He grabbed both sides of his sink, took a deep breath, and stared into the mirror. He stared until he didn’t see an embarrassed reflection; he stared until he saw something of the man willing to do whatever it took to heal himself. 
     “Okay… Here goes nothing…” He cleared his throat. “I love… I love that…” He looked around the bathroom. “I love my sink,” he grinned. “I love my new apartment. I, I love my running shoes. I love that I have the chance to be here with UNIRO.”
     William lowered his head as he put his hand through his hair. “I love that it affords second chances, to even those like me. I love that I am finally among those willing to put up with me,” chuckled William. “People like Mr. Wood. Dr. Frydryck. Colonel Morris - ”
     “Who you talking to, Will?” 
     “Ahhh!” William jumped, putting his fist up. John jumped as well at William’s scream. He looked over into his bedroom and saw John standing there staring at him with a confused look. “Doc! How long have you been standing there?!” 
     “What?! A few minutes!”
     “A few minutes! How did you get in?”
     “The door was ajar, I’m here for our run!” 
     “Never speak of what you just saw,” grunted William. “Or heard!” 
     “I won’t…” John started. “Well, I might,” he admitted with a mischievous smirk.
     “Doc!” 
     “Just kidding.”

     “So,” John said, running beside William, “you do that every morning?” 
     “What did I just say?”  
     “Fine. Fine. What happens in your bathroom, stays in your bathroom. Fine.”
     “Just focus on your running. You need it, trust me.” 
     “Yes,” John panted, “yes, I do. Jeez, you’re fast Will.” 
     “Ha,” laughed William. “No, you’re just old, Colonel. Let’s go, keep up!” 
     William sprinted ahead. He ran through the streets of the BLOC section just as he used to run through his home streets of New Orleans, with childish curiosity, every corner hiding something new to discover. He saw the most modern of vehicles, smartly dressed people, and beautiful grounds. The sun was just over the eastern horizon, giving the white buildings of the section a dazzling luminous glow.
     The permeable concrete sidewalk below William’s feet bordered a beautiful rain garden. The warehouses were coming up in front of him, always getting larger, growing like square mountains as he ran in their valley. The never-ending hum of the bases operations was suddenly pierced by a high pitch electronic chirp, then the long squeal of a siren. William turned around and saw a convoy of white semi-trucks and ISAF patrol cars escorting them, the source of the squealing sirens. 
     As the convoy approached him, William slowed his run to a light jog. His shoes stopped moving just as the first patrol car rolled by, then a second, then a third. The first truck hurried by heading towards the warehouses at the center of the base. One by one they passed, mechanically silent with their electric drives. Each white truck trailer was labeled with a blue UNIRO seal. 
     John caught up, out of breath. He rubbed sweat away from his glasses. “Only in Florida is it this hot even before the darn sun comes up. Cheese on bread.” He noticed William was staring at the passing convoy. “Oh yeah, that’s, that’s Project Edin,” John pointed.  
     “What’s that? What’s in the trucks?” William asked. 
     “Foo - ”
     “Food,” said a construction worker behind the two men. “Specifically seeds. That’s what’s in those trailers, seeds.”
     “What, what he said,” gasped John, still trying to collect himself. “Edin is a collection of seed banks UNIRO is establishing all around the world, including all the bases.”  
     “It’s ironic, isn’t it?” the construction worker asked rhetorically. “We need more food than ever but we’re hiding it in the ground.”
     “There must be a good reason for it,” William said. “There always seems to be a good reason for whatever UNIRO does. Right, Doc?” 
     John was hunched over. He put a thumbs up in the air for a response to William. 
     “You could say that,” said the construction worker. “Edin is a failsafe in case we don’t succeed.” 
     “Don’t succeed at what?” William asked, looking at the disappearing trucks. 
     “Saving civilization. Edin ensures that, should something go wrong, whoever is left has a store to help restart. Each vault holds thousands of species. It’s a global Noah’s Ark.” 
     “You think all this will fail?” William asked, gesturing the warehouses.  
     The construction worker pointed to the convoy, now almost invisible, “I think those who think they are immune to failure are arrogant to the pressures of reality. They aren’t adaptable.”   
     “Hey,” said William, “I never said I thought UNIRO couldn’t fail. I’m just trying out this thing called optimism. I, I haven’t really practiced it in a while.” 
     The construction worker smiled. “Yeah, I guess this place tends to do that to people. Call me a cynic, but I just think you never can let your guard down. The world is going to change quickly once we start. For better or for worse.”
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 25: Monopoly
     
United Nations Headquarters, New York 
Tuesday, April 6, 2027
     
     “As I understand it, UNIRO is set to open in just a few months. Is that correct, Council President?” asked Neal Carrera, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency. Neal sat before the United Nations Security Council with a microphone in his face. 
     “That is correct,” said Council President Majed Alshaikh. “The grand opening is in exactly eighty-one days.”
     “Excellent,” said Neal, taking off his glasses. “Then I propose a joint project with the new organization. One to finally rid the world of its nuclear waste issue and further promote the safe storage and protection of nuclear material to keep it out of the wrong hands.”
     “Are you deferring your agency’s job to someone else, Director?” a Chinese representative rudely interjected.
     Neal looked at the representative from across the large round table as what he said was translated through a pair of ear buds. Once translated, Neal chuckled at the implication. 
     “Of course not, sir,” he said, “but it would be best given UNIRO’s current…” Neal paused. “…advantage.” 
     “And what advantage is that, Director Carrera?” Majed asked. 
     Neal looked back at the council president and put his glasses back on and said, “Frankly, sir, everything.” 
     Neal picked up his notes he had prepared and began to read them.
     “Money, resources, manpower, infrastructure, public opinion,” he glanced up. “UNIRO is now the favored child of this UN body. The IAEA is now underfunded and understaffed, at a time when such an agency should be the focal point. Seven years ago, we watched as the full potential of a nuclear war unloaded. If you want to never see it again, I suggest you either give me more or begin transferring our capabilities, skill sets, staff, and task over to UNIRO. The organization has monopolized change.” 
     Neal gathered his things, took out the ear buds, and stood up, pushing the microphone away from his face. 
     “Director Carrera, where are you going?” asked Majed, bewildered. “This meeting is not over.”
     “Monopolies are dangerous, Council President, even ones for good,” Neal said. “They leave no good for anyone else.”
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 26: Crazy Meyers 
      
     Seong waved William over to one of the dining hall’s many flat screens. William pushed his way into the crowd to reach him. A crowd was around just about every screen in the hall, many abandoning their dinners. 
     “What’s up, Jeon? I was just heading out to take a shower.” 
     “I-I thought you might find this in-in-interesting, sir. I know you l-l-l, like ae-ae-aero, flying stuff.” 
     “I do. Is there a rocket launch or something happening?” William asked, focusing on the television. “Have yet to see one here. I’ll run outside!” 
     Seong pointed to the screen, “No. Better.” 
     William quickly saw he was right. 
     ...
     “Sixty seconds till release on my mark,” ordered Major Charlie “Crazy” Meyers, pilot of the soaring Phoenix 30. 
     “Copy, sir,” said his tense copilot. 
     “Time for this queen to release her workers,” Meyers smiled. 
     ...
     Five thousand feet below was a team of aerospace engineers, test pilots, press, and several top UN and UNIRO officials. Dust swept through the group occasionally. It was like a scene right out of a 1950s military propaganda film showing the experimentation of a new untested aircraft. Together, the group looked up at the sky, waiting anxiously in the middle of the Mojave, as were thousands of UNIRO base personnel watching on a network live stream. 
     ...
      “Is this the first test?” William asked.
     “Y-Y-Yes. Phoenix 30 is my favorite.”
     “Phoenix 30,” said William, scratching his eyebrow, “which one is that again? Have we gone over that one yet? What does it do?”
     “Watch, sir.”
     ...
      “Thirty seconds till release,” announced Meyers. 
     “Telemetry for each drone reading five by five. Opening bay doors.” 
     The copilot flipped a switch on the overhead panel. At the rear underbelly of the monstrous 747-8I aircraft, two white doors slid apart. A holding rack, straddling the top of the plane’s gutted interior compartment, activated. Disaster surveillance drones held in place by extendable grappling arms attached to the bottom of this rack began to move down the rack on two guide tracks towards the open doors, similar in look to automated vehicle assembly lines. As the first folded up drone neared the doors it was lowered to within three feet above the opening and placed vertically in a launch position. The drone had a triangular shaped body, which held its single engine. Its inverted V-shaped wings hugged its body, ready to snap open upon release. 
     “Fifteen seconds.” 
     “We screw this up,” laughed the copilot nervously, “it’ll put the project back years. And, we’ll be out a job.” 
     “She won’t let us down,” Meyers reassured him. “She’s a work of art. Ten seconds.” 
     ...
     “Who is Meyers?” asked William. 
     “Best pilot in UNIRO,” a woman behind him said adoringly. 
     “Why is his call sign Crazy?” 
     “You’ll see.”
     ...
      Over the radio, the desert crowd heard the final ten-second countdown. All of them clenched but tried not to show it. The idea of Phoenix 30, the world’s first airborne aircraft carrier essentially, had gone from concept to testing in just over a year, something thought impossible now-a-days. 
     ...
      “Five. Four. Three…”
     Meyers looked out the windshield and saw black specs come into view and approach them at almost invisible speeds. Birds.
     “Oh shit…” muttered the copilot. 
     An alarm suddenly started going off as the aircraft jolted slightly. The windowpane directly in front of Meyers splintered as fine shards of glass scattered throughout the cockpit. Both pilots covered their faces instantly. When they regained their composure, they saw that engines one and four were on fire and releasing debris. 
     “Flight, this is Phoenix 30. We have a fire in our number one and four engines! Fire countermeasures have been activated,” the copilot radioed to the ground. “Suspected bird strike. We are declaring an in air emergenc - ”
     “No!” stopped Meyers.
     “No? What do you mean no?” asked the confused copilot. 
     “Countermeasures will put the fire out. Shut down the engines; compensate with the other two. We are completing this mission. We get her through this, we get her through anything. Release the drones on my mark. Count down reset at T-minus ten seconds.” 
     “Major are you crazy? We can’t even see out half the windows! Your face is cut and bleeding.” 
     “I’m fine,” Meyers laughed. “Now, focus. You’re the one with the good window.”
     “Yes sir,” the copilot wheezed. 
     ...
      “Phoenix 30, this is Flight! Meyers, what the hell are you doing up there?” called one of the engineers. “Abort the test. Abort it!” 
     ...
     The crowds in the dining hall started cheering Meyers as they heard him through the live stream respond to the ground controllers order to abort the test. 
     “Flight, we can’t do that. I never abort a mission, I finish them.” 
     Everyone started clapping and roaring as if they were at a concert. Seong shot his fist into the air. William looked around in awe. This was great. 
     ...
     Meyers muted the radio as he began the countdown again. “Okay, hold her steady. Here we go. Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six…” 
     The mighty Phoenix’s wings jostled as two smoke trails now spilled from the planes injured engines. But the sixteen drones inside were untouched and ready. Meyers knew his queen could take it. 
     “…Four. Three. Two. One. Mark.” 
     The first set of grappling arms released their payload. It fell silently. At a hundred feet below the 747, the drone released its wings and began to level off. Its single jet engine started and the autonomous drone became aware. The grappling arms that once held it folded flat and moved down the rack’s guide tracks, flipping up and over the remaining drones as the rack looped back around, allowing the next drone to be promptly released. 
     ...
      “That cocky son of a bitch,” said Meyer’s commanding officer on the ground. His grin only grew larger as he watched each drone appear from the white underbelly of the plane. 
     One of the UN officials walked over to him and tapped him on the shoulder. The subgroup general turned around, putting his binoculars down at his waist. 
     “Your pilot should be grounded for that, sir,” scolded the official. “He’s insane!” 
     The subgroup general nodded. “They call him Crazy for a reason.” 
     “Endangering millions of dollars worth of hardware, putting his crew at risk. That’s our only test plane for this project so far. And what has he done with it? We need to deliver in three months; this project can’t risk being delayed any further by irresponsible acts like that!” 
     “He’s shown the damn thing works, even when crippled,” the subgroup general said coolly, pointing to the sky. “Now the project can move forward twice as fast.” 
     “Oh, so you think we should praise him?” the official asked sarcastically. 
     “No,” the subgroup general said seriously, “I think we should promote him.” 
     ...
      “Wow,” William exclaimed. “I see the reason behind the name. He was nuts to not abort.” 
     Seong looked over his shoulder with furrowed brows. “Are you really so d-different, sir? You never aborted over the bridge. Just like Major Meyers just n-n-now, you never gave up. One day people will be cheering you.”
     William appreciated that. “My days of being crazy are over. It’s not about being crazy on these missions, Lieutenant, it’s about being smart. Crazy is not a good strategy. Over that bridge, I was crazy enough to push something I shouldn’t have. I should have pushed sense, just as that major probably should have in that test.” 
     “That may be, Captain,” Seong stated, “but your eyes disagree w-w-with you.”
     “My eyes?”
     “Yes. I saw their gaze while th-they watched the test. They still crave for boldness. They still want to push. They want th-th-the Emerson the w-world remembers.”
     William sighed. “That’s what frightens me,” he said quietly, under his breath. 
     
 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 27: Toronto 
     
Downtown Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Thursday, April 15, 2027
     
     “Ok,”  Constable Steve Sutton started, turning to his partner, Sergeant Walter Perry. “What would you do if Godzilla just appeared out of the lake?” 
     “What kind of question is that?” Walter muttered, looking up at the glass façade of the Rogers Centre. Inside was a roaring Toronto Blue Jays game filled with 50,000 screaming drunken fans. The two men were standing on a pedestrian bridge that spanned the ten track Union Station Rail Corridor next to the stadium. 
     “Yeah,” Steve said enthusiastically. “Godzilla. What would you do if he just appeared out of the lake and started walking through the city? It’s a valid question.” 
     “So, you mean to tell me you think Godzilla is real?” Walter asked. He wasn’t surprised by the question whatsoever. After three years of being partners, he had become quite accustomed to Steve’s many eccentricities.
     Steve shrugged. “Why not?”
     “You are so weird,” Walter said, shaking his head.
     “Oh, come on,” grinned Steve. “We both know you live for my random musings. They sure make otherwise boring nights like this more interesting, don’t they?” 
     The few people on the bridge were either talking, city watching, or smoking. Below them, a small construction crew was working on one of the corridor’s central tracks. Set amongst a steep glass canyon within the city’s waterfront skyline, the east to west river of rails that flowed through this canyon under the bridge transported GO Transits rail services, Amtrak, Via Rail, and the airport rail link Union Pearson Express all into Union Station, Canada’s busiest transit hub. The station was only a few thousand feet west of the bridge. 
     To the immediate south of the corridor stood the buzzing stadium and its massive retractable roof, the 1,815-foot-tall CN Tower, and Ripley’s Aquarium. To the north were tall glass condominiums, stores, the Isabella Valancy Crawford Park, from which the bridge emerged, and the Metro Toronto Convention Centre. All of these beautiful buildings were well lit for the night as the sun began to hide behind Lake Ontario. 
     The two men looked up towards the stadium as a sudden swell of noise from the crowd rose up through the open roof. 
     “Sounds like a good game,” Walter observed. 
     “You still haven’t answered my question,” Steve said, crossing his arms. 
     “You still haven’t answered mine,” Walter laughed.
     “Could be real…” Steve said, raising an eyebrow. “Lots of stuff is still out there.” 
     Walter shook his head and smiled. He looked up at the CN Tower on the southeast side of the bridge, then at another crowd roar in the stadium to the southwest. In the distance, he noticed a slow-moving train heading eastbound on the rail line closest to the stadium. Behind its two large diesel locomotives, a line of tanker cars stretched far to the west. 
     “Hey, Steve,” Walter spoke out slowly.
     Steve was checking something on his phone. “What’s up, Sarge?” 
     “There aren’t supposed to be any freight trains in the corridor, right?” 
     “Right,” said Steve, still looking at his phone. He was trying to listen to a voicemail his wife had just left him.
     “So, why is there a freight train heading towards the station?” 
     “What?!” Steve said, turning to his partner. 
     “Look,” Walter said, pointing to the train.
     Both men walked to the handrail of bridge. Steve leaned his head into his radio.
     “Dispatch, can you get in contact with the nearest CN operations facility and - ”
     Steve was interrupted by Walter grabbing his shoulder.
     “What is it?”
     “The engineer,” said Walter, his voice shaky. “Look at him, in the left seat. Look at the glass.”  
     Steve squinted past the locomotive’s shining headlamps. The engineer was slumped over the controls. The back wall behind him was covered in red. 
     “Dispatch,” Steve intoned, “please be advised. We may have a runaway train passing through the Union Station Rail Corridor. The engineer looks to be incapacitated. Possible gunshot wound. Request…”  
     From below the bridge, Steve noticed the crew of construction walking towards the incoming train. He watched as three men removed their hardhats and reflective work jackets to reveal vests lined with wiring and explosives. A hi-rail pickup truck drove out from under the bridge at the controls of a fourth man. The truck slowed and then stopped about 150 feet west of the bridge. 
     “Oh, shit,” Walter cried out. 
     Steve reached for his radio and began shouting into it as he ran south off the bridge to an elevated walking area adjoined to the base of the stadium. With his other hand he drew his handgun.
     “Dispatch, we have an emergency at the Rogers Centre! Three men wearing bomb vest are on the - ”
     One of the bombers started shooting at Steve. He took cover behind a huge concrete support column. Steve looked back at the bridge and saw Walter clearing civilians off of it. Below his feet Steve began to feel the vibrations from the monstrous freight trains weight thundering over the rails. As he glimpsed over his shoulder he saw the first locomotive cross under the bridge. He lost sight of the bombers behind the black tanker cars. 
     “Walter! Ruunnnn!” screamed Steve over the sounds of the train. 
     But Walter didn’t turn around. A sudden burst of sound blew out Steve’s eardrums as he was knocked to the ground. The thick concrete column he was behind shielded him from the heat and violence of the explosion. 
     Thick oil began spilling out from each ruptured tanker as the cars careened off the river of rails. The glass façade of the Rogers Centre shattered all at once. The high glass canyon walls kept the explosion confined, intensifying the force of the blast. The tanker cars closest to the epicenter were thrown skyward, through the pedestrian bridge, tumbling end over end in twirls of yellow flames. Car after car piled up into each other until they became a mountain of burning oil and steel, wheels and rails. 
     People atop the CN Towers observation deck felt an unsettling lurch as shockwaves generated crack after crack at its base. Fans inside the stadium screamed in terror as flames licked over the rim. In a few minutes, the pileup was over. The canyon had been engulfed by fire, leaving the buildings lining it naked, bare, and scorched.
     When Steve awoke amidst the charred debris, sirens, and shrieks of anguish, he could still feel the cauldron burning in the corridor beside him. Dust clouded his view, the air heavy with the smell of red-hot petroleum. Steve turned his head towards the bridge, hoping to see Walter, but the bridge had been completely destroyed, replaced by a mound of smoking tanker cars. He spotted a small child wandering around, covered in soot, the clothing falling off his half-burnt body. 
     Steve crawled out from behind the cracked column, bleeding profusely from the head. His radio was dead. 
     “Walter,” he whispered in pain. “Walter, where are you…?”
     Steve’s hands suddenly ran into a pair of perfectly clean brown dress shoes. He looked up and saw a man wearing a dark suit standing over him, hands in his pockets. The man looked uninjured, even untouched by the chaos surrounding him, so immaculate he could have been heading to a business meeting. The man knelt down. 
     “Who are you?” Steve asked, barely able to move anymore. 
     The man smiled. One half of his face was in shadow, the other drenched in flicking orange light. 
     “Just one of many…” he said, a sinister smile spreading across his face as he revealed a handgun. 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 28: Be Vigilant 
     
Training Center, Base Tranquility 
Friday, April 16, 2027 
     
     William entered the classroom and took a seat next to Seong. All around him, students were speaking in hushed tones. A thick blanket of dread and despair had settled over the room. 
     “Do you know how many have d-died so far?” Seong whispered.
     “Just over fifty,” William replied, as he slumped down in his seat. 
     “Too m-many.” 
     “It’s always too many.” 
     William sat up when he saw Chief of Security Patrick Hernandez walk into the room. Hernandez saw William immediately and gave a wink. Their professor walked in behind him. 
     “Oh, boy,” William whispered. “Must be bad if they brought him in here to talk.”
     “Class,” the professor called out, “due to last night’s attack in Toronto, we have a guest. He would like to say a few words. Chief.” 
     “Hello, everyone,” Hernandez bellowed. “In light of last night’s events, I am here to calm any fears you may have about security on this base. As chief of security, it is my job to keep you all as safe as possible. ISAF is one of the finest security forces in the world but we can’t do it alone. This is the second major attack in three weeks by this particular group, Terra Nova.”
     Murmurs around the room started. 
      “Something is different about this attack,” William whispered to Seong. 
     “What d-d-do you mean, sir?” 
     “Well, I don’t think Hernandez went around room to room calming everyone down for every other attack. There must be more to what happened.” 
     “We need your help,” Hernandez said, “to seek out and combat terrorists both here and abroad. Be vigilant, be attentive, and be informed. Is that understood?” 
     “Yes, sir!” the class chorused. 
     “Bueno.” 
     Hernandez began to leave the classroom but a rescue officer in the first row spoke up.
     “Excuse me, Chief. With all due respect, what makes you believe we are safe? Two months ago, didn’t Terra Nova attack one of our ships while on sea trials in the Caribbean? Haven’t they stolen from UNIRO convoys in South America?”
     William had never heard that information before. 
     “They’ve already hit us. Who’s to say they won’t again?” the rescue officer finished. 
     Hernandez took a deep breath and walked over to the alarmed rescue officer.
     “If you have concerns, Rescue Officer…” Hernandez stared down at the man’s badge, “Croft, any specific concerns about our competence, please, voice them. I will surely ease them.” 
     “I only ask, Chief, because I lost my cousin last night in Toronto. I’m scared, sir.”
     William rolled his eyes. “Jesus,” he muttered under his breath. Seong glanced over at him. 
     “The world is scared of this new group,” the rescue officer continued. “They’ve grown quickly and they’ve attacked UNIRO before. What’s stopping them from doing it again? Especially as they continue to grow.” 
     Hernandez nodded his head. “What’s stopping them is me and my team,” he said frankly. “This base is mine, Rescue Officer, as are the people within it. It is my home, my family’s home. You are my mission, just as the people of the world are yours. I will do everything in my power to stop anyone that threatens this facility. Base Tranquility, along with her sisters, has the latest and greatest in security and surveillance technology. If you will allow me to explain… Hm. Professor?” 
 
         The professor nodded in approval to proceed and gestured to his computer console. Rescue Officer Croft enthusiastically nodded his head as well. 
     “UNIRO’s missions may be peaceful,” said Hernandez, walking over to the computer console, “but that doesn't mean we are defenseless in the face of threats, my friends. Each base has billions of dollars’ worth of assets. On any given day, there are up to 20,000 people here, some of which are high-profile targets. Politicians. UN officials. Military personnel. Scientists. Our security systems were designed using history as a guide, taking into account previous attack styles used by both terrorist and various state militaries. Let’s start from the outside in.” 
     After logging in and with few clicks and taps, a 3D rendering of the base appeared on the whiteboard via the projector. The rendering turned several times then narrowed in on the base's main entrance to the northwest of Umoja Tower. An exit off of the nearest highway, Interstate 95, led to the base through a predominantly marshy-forested area just south of Oak Hill to where the base had been built at the coast. Its north end bordered the Turner Flats and its southern the Mosquito Lagoon.
     Part of the base had to be built on reclaimed land to make way for its eight-mile diameter and that extended out to a ten-mile diameter once the seawall started offshore. The Port Section, which was basically an elliptical semi-circle placed around the main bases ocean facing side, enclosed by the seawall, jutted out two miles from land. Even though from the air it had looked like a peace sign, its true shape, including the enclosed harbor, actually looked more like a bloated mushroom with its circular stem on land and its semi-circular head out at sea.
     After the marshy area, the road soon came to the diverted Indian River over a box girder bridge and then to woodland that ended with the base perimeter wall. There were no other structures around for a few miles. In the rendering, an area that was marked to be 900 feet in front of the first perimeter wall was highlighted and zoomed in on. Hernandez walked over to the board and slapped it. 
     “Six lanes of traffic pass under these large white unassuming arches that span the road. Decorative as they may be they are actually high-energy pass through X-ray scanning systems that can easily see through cars, trucks, and containers as they drive underneath. The image generated goes through the base’s supercomputer and if something is noticed, the suspicious vehicle will be diverted into standby areas located next to the road’s automatic security booths by a system of smart traffic lights and movable gates where they are screened again and hand checked by ISAF personnel. Vehicles going through the automatic security booths will be catalogued into the base’s computer with their make, color, and license plate on file in the database. After they are tagged, their whereabouts will always be known by my security personnel whenever they are on base.” 
     Alongside the road were a number of camera and sensor towers, giving the front entrance the feel of a border crossing. Large flower beds and small trees had been placed about the roads leading from the automatic security booths into the base to give it a more welcoming appearance. Moving to the outer perimeter wall, the rendering was adjusted to zoom in on the top of the wall near the base of one of the wind turbines. Hernandez slapped the board again. 
     “Next, two forty-foot-high smart perimeter walls. Both walls are made from precast concrete sections that are reinforced with carbon fiber mesh that give it exceptional strength and make it lighter, non-corrosive, and more eco-friendly. Twenty-eight feet thick, the walls can survive multiple bomb blasts and even take multiple direct missile hits. At each of their centers is an access tunnel for interior maintenance and monitoring sensor rooms. Their exterior sides are angled at fifty degrees and hold embedded cameras, infrared sensors, trip lasers, and flood lights. A hundred-foot clear zone extends around the front of the wall, separating it from the tree line.” 
     A photo came up that showed a wind turbine with what looked to be a small gray skirt halfway up its tower. 
     “Every four-wind turbine towers have border patrol sensor housings that scan their surroundings with radar and cameras to look for intruders that can relay their data to ISAF upon determining an intrusion is occurring. All of these systems work together with the base computer to act within milliseconds so no one is getting through, no one. Twenty-four hour drone surveillance in our skies, on our grounds, and in our waters finishes the job.” 
     William listened rapturously. “Excuse me, Chief,” he said.
     Hernandez turned and saw that it was William that had spoken. “Ah!” he started. “Captain Emerson. A man, ladies and gentleman, who knows the importance of proper and up to date security, the failure of which during the war’s darkest hour almost cost him his life. Captain, please, what troubles you? Your input to our system could be invaluable.” 
     “Well, sir, umm,” William said, “if these systems are all run by computer, couldn't one just do something to the base supercomputer and disable all of them? I mean, I know computers are great and I love technology but they're not infallible. Anyone can program them, good or bad.” 
     Hernandez shook his head.
      “A valid point. Cyber security is just as important. UNIRO has firewalls that are at the level of the Pentagon. One would simply not have the computing power to infiltrate our systems without amassing great attention to themselves prior to their attack. The only way to gain direct access to our computer networks is through our server farm under Umoja Tower. Someone would have to be working on the inside with high levels of authorization to get even close to the command center and into our database. Should this hypothetical traitor somehow make it that far, they would soon have to contend with a legion of my armed ISAF guardsmen. Someone wouldn't even be able to steal guns inside the base because all weapons have biomodules that have fingerprint activation unique to their holder. My point is, Captain, the bad guys would have to be in UNIRO itself to make little, if any, headway towards an attack.” 
     William suddenly remembered Hammond and her warehouse conversation. Dismissing what he had seen at the time, he now remembered one of the words she had said. Toronto. 
     “And what if they are, Chief?” he asked uneasily. 
     “Then God help them, Captain,” Hernandez smiled.
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 29: Purpose Amongst Those Who Have None 
      
     “…so that tomorrow we can finally begin talking about solitary waves in Greenland. Now, you’re dismissed. See you tomorrow.” 
     William packed up his things and walked out the door, Seong close behind.
     “Captain!” a voice called out. 
     William spun around. To his surprise, Hernandez had been waiting for him after class in the hallway, leaning casually against the wall. “Yes, Chief?” 
      “Lieutenant Jeon, do you mind?” Hernandez politely asked. Seong bowed and left for lunch. Once alone, Hernandez grabbed William’s shoulder and looked into his eyes searchingly.
     “That question you asked. You know something. What is it?” 
     “Sir, I don’t know if - ”
      “Captain,” Hernandez said sternly, “if you know something, you need to tell me, for everyone’s safety. What is wrong?”
     “I’d like to take that invitation to your office now if that’s okay?” 
     
     Deep in the domed ISAF headquarters, Hernandez took William through their central control room on the way to his office. It wasn’t nearly as large as UNIRO’s. William and Hernandez entered through the back of the rectangular room. To the men’s left were four stepped rows of monitoring stations, each row having one long singular white desk with continuous computer displays. ISAF personnel sat in black rolling chairs answering calls and scanning the displays. A ramp was behind each stepped row that led up to its level. Each ramp was bordered by black handrails up the sides and continued around the elevated seating areas. In front of the rows was a large OLED display the size of the room’s front wall. 
     To the men’s right was a large 3D model of the base that was overlaid with a holographic projection of real time data. Vehicles, maglev trains, aircraft, drones; even individual people were shown walking around the model as dots, their location being given by their glass tags. It was incredible. Hernandez radiated with satisfaction of his operation. 
     Shortly after walking through the control room, they reached the chief’s office. It looked out over Umoja Tower to the west. Unlike Hammond’s office, it wasn’t filled with collectables. There were no pictures of friends or family, no potted plants, or antiques. It was bare bones modern design, white and black, like the rest of ISAF’s facilities and gear. A small clear plastic pyramid that served as an ant farm was the only exciting piece of anything in the office. The ants moved about inside minding their own business, digging tunnels and collecting food.
     William sat in the guest chair in front of Hernandez’s desk. Hernandez never sat down; he just looked out the curving windowpanes of the dome. 
     “Now, Captain, what is wrong?”
     “Sir, I don’t know if I’m looking into this too much…”
     “Captain, please.” 
     “Three weeks ago, I saw Hammond in one of the warehouses.”
     Hernandez looked at William feverishly, squinting his eyes. 
     “Colonel John Morrison was giving me a tour. He left to take a phone call so I was alone. I heard her speaking from somewhere inside the shelves - in an area that no one was supposed to be. I was curious…”
     “As you should have been,” Hernandez encouraged. 
     “So, I went inside the shelving units to find her. When I did, I saw her talking on a landline hooked up to a shipping container. She sounded angry and was trying to get information from someone. She never said a name for the person on the other end, in fact she didn’t even know their name I think, but… she said people were starting to get suspicious in UNIRO and that she could only hold off their suspicions for so long. She said she needed to finish something.”
     “Suspicions of what?” 
     “I don’t know. But she said the attack in India was just the start. Then she said… Toronto.” 
     “In what context?”
     “The person on the other end told her something about Toronto. And now that the city was attacked last night. It only leads me to believe that she - ”
     “Knew,” Hernandez finished. 
     “Yes.” 
     “Did she ever see you?”
     “No.”
     “Did anyone else see her?” 
     “Not that I know of, no. When Colonel Morrison returned from his call, I told him about what I saw and how weird it was. He called ISAF and asked for her current position and her glass tag showed her in her office no less than five minutes after I saw her. She couldn’t have gotten back to her office that quickly.”
     Hernandez laughed. “That’s not the first time Morrison has done that. Always breaking my security rules.” 
     “Yeah, sorry about that. It was a heat of the moment thing.”
     “You made the right decision to check, Captain. This is something I will have to look in to. And no, you’re right, it would have been impossible for her to make it back to her office from any of the warehouses in under five minutes, even with a car. Did Colonel Morrison not believe you?” 
     “Well, after seeing her supposedly in her office I didn’t really believe myself.”
     “You witnessed the exchange firsthand. Always trust yourself, especially when you have facts to back you. Too often, emotion and belief override any factual bases. Logic should always supersede ones feelings, especially in our work. We are a team, one unit, a system. You should have come to me sooner about this, Captain. Colonel Morrison too.” 
     William knew Hernandez was right. He now felt partly responsible for what happened last night, thinking he maybe could have stopped it somehow by talking. Even if Hammond’s conversation had been a misunderstanding, he should have brought it up sooner. 
     “I’m sorry, Chief.”
     “It is okay, amigo. We’ll learn from this, hmm.” 
     “Yes, sir.” 
     “Muy bueno. This information will be very useful.”
     “Is this all because something is different about this latest attack, sir?” William ventured.
     Hernandez looked confused. “Excuse me?” 
     “With all due respect,” William said with a smirk, “you aren’t the only one who can tell when something is wrong behind the scenes, sir. I talked to others. You never gave that speech to classes after the India refinery attack, asking to be vigilant. Why did you this time?” 
     Hernandez knew he was busted and didn’t try and hide it. He sat down and put both hands on his desk and leaned over it.
     “Things are different this time, Captain. This attack came with something else, a warning.” 
     “A warning?” 
     “Yes. Less than an hour after the attack in Toronto Terra Nova not only claimed responsibility but also released the names of every base commander and the director-general as targets for assassinations within the next two weeks… All except one, that is.” 
     “Hammond…” 
     “Sí, amigo,” sighed Hernandez. “She was not on the list. This is why the information you just gave me could be extremely valuable.”
     “Has this been made public yet? I haven’t heard anything about this yet in the news.” 
     “It has not. The message seems to only have been sent to UNIRO. The secretary general of the UN was going to announce the threat later today.” 
     “Chief,” said William with a grave look, “how bad is Terra Nova? Really. What kind of threat do they pose? What are their goals?” 
     “They are what are known as ‘ecoterrorists’,” explained Hernandez, “terrorists that commit acts of violence in defense of so-called ecological and social justices. Which, truthfully, scares me even more than some senseless zealot fighting for some skewed religious cause like ISIS or Al-Qaeda.”
     “Why is that?” asked William, moving his chair closer to the desk.
     “Because, on a human level day after day, we can’t see ourselves destroying God, but we can see ourselves destroying the planet, giving them and their followers renewable justification every single day. What they destroy causes visible change to the world instantly. They have immediate satisfaction of cause. Blowing up some mosque or random office building just for casualties doesn’t send the world economy spiraling. Blowing up our energy systems does. Just look how much gas jumped after their attack in India. The destruction of the Jamnagar Refinery has resulted in a near global oil panic. Fires are still burning at the refinery. Another such attack could be devastating for the fossil fuel industry, and the world economy.” 
     “Whoa,” William breathed. “Explains why they blew up an oil train last night then. I heard the train was carrying tar sands.” 
     Hernandez nodded. “Their anger and dissidence stem from years of government and business greed, where the elite in our society have written and pushed their own selfish agendas, ruining the truly needy below them. They believe the world is run for the few, not the many. As such, masses of people are left in darkness, hunger, and environmental poverty. They believe that if they can stop civilizations current leadership, leadership that has neglected climate change, disease, and even basic science for so long, they can create a more perfect society that runs for the many and not the few.” 
     “UNIRO is meant to fix all those concerns though. Wouldn’t they like UNIRO, instead of threatening and attacking it?” 
     “One would think, but UNIRO was still designed by the old world.”
     “Old world?” 
     “The elite, who they believe have brought us to our current predicaments. Under current global leadership, Terra Nova believes UNIRO will never succeed in saving this planet and its people. Under them though, they think it will. As one, they believe UNIRO and Terra Nova can make real change… At least, that’s what the analysts all believe. This is all theory, of course, derived from persistent social media posts, back chatter, and the few Terra Novans taken prisoner.” 
     “When did they arise? Because before I left for Canada, I had never heard of them.”
     “Many believe they arose because of the war. It was the final straw. They have been hitting targets all over the world for about the last five years, especially in the Middle East and Canada. Pipelines. Company headquarters. Tankers. Railways. Gas fields. Mines. Some reports claim they originated from somewhere in North America. Some Africa. And others Asia. Regardless of where they originated they now have active cells all over the world. Their rapid expansion into the world has been, disturbing, outpacing all previous terror groups before them. Surveillance indicates a large uptick in their recruitment over the last two years, mostly in people between the ages of twenty and forty, those who feel they are losing their future to the old and out of touch.”
     “I guess I can see where an appeal could come from for a group like them.” 
     “Bastardos. They are mysterious as a ghost and as traceable as evaporating fog. No one even knows who their leader is or how they are being financed.”
     “Crap.”
     “As the young man in class pointed out, Terra Nova is increasingly becoming a real pain in UNIRO’s side. A few weeks before you came to the base, Will, a UNIRO vessel, the UNS Kofi Annan, had an attempted hijacking by Terra Novan terrorist in the Caribbean while on sea trials. They failed to take the ship but they had never tried something so bold before with UNIRO.”
     “Have they ever killed UNIRO personnel?” William asked, certain of the answer before he even finished speaking.
     Hernandez tucked his lips in and looked down. 
     “Yes,” he admitted. “Eighteen total. Six ISAF guardsmen as well, trying to protect them. It happened during their first attack on UNIRO. They bombed the opening of a water filtration project in Ghana because it was in cooperation with Shell, an oil giant.”
     William clenched his fist. “What’s being done to stop them?” 
     “Not much. They fight from no focal point such as ISIS. They appear, attack, then disappear. We are two steps behind all the time. Government agencies have been data mining, combing through surveillance footage. Security checkpoints have been established around all UNIRO projects and facilities, and threat levels have been raised. That’s it.” 
     “We won’t let those cowards stop us, Chief. Too much is at stake for them too.” 
     “Cowards they may be, Captain, but they have purpose in a world that is still trying to find its own. We can’t underestimate that. If we do, they won’t just terrorize, they will conquer.” 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 30: Help Him 
     
BLOC Section, Base Tranquility 
Sunday, April 18, 2027
     
     Sometimes I wonder why we even bother rescuing the good when they always seem to be hurt in the end, especially now that this new evil rises. The best of humanity has finally mounted its defense, only to be met once again by an attack of the worst. Why bother when some always continue to hurt? Why? Why must the good always suffer? 
     After the Coast Guard rescued my grandfather and I from our home I thought we had beaten a cruel fate but only one of us eventually would. Even though rescued by good, he was still taken by evil, evil that I could have stopped. My grandfather died for nothing, just as hundreds now do at the hands of these monsters. So much waste. Now I find myself struggling to help find some way to stop this new evil, knowing I’ve been beaten by it before… 
     
     “Captain,” Dr. Frydryck called. “Captain, are you alright?” 
     “Mhmm, oh, yes. Sorry doctor,” sputtered William, straightening up on the couch. 
     “So, this is our third meeting. How are you doing Will?” asked Dr. Frydryck. 
     It was indeed their third session. William’s two weeks of academic-only training were over and was poised to start in the Yard that coming Monday.
     “Doctor, I’m doing… well,” William sighed comfortably. “I haven’t had a panic attack since my first day here - ”
     “Which was over three weeks ago, yes?” 
     “Right.”
     “And you say your nightmares are decreasing in frequency?” 
     “Yeah, the last one I had was five days ago.” 
     “Excellent.” Dr. Frydryck wrote something down on a plastic clipboard that had a New Orleans Saints logo on it. William was not much of a sports fan. He only recognized it because he was from New Orleans himself. 
     “Now, Captain Emerson, tell me how your first two weeks have been? What have you learned?” 
     “It was a little weird being in uh… school again, I guess. I have always liked learning and most of the subjects are really interesting but some are kinda boring. Maybe it’s the teachers.” 
     They both laughed.
     “UNIRO Structure and Organization with Dr. Smith?” asked Dr. Frydryck. 
     “Yeah, that’s it! Oh man, she’s bad.” 
     “I fell asleep many times in it. Don’t be ashamed,” laughed the doctor, slapping his knee.
     “I have almost, too. But, no, really, it has been great and it has kept me very busy. This base has a lot to know about it. It could keep someone asking questions for years. It's kept me busy to the point where I am exhausted by the end of the day but I don’t want to stop. I just want to keep going to do more things and meet new people. I like the distraction. I need it.” 
     “Uh huh,” said Dr. Frydryck, writing something down on his pad. “Why do you say that Captain?” 
     “Because I still doubt. What I can rise to be, what people want me to be, what they see me as. My doubt makes me see what I am starting to feel as some dream or… illusion.” 
     “What are you starting to feel?” 
     “Confidence,” smiled William, “more so than I can ever remember. People compliment me and look up to me, I think, and that’s a good feeling, especially since I think of myself as not being worth much to look up to, not yet at least. Like my second in command for instance, Lieutenant Jeon. He will not stop saying things about me to others at training or dinner, but good things, you know, like what a good leader I am or how cool our squadron will be and stuff. He won’t stop about me.” 
     “Well, he has a lot to look up to. Captain, has anyone ever told you that you need to give yourself more credit?” 
     “Yeah, actually,” William chuckled. 
     “Then they are right. It is okay to think of yourself as good or respectable, especially a person in your position. When people see you being confident, which you say you are starting to feel, and when you’re in a position of leadership, that confidence can be infectious and disseminate through a group such as a squadron. Your work has been great so far and you're acclimating well back into society. You’re allowed to be proud of that and show it.” 
     “It's just, well, when I was in the Air Force with the pararescuers, I was not humble. I was a cocky, stubborn son of a bitch who was arrogant as hell. I wanted to save everyone and was, frankly, willing to sacrifice anyone to do that, even my own men.” 
     “And why was that, Captain? Why were you arrogant?” 
     The doctor leaned forward on his couch and put his elbow on his knee and rested his head on his hand. William felt he should not have said that but with Dr. Frydryck things just came out. This was getting very personal for William but he could do it, he was ready. Air in his throat started to pass through more easily as he accepted he should disclose his past.
     “I was arrogant because, because I wanted to overcome… Umm, I’m sorry doctor. This is hard.”
     “Take your time, Captain. You don’t need to say anything you don’t want to. Remember, this is all confidential too, no one hears all this but you and I.”
      William started to sweat a little and became fidgety on his couch cushion; then he grabbed a pillow and held it on his lap, as if trying to hide what he wanted to say behind it. The med-bracelet was pulsating. But he knew he had to tell, to say his past to rebuild his future. It was not to be botched up anymore. 
     “In my war days I had a vendetta against death itself, a vengeance against it.”
     “Why pick such a fight?”
     “I challenged it with every life I saved as retribution for the lives it stole from me. You remember, in our first meeting, I told you I left New Orleans as a refugee.”
     “Yes.” 
     “Well, my home wasn’t the only thing I lost to the storm.”
     “Your grandparents…”
     William’s eyes began tearing. “Yes…”
     
     “Get up to the attic!”
     “My leg is trapped! Rob, my leg!”
     “Poppy, don’t leave me!”
     “Tracy, no…”
     
     William closed his eyes and turned away. Dr. Frydryck didn’t say anything. He put his pen and clipboard down on the table. 
     “My grandmother drowned in our own home. Our home budded up against the Seventeenth Street Canal, against the portion that broke…”
     
     “Take Will and run! Get up to the attic…”
     
     “Around six o’clock in the morning I think, the levee gave way. In seconds the wave broke through the back of our home. Glass shattered and furniture was pushed over. It was like a tsunami. We tried to get to the attic but my grandmother got pinned under a wall unit in the hallway that led to the attic door. My grandfather tried to free her over and over again, all the while water rising higher and higher. I jumped in too, from the attic, and tried to pull her out. My grandfather pushed me away, but I kept swimming back. The current was so strong that it cracked our home right in half, right through the hallway we were all in. I watched…” 
     
     “The house is giving way Rob. Take William. Get him to safety, for me! Get him out of this city so I can go with some peace.”
     “No! I’m getting you - ”
     “Rob. I’m going to die. William mustn’t…”
     
     “My grandfather tried until the water was going over his head. I watched her drown. The home broke apart and the part she was pinned in floated down the street and collapsed. Her body was never found.”
     “I’m so sorry Captain. An experience of that gravity is something no one should have to go through. Her death was not your fault though. She died because of Hurricane Katrina and its devastation, not because of any failings of you or your grandfather.”
     William grew irritated. “For years I took it that way though. She was stolen from me. I wanted to take revenge by rescuing anyone I could, to make them avoid what had happened to me, no matter the cost. Whether that cost was to my team, or me, it did not matter. I couldn’t back down from anyone needing help. I was arrogant to my own mortality. Over the bridge I… We… We weren’t supposed…”
     “You weren’t supposed to what, Will?”
     “Never mind. Point is, my judgment was clouded by a vengeful anger that I hid with rescue, getting lucky over and over again that I didn’t lose anyone with my recklessness to get things done… ‘til Incheon.” 
     “I’m glad you channeled your grief into something positive, and brave. Many that have been down your path take a much darker route. You used your anger to give back to the world. You chose to save, Captain.”
     William turned his head and looked at Dr. Frydryck. “Most of that vengeance didn’t come from my grandmothers death though, it came because of my grandfathers.”  
     “Why? Did the storm not take him as well?”
     “No,” said William sorrowfully, tears building again. “The wind and water did not take him. He lived. He lived.”
     “Then, forgive me. I do not understand what happened.” 
     “He is the one I could have saved. He never should I have died. I cowered in a corner and watched as he…” 
     
     “Get away from him! Will, run...”
     
     “The Super Dome was supposed to be a place of safety. It was anything but.” 
     William threw the pillow he was holding as tears dripped down his face. He left the room, slamming the door behind him. Dr. Frydryck sighed deeply as he looked to the ceiling. 
     “Please… help him.” 
     
      
     
     
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 31: The Universe Never Wastes Anything 
     
     After dinner William slipped away to the seawall. He wanted to say some words to his grandparents. He hoped they were both listening. Above was a bright full moon that cast a vibrant bluish glaze across the ocean. The smooth light contrasted well off of his white uniform and beret, overcoming the amber lights of the wall. Something moved to his right, catching his peripheral vision off guard. William swung around and laid eyes on John, who was standing a few feet behind him with two bags of potato chips in his hands. 
     Once William turned around, John said loudly, “Captain!” 
     “Jesus, Doc, you scared the crap out of me! What are you doing here?” 
     “I followed you. You're not very stealthy,” chuckled John.
     “You followed me?” smirked William. 
     “Yep! Plus, I figured you would come here a lot. It’s very nice, isn't it?” 
     “Uh…  yeah it is. And you're right; I do come here a lot. Almost every night.” 
     “Every night, wow. Well, I don't blame you. It's a nice place to talk.” 
     “Talk?” William said, trying to sound like he did not know what John was saying.
     “I may be a nerdy extrovert who is socially awkward at times, but Will, I see things that aren't just amino acids and vitamin pills. You were talking to them, weren't you? Your grandparents,” John said as he walked up next to William.
     “My grandpar… what? No. I was just enjoying the breeze out here before bed.” 
     “It’s okay, Will. I talk to those who I have lost too sometimes. It helps, doesn't it?” 
     “Wait, how do you know about my grandparents? I've never told you about them, have I?”
     “No, but I’ve seen your records. I had to get you here, sue me. And, and I, ugh, I,” John coughed and cleared his throat, “I can just tell because, like I said, just like you, I’ve lost someone close as well.” 
     “You have?” 
     “Oh yeah, many years ago. When I was five, I was on a plane, a small little thing our family friends had that we would take out to fly around for a while. Get some airtime, you know. It was fun. I loved it. On this one particular flight, my sister came. Her name was Maya,” he said fondly, “Maya Morrison. We used to call her M&M. She was so beautiful, Will, so full of life and love. I pushed Maya into coming along, just this once. She was afraid to fly, but I convinced her along with some help from our friends. It was a little Piper. I think it could hold five, six people, I can't remember. But anyway, we took off. The flight was amazing. My sister had a blast and I had a blast. Everything was good. On the way back to the airport the pilot, his name was Dave, a great flyer, been doing it for years, had a massive heart attack and died right then and there, right in front of us in the back seats. Just a normal guy doing his normal everyday thing. Dead. No one else in the plane was trained to fly like he was. We crashed a few hundred feet from the runway. My sister never made it. I survived with only a few cuts and a broken wrist. She was only eight.”
     John rested his arms on the handrail and sighed. He did not speak for a few seconds, letting the waves replace his talking. Still, he looked happy. 
     “Man, she was something. The world would somehow be better if she were around today. A genius, probably.”
     William was taken aback by the story. John looked like he had told it a thousand times to a thousand different people, not wavering once in emotion and even having a smile on his blue, moonlit face. 
     “Oh, my God, Doc. I’m so sorry. I didn’t, I didn’t know. That's why you're afraid to fly, isn't it?” 
     “Yeah, that's it right there. That's still our secret, okay?” 
     “Yeah, sure. I’ve haven't had many to tell anyways until now.” 
     John laughed. 
     “My God,” said William, still dismayed at the story, feeling sorry for John. But John was not feeling sorry for John. His smile never left.
     “Well, I don't know about God,” he said pointing an index finger into the air, “but I do believe the universe never wastes anything. When I talk to her I know she is all around me still. The warmth that flowed through her is still around us. The energy she gave off still exists. Every particle’s direction that was altered by her touch and waving blonde hair has spread alterations across to others and then others, maybe even to one hitting us right now, just as your grandparents’ alterations might. You never know. She is all still here, just a bit less… orderly, I guess,” John chuckled. 
     “Trust me, Will, the universe would never waste something as beautiful as a person's consciousness. When you're talking out here by yourself, they can hear you, your grandparents, my sister. She still lives somewhere looking out at us, and I hope she is happy with what she sees. That's why I became a doctor in the Air Force, so that I could save people and get rid of my fear of flying all at once. Unfortunately, that last one has not happened yet.” 
     “But you do it,” William said. 
     “Yes, I do it. I do it because life doesn't wait for you to stop and think about what you're going to do next. You just sit tight and explore the new direction, the new plan. I didn't let it beat me; it helped me, just as still talking to her still helps me. I’ve learned to live with it, my friend, just as you are right now. I don’t shy away from the fear, I embrace it.” 
     “Oh yeah, but I - ” 
     “Before you discourage yourself or act modest again, thinking you’re not good at controlling your life, I’ll tell you another little secret, Captain. That med bracelet you're wearing...” 
     William looked down at it on his wrist as John pointed to it, still holding the chip bags.
     “It's fake, a placebo,” smiled John. “All it does is inject water into your skin. Cool, huh?”
     “What! This thing has been fake the whole time?!” cried William. 
     “The whole time,” said John. “And have things not been better?”
     “They have...”
     “Yep. You have been getting better because of you! All with only your un-medicated mind and will.”
     “Did Dr. Frydryck know about this?” 
     “Nope, just me and now you! Darn. I’m a good doctor. Ha! Could have been a psychiatrist myself.” 
     “Forgive me, Colonel, but you are one slick son of a bitch. A placebo, really?” 
     “Yes,” John said, so pleased with himself. 
     “So, then I really did control all of my emotions.” 
     “Yes, again.” 
     “Why are you telling me this now? Shouldn't you have waited until after tomorrow, after physical starts, when I wasn't under so much pressure?” 
     John opened one of his chip bags and then offered the other to William but he declined the offer. 
     “No,” said John, taking a chomp at a chip.
     “No? What do you mean no?” 
     “No,” John said, chewing away, “because this shows you that you can do anything you want with only you doing it. You have the ability to just move on, to take life and explore what you wish. Tomorrow, when you meet your team for the first time and lead, your new life will truly begin separate but equal to the past. And you're going to kick butt at it. If I could get my skinny, tiny butt through the Yard and lead then you definitely will too, tough guy.” 
     William looked away. All he said softly was, “Thanks, Doc.” 
     John chomped on his chips, knowing William probably wanted to compliment more but did not know how. That was okay with him. 
     “What does it involve?” asked William after maybe a minute of silence. 
     “Ummm, lots of climbing… yeah. Lots and lots of climbing.”
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 32: The Yard
     
Interchangeable Disaster Environment Scenario Simulation Zone, BLOC Section, Base Tranquility 
Monday, April 19, 2027
     
     “Delta Group! Fall in line!” 
     “Yes, sir!” 
     In a single file line William and Seong’s trainee group stood to attention before Major Hansen, in a garage-like room the size of a small gymnasium. Its ceiling was low and had trusses spanning across it with low hanging lights. Bare concrete walls and a floor to match had a number of warning lights and speakers with black and yellow caution stripes painted on the floor in a series of boxes and lanes. 
     Several white UNIRO vehicles, like the one Roger had driven, which now William knew were called Blazers, were parked at one end of the garage. Behind the lines of people at attention were workout equipment, lockers in small walled-off sections, miscellaneous equipment, and a few chairs. In front of the line, behind the major, were four long corrugated metal garage doors that were closed, each of them having their own lines of trainees and a commanding officer in front of them. 
     This building held Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and of course his own at the end, Delta Group. William knew there was six other groups as well, each one having 105 people, a part of the 1,050 trainees. Epsilon, Zeta, Eta, Theta, Lota, and Kappa Group, were all elsewhere in other garages close by. All were competing against each other. Delta Group was in second place behind Zeta Group. 
     So far, their academic performance had determined the groups’ standings, but now that was going to change. Each group's commanding officer started their own speeches before their trainees. Major Hansen's was loud and naturally filled with curse words of varying severity.
     “Delta Group! At ease.” Everyone unlocked and relaxed but still remained in lines.
     “Congratulations for making it this far. The last two weeks have been easy as hell compared to what is next. As they say, shit is about to hit the fan, and splatter all over those clean naïve faces of yours.” 
     Major Hansen began slowly pacing the line.
     “First,” he growled, “you are to change out of your casual on-base uniforms and into your new physical training uniforms that are located in the lockers behind you. All of your new uniforms have your name and rank on them but you have to find them first before you don them. They could be anywhere on that wall, intermixed with other groups. You have to shout out whose uniform you find and wait for its owner to come and get it. Once you hear your name and find your locker and uniform put it on, place the one you're wearing now in the locker and come back here. You have two minutes starting…” The bear of a man Hansen looked at his glass tablet, then to one of the other officers to his right, then back to his tablet and said, “Now.”
     And like horses out of the gates, the line scattered and rushed to the locker area at the back of the garage. Groups became one as the sounds of opening and closing lockers mixed over the sounds of shouting trainees, yelling out names they either had or never had heard before. Clangs and bangs. Clangs and bangs. Ranks and names. Ranks and names.
     “Rescue Officer Kennedy!” 
     “Sergeant Sagastume! Over here!” 
     “Captain Fong, right here, look here!” 
     “Sergeant Yaalaoui.” 
     “Rescue Officer Frostad! Frostad!” 
     “Rescue Officer Perry.” 
     “Rescue Officer Carroll!” 
     “Lieutenant Rasmussen!” 
     “Captain Emerson. Captain William Emerson! Over here!” 
     Upon hearing his name, William raced over to where he had heard it from, of course as far as it could be from where he was suppose to return when the two minutes were up, which had to be very soon. He finally found his locker and was handed his uniform by some rescue officer who looked scared as hell. He put his casual on-base uniform in the locker and slipped on his new one. It was comprised of both a white Under Armour T-shirt that only said UNIRO, Delta Group, and of course his name and rank in dark blue lettering on its front, and of dark blue shorts that came to just above his knees with deep pockets. His black boots came off and were replaced by white Under Armour running sneakers that felt very cushioned on the concrete floor.
     Having changed, he ran back over to Delta Groups staging area and waited for the rest to return, standing at attention again. Seong was still trying to find his locker. Other groups were nearly finished with the task. Alpha Group finished first, then Gamma Group. Delta Group finally finished last, with a few seconds to go. Major Hansen was not impressed as they all stood at attention before him panting. 
     “That was bloody close! I don't like it so far, Delta Group. Remember what I said, my group always comes in first and right now we are second! Hell, we probably just slipped to third. When you're out there rescuing someone can you afford to be late?” 
     “No, sir!” shouted everyone.
     “Can you afford to deviate from a schedule that has lives depending on it?” 
     “No sir!” 
     “If you are late to a rescue zone or to a building collapse what happens?” 
     “We fail, sir!” 
     “What happens?” 
     “We fail, sir!” 
     “Does UNIRO ever fail!” screamed the major.
     “No, sir!” 
     “That's goddamn right! At ease,” he said quieting down as he did.
     The major began to pace up and down the single file shoulder-to-shoulder lines. Other similar shouts could be heard from the other trainee commanders. 
     “Now, let’s see what you scrubs have learned in the last two weeks. We’ll see if you people actually retain information or just sit and drool in class. You all better pray that who I pick gets their shit right or else we’ll be running laps around this garage for the rest of the day!” 
     He stalked the line, looking for someone who stood out as weak or not paying attention. A few seconds of hunting found him his victim. From his position in line William could not see who it was but he could definitely hear who it was once the major started shouting at them. 
     “Rescue Officer Patterson! Step forward.” 
     William listened as Patterson stepped forward. 
     “Rescue Officer Patterson, you have the lowest rank here at UNIRO. Let's see if you can make the highest impression. Please name the ranks in increasing order of Subgroup 4. Also, name that subgroup’s task, please. Nice and loud, so we can all hear. In the field, you need to be loud so those who are trapped or lost can hear you, so be loud, Patterson!” 
     “The ranks in Subgroup 4 go as follows, sir,” yelled Patterson. “Rescue officer, sergeant, lieutenant, captain, major, colonel, subgroup general, and then base commander. Subgroup 4 is tasked with protection of the environment.” 
     “Very good, Patterson. You saved your group for now.” 
     After his first victim had escaped his grasp, Major Hansen moved toward the line at William’s end looking for someone else to eat up. Hansen stopped right in front of William and looked at him. 
     “Captain…” Oh no. “Loggia.” 
     Whew. Captain Loggia was standing next to William on his left, another squadron leader, but William did not know of which. Loggia looked like he had just been picked to go the gallows. 
     “Captain Loggia, please tell me what a non-entry rescue is.” 
     “Non-entry rescue is when one is attempting to extricate an incapacitated person without having anyone else enter the confined space they are trapped in, sir,” said the captain, rather calmly.
     “Damn,” said Hansen, looking disappointed, “that’s correct, Captain Loggia.” 
     After not having taken his second victim he turned and looked at William, sure that he would cave. 
     “Emerson. I’ve heard about you. Hope Giver, wasn’t it? What a corny-ass name,” Hansen laughed sarcastically. “Let's see how good you really are. Captain Emerson, what happens when we lose someone out there, one of our own? Someone under your command, perhaps?” 
     A long time ago, William would have probably answered by saying he never would lose someone under his command. It just would not happen. But, now…
     Major Hansen stared at him with a scowl. William knew the major wanted him to fail the question. He could tell there was no trust to be had. William was readying an answer when a door slam from behind the lines interrupted his thoughts. 
     Everyone moved their eyes back and forth, trying to see who it was behind them. Whoever it was, they had loud, hard footsteps that smacked against the concrete floor. They were approaching. The group commander of Gamma Group saw who it was and yelled, “Attention!” 
     Everyone stood to attention. Everyone. A British female voice called out to Major Hansen through the lines, a voice that William knew to be someone’s he did not want to hear right now. 
     “At ease! Hello, Major Hansen.” 
     “Base Commander Hammond, to what do we owe the pleasure, ma’am?” 
     Commander Hammond walked around the lines on William’s right and then to Hansen, who even looked a little intimidated by her presence. In her tow were three heavily armed ISAF bodyguards.
     “Oh, come now, Major, you know I like to be present on the first day of physical.” 
     “Yes, ma’am, of course.”
     “Now, please, don't let me interrupt. Continue.” 
     “Yes, ma’am, we were just about to break out into their designated squadrons for the first time and then go outside.” 
     Hammond flashed an approving grin and took a place behind the line to watch with her guardsmen. She tried keeping her distance from them but the guardsmen would not allow it. 
     “Now, your squadrons. On my tablet are each of your names and your corresponding squadron assignments. Listen up for your name because I will only say it once! I know you already know which squadron you are in, which is even more reason I shouldn't have to repeat myself. First, squadron leaders; you know who you are so please step forward and separate yourselves out the length of the group lines.” 
     All squadron leaders in the line stood forward as they were told. Seven people stood forward, seven leaders of seven new squadrons. Fourteen others would each join behind them. William took up a position near the major, who obviously took offense to William doing this, but William did not care. 
     “Next, once I call your name, I will announce what squadron you are in and then you are to immediately go to it and stay there, at which point you will be under the command of your squadron leader.” 
     Okay here we go, William thought. Look confident. Look tough but… well; just look tough, and leader-ish. The first name was called, some rescue officer from the middle of the lines. He went to Air-to-Air Rescue Squadron 5, then another rescue officer to Lighting Squadron 1, then another and another. About the twentieth person in, the first trainee in William’s squadron was called. 
     “Sergeant Vega Horbert, Search and Rescue Squadron 3!” 
     And there they were, the first person under his command. William took a deep breath when he saw her. She was very good looking with dark brown hair and exotic green eyes. She walked with structured steps and only looked at what she had to, giving William only a peek of her eyes as she passed him. There was definitely an ex-military aura about her. 
     Lieutenant Seong was called next and then several other of his squadron members, each one looking very young and very excited either to finally be assigned to their squadron or to just be out of Hansen's hands for a little and under someone else's direction. The last name called for his squadron was Rescue Officer Samir Mamedov, who rolled his eyes when he was told who he was to join, walking over to William's position and giving him a slight nudge on the elbow as he passed. 
     Mamedov lazily took up a position in the second row behind William. Ten rescue officers, two sergeants, one lieutenant, and a captain at the helm. That was his team, his vessel to steer and watch over. On his glass tag, the names of all his squadron members appeared. He checked the list once to make sure he had everyone. 
     
     1. Captain William Emerson
     2. Lieutenant Seong Jeon
     3. Sergeant Vega Horbert
     4. Sergeant Paul Macom
     5. Rescue Officer Amanda Miller
     6. Rescue Officer Vinny Mckay
     7. Rescue Officer Gaspard Fortin
     8. Rescue Officer Mario Niccolo
     9. Rescue Officer Samir Mamedov
     10. Rescue Officer Sergey Mamedov
     11. Rescue Officer Simba Mambiri
     12. Rescue Officer Abeo Lawal
     13. Rescue Officer Dao Jinping
     14. Rescue Officer Dwayne J. Pate  
     15. Rescue Officer Heather Phillips
     
     He did. Major Hansen finished the assignments and then instructed everyone. 
     “Alright, now that we all know where we belong, take exactly five minutes to acquaint each other. Ranks and names people, ranks and names, that's it. No flirting, tongue twisting, or dick splashing. Go!” 
     Conversation immediately filled the garage. All fourteen of William’s team members were staring at him in two rows of seven, waiting for him to speak, save for Samir Mamedov who was looking off to somewhere else. William turned to see where he was looking and saw a young woman in another group a ways down the garage. Time to make an impression. He cleared his throat of any fear and began to preach. 
     “Rescue Officer Mamedov, is there something more interesting right now that is preoccupying your time?” 
     “No, Captain,” he said with a thick Russian accent. 
     “Good. Then I expect yours, and everyone else’s attention when I am addressing you at all times. Stand up straight, Mamedov. Shape up. If we are going to be a team then we all need to be disciplined and focused as one. Not only will we be UNIRO’s first responders but also the world’s. With this comes unknowns and challenges that we will face upon every arrival at a disaster. If there isn’t absolute trust, absolute focus, then we will fail. I expect full cooperation with my orders but, this is not a one sided authority. If I am doing something wrong or there seems to be a better option than the one I am presenting, please speak up and tell me. You didn’t sign up for this organization to remain silent. I want input from all of you. Now, when I’m not around, Lieutenant Jeon will be in charge and I expect everyone to follow him just as they would me. Understood?” 
     “Yes, sir!” shouted everyone except Mamedov. 
     “Rescue Officer Mamedov, is this attitude problem going to continue? Because if it does, I’ll see to it that you’re removed from active duty and placed on wind turbine grease detail for the remainder of your time here. Is that clear?” 
     Mamedov did not say anything. William glanced past him to see Commander Hammond eyeing the unfolding conflict. 
     “You did not answer the question, Rescue Officer!” He walked over to him and stood in front of his face, so close that William could smell his breath, which smelled of Nicorette gum. “Answer. The. Question,” said William, in a voice so low only Mamedov could hear it. 
     “There will be no problems… sir,” Mamedov said with a grain of effort.
     “Good.” William raised his voice again, the five minutes was almost up. Since starting his speech confidence surged through his body. He was worried it wouldn’t, but commanding felt good so far. “Whatever the major has planned next we will face it as a team. Let’s push each other and help each other out, have each other’s backs.” William walked to the front of the squadron again and said his final words. “Good luck to us all.” 
     “Time!” called Hansen. 
     Everyone stopped and turned to the major.
     “Squadrons,” grinned Hansen, “It’s time. You all know it mostly as the Yard. Its real name is the Interchangeable Disaster Environment Scenario Simulation Zone. If someone blindfolded me, dropped me in the middle of it, and left me there, I wouldn’t know the difference between it and hell. It is designed to scare the shit out of you, and I guarantee it will. It's over 900 acres of fire, water, earth, and sometimes even wind, that is designed to simulate almost any disaster scenario we may face out there.”
     Hansen began counting on his stubby fingers. “We can simulate chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear and high yield explosive attacks and threats. There is a town with full fire and gas effects, explosive rigged cars, an area that can flood up to a depth of nine feet, a four-lane highway, two track railway stations, underground tunnels, simulated wildfire area, collapsed buildings, and my favorite… the mountain terrain platform that can simulate landslides, rock falls, and even avalanches. Oh, baby, it's seventy feet of vertical whoop-ass. 
     Hansen smacked his lips and grunted. 
     “We also have our exercise and obstacle courses back there. That is where we are going first. Once these doors open, you all need to follow me and stay as a group. Squadron leaders keep your teams together. If anyone strays, that squadron will be running the garage for the rest of the day! Further instructions will be given once we’re at the course. Is that understood, Delta Group?” 
     “Yes, sir!” shouted everyone as loudly as they could, pumped and ready.
     Hansen made a turning motion with his right hand and then turned towards the door in front of their group. 
     “Open the doors!” 
     
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 33: Learning the Ropes 
      
     Sirens and flashing warning lights started to sound as the doors rolled open, revealing a town behind them. The smell of morning dew and propane from the fire effects reached William’s nose. The light outside was still very much low; it was only 7:29 a.m. 
     Square buildings up to four stories high with flat roofs were in the simulated town ahead to the south, maybe 200 feet, with a two-lane road marking the town's edge. Trees made out of metal, with dark trunks and branches that had burn marks, made up the eastern corner of the town. A dike wrapping around six, one story homes was in the western corner. There was a main street, alleys, side roads, everything one would see in a real town. One building was a collapsed parking garage, another a collapsed hospital. William saw a school, a church, and even baseball field with bleachers, dugouts and all. 
     As the newly formed squadrons began jogging away behind their group leaders, William was stopped by Hammond abruptly, so much so that Vega and Seong nearly ran into him. Hammond stared at William intently.
     “Go ahead of me guys,” William directed to his squadron. “Lieutenant Jeon, take point ‘til I catch up.”
     “Y-y-yes, sir.” 
     The team flooded around William, Hammond, and her three guardsmen like water. Hansen looked on from the front and ignored the hold up.
     “Is there something you need, ma’am?” asked William, agitated. 
     Holding her hands firmly in front of her, she looked William up and down. “I just wanted to wish you good luck, Captain. So far, I’m hearing all good things. Keep pushing that dare.” 
     “Thank you, ma’am,” said William. “Why so many guards, ma’am? You weren’t on the list.”
     Hammond took a deep breath and stiffened her body. She tilted her head slightly and began to back away. Her gaze was bitter cold now. The public had been told all base commanders had received threats. 
     “You best be going, Captain. Your team needs you. Those thick trees can be… unforgiving. They can expose all sorts of unwanted faults.” 
     William swiftly nodded as he turned away to start his jog. “Just like warehouse shelving ma’am,” he said, just loud enough for her to hear.  
     William never looked back. Hammond glared at the rising sun as an uncertainty swept through her. “Damn him,” she whispered. 
     To the west of the town, snuggled up in the very western corner of the BLOC Section, was the simulated mountain. The trainees turned its way. Sculpted concrete and bushes made for a very realistic look. Small trees surrounded its base with a road running along one of its sides. A waterfall was running across it amid some fallen rocks and downed trees. Near the peak of its fake slope was a metal platform that had three zip lines running off of it that went down to the east towards the town and ended on one of the taller buildings. A group of people were on it, exercising a self-rescue, pulling themselves up the wire, releasing and stopping, then doing it all over again.
     William jogged over the gravel below his feet, shouting to his squadron to pick up the pace and to stay together. Mamedov was straying behind but William, with some colorful adjectives, made him rejoin the others. At the other end, however, was Sergeant Horbert who William had to tell several times to actually slow down. Looking over his shoulder he saw a quadcopter watching over them, recording their garage exodus.
     Out in front of the group the major could be heard, shouting curse words and demoralizing slurs that made their way through the group like pinballs. The gravel roadway they were on was just one of a series of pathways that meandered around the Yard, taking one to anywhere they wanted to go either by foot or vehicle. Other groups had now joined them from other garages, making the jogging mass look like a marathon run. As the mountain grew closer, they laid eyes on the obstacle courses behind it for the first time. A young forest of pine with unnatural structures throughout was soon above them. 
     Vines of rope and steel cables hung from wooden poles, trees, and planks anchored to platforms that made up a system of rope bridges and free swinging crossings, each of varying heights. Orange safety lines above all this insured safe passage through the courses, which were generally two stories off the red mulch ground, at their lowest.
     Hansen and other group commanders stopped at a concrete staging area just before the courses and turned to see the groups come jogging in and separating out into their squadrons. Blazers that had been parked in the garages arrived, one carrying Hammond and her guardsmen. 
     “Fall in! Fall in!” yelled Hansen. 
     In the sun Hansen's red skin transformed into a rather appalling shade of purple. 
     “Welcome, Delta Group,” he said standing on a wooden box. “Squadron by squadron, we will run this course.” Hansen pointed to the first set up of obstacles in the foreground. “Each of you must complete it in under six minutes. If the person in front of you falters, leave them behind and move on, that is their fault. Safety harnesses can be found in a storage locker atop the first platform in the course up there. Put it on, attach yourselves to the safety line, and then run like hell. Group commanders will be present along the way to… motivate you.” Hansen laughed a sinister laugh when he said that. “The record is five minutes, six seconds. Beat that today and you have the rest of the day off. We will run this until you no longer can. Let's get started! SAR Squadron 3, you're up first.” He gestured for William’s group to make their way up to a wooden ladder where the course started. “As for the rest of you, drop and give me thirty. Now!” 
     William waited for his team to gather around the ladder in a single file line with himself and Hansen at the front. The other groups were doing various other workouts, along with pushups. Others were preparing to run different courses interlaced amongst the forest behind the one William was going to dash through. Base Commander Hammond stood by her Blazer with her guardsmen watching a ways off, watching William. 
     “Time begins once you clip in up there, Emerson, and you're going first,” said Major Hansen, pointing to the platform. 
     “Yes, sir.” 
     As William started to climb, Hansen stopped him, putting his big hand on William's shoulder, bringing him back down so that he could whisper into his ear. 
     “You know, Emerson, I tried to give you the best on your team, what I thought at least. That way you wouldn't have to work to hard. We wouldn’t want you working too hard now, would we? Might panic a little, yeah? See a few dots of light here and there. I think you can do this though. It’s not as high as Incheon was. But please, in all seriousness, try and give me a reason to cut your scared ass from this program today. There is no room for a woos in our business. Thanks, mate.” 
     Hansen ruffled William’s hair and then stepped back, waiting for William to move. That son of bitch of a major. He actually took pleasure at William’s misfortune, but William was determined to not feed his appetite for failure. Failure was not an option. 
     William turned and looked back at his team. “Alright, once I’m up there and clipped in, start coming up, stay right on me. Remember to push each other through. Encourage one another. Six minutes, people, now come on!” 
     And with that, William climbed the ladder, put on a harness, and readied himself to snap onto the safety line. On the platform, the course looked taller and longer than from the ground, but he was okay with that. He was not afraid of heights. Down below, he could hear group commanders screaming at their groups to work harder, faster, while some were already up in the course waiting for him to come by. His vision narrowed in on the first obstacle ahead, a fifty-foot-long cable bridge with free-swinging circular wooden platforms no bigger than a dinner plate. 
     “Let's go, Emerson, we don't have all day for you to admire the course. Start the goddamn thing!” 
     Shut up, Hansen. William reached up to the safety cable, pulled the clip back, put one foot in front of the other, then closed the clip on the line. Then he was gone.
     William quickly, yet precisely placed each of his feet on the wooden platforms that pivoted violently as he crossed them, holding on to two guide wires on either side of him for stability, letting his speed judge his steps. Within a few seconds of starting, he had crossed the first obstacle and came to the second platform on the other side. 
     This one led to a set of wooden two-by-fours that were perpendicular to his position with curved wooden humps, making it difficult to balance. He slowed considerably to make the trek across. Each of the boards was held up by cables at either end, like a swing set. They swung even more than the last obstacle. Tree branches had to be pushed out of his way, cutting his face as he went but he kept going, accelerating on the second obstacle as he became more comfortable with it. 
     The third platform touched his feet. Here, William had to unclip and then re-clip onto a new safety line as the course turned inwards towards the trees. In front lay a series of X-shaped two-by-four platforms, four in total. They pivoted at forty-five degree angles when one's weight was placed at one end. William had to jump on each of them, trying to land near their centers, while holding onto the two guide wires at his side, thirty feet in the air. Each jump was calculated and executed carefully. His hands hurt from the rough metal lines he was holding on to. 
     “Move your weak ass, Captain!” shouted a group commander standing on the fourth platform, waiting for William. 
     The man kept shouting as William stopped on the platform. A knotted rope in front of a cargo net dangled in front of him. He unclipped quickly and had to jump without any safety line. If he fell, he would fall into a channel filled with cold water below. William jumped and grabbed the rope, clung to it and started to swing back and forth until he had enough momentum to reach the cargo net. One arm came out and grabbed the net. Using only his upper body strength, he climbed down the net, legs dangling. The net was in a backwards-arch shape and led to a lower platform about ten feet off the ground. William swung his legs up onto the platform then wiggled his upper body on. No more than a minute had gone by, by his estimate. 
     Another clip-in brought him to perpendicular swinging logs, twenty of them, that were extremely hard to control under his legs. Each one clanked against the next one as he crossed them moving forward and backwards, keeping his core tight to control his legs and the logs.
     Behind him was Sergeant Horbert, who was catching up to his obstacle. In response, he went even faster, slipped, caught himself, then continued on. Another cargo net was his next challenge but this one was horizontal over the ground. He had to cling to its underside over a pond fifteen feet below, no safety clip for this one either. 
     Vega was at the log obstacle already. William only had a few left to go. Upon completing the horizontal netting, he let himself go over a platform and landed hard on his back, turned over, clipped in and set about to the next obstacle. It was a tunnel in the air supported by cables that had a clear plastic bottom. 
     Inside it was wet, hot, and barely big enough for his shoulders to fit through. It was at least sixty feet long. As it wobbled about, William became very disoriented and had to keep his eyes fixed on the ground below to get a bearing through the clear bottom. A group commander was yelling down from the other end of the tunnel to look straight ahead as he crawled. Shoulders and elbows pounding, he crawled with his head looking straight ahead towards the end of the tunnel, light growing as he neared the shouting. 
     Three-quarters of the way down the tunnel, it began to rattle so much that William had to brace his body with his hands against the walls to keep himself up. He put his head between his knees to look back and saw Vega crawling down the tunnel towards him. This woman was unbelievable. She was so strong and fast and persistent; she was going to pass him if he did not hurry. So he did, and like a cannonball being shot out of a cannon, William raced out onto the tunnel’s end wooden platform, feeling winded but still focused. 
     Green branches, sweat, bruises, and some blood was all William remembered of the next few obstacles, gaining ground on Vega and not looking back. His heart was pounding against his chest, which was sore and wet. His eyes burned from salty sweat on the humid morning and his legs started to cramp but he kept going and going and going until there were only three obstacles left. William thought he had already missed the six-minute mark but, despite the pain, he kept going faster. 
     A thin pine tree with a wide wooden platform stood in his path. The safety line ended, clamped around the trunk going no further. Ninety feet down the course he could see the finish line, which had looped back around to the where it had started. 
     “Captain, you better jump! Jump down now! Hurry, you gotta get your ass moving!” yelled a group commander.
     Hearing that, he looked down to a dirty, muddy looking pond that was the length of an eighteen-wheeler, covered over in barbed wire except for both ends. One of the group commanders continued to yell up to him on the platform. William had to jump from three stories up, directly down into the pond and swim across under all the wire and come out on the other side in order to make it to the last two obstacles. 
     He closed his eyes and jumped, making his body as thin and pointy as possible. Air rolled past his face as he waited for the impact, which took longer than he thought. With a splash, he was down and under the water. Visibility was zero under it. He pushed off from the bottom and came up to breath, oriented himself, then went back under to avoid the wire, making his way to the other end. 
     Another splash behind him told him Vega had just jumped down and was still close. Despite keeping as low as he could, a barb cut his forehead but he did not feel it; he was too focused on making it to the end. Once he did, he pulled himself out of the pond and then climbed another wooden ladder to a platform where he clipped in again and made his way across the second to last aerial obstacle, a series of separated logs running parallel to the platform that he had to step across, placing one foot over the other as there was only room for one at a time, as if in a sobriety test.
     With no problems, he was across and onto the final leg of the course, a huge, shallow A-frame monkey bar system that spanned a gap between two platforms over water; at the other end, three poles to slide down and cross the finish line on the mulch ground. William unclipped one final time and jumped up to grab the first bar. There were three rows of bars to choose from; he took the middle one and swung across like he was born in the trees. 
     Vega caught up and jumped up to the left bars, starting her crossing as William reached the center of the frame. He was so shocked by her performance that his left hand slipped, momentarily making him hang on just one arm. He regained his grip and continued. Legs free but stiff, he kept swinging for the last few bars. Three bars, two bars, one bar, then he jumped to the end and rushed over to the three poles. Again he chose the middle one and with a screech of his wet clothes sliding down the clean metal pole his feet hit the ground. 
     William sprinted the last ten feet of the course to cross where the group commanders were waiting for the trainees to finish but slipped on a wet patch of mulch. Vega came down hard on one of the poles, rolled, then also started to sprint. William regained his balance as Vega stepped up next to him. 
     They ran side by side for a few seconds then she took the lead and finished with William just inches behind her. William hunched over, out of breath. Vega stood straight and caught her breath quickly, as if she had only just finished their jog out to the course earlier. Both were bleeding in various places, sweating, wet, and filthy. Hansen got someone to take his place at the start and came over to find out William’s time, hoping it would be over the six-minute requirement. 
     He patted William on the back and said, “At least you finished, Emerson; most fall on their outta shape asses on the first go. Same goes for you, Horbert. What's their time?” 
     The group commander that was keeping track of times looked at his glass tablet. A laser tracking system was assisting in timekeeping and was accurate to within milliseconds. It worked in conjunction with everyone's glass tags. Once a trainee’s glass tag crossed the start and finish lines the system was triggered to begin timing. Other trainees in William’s squadron started coming across the finish line including Seong who collapsed once he did. A few of the group commanders and other trainees gave him assistance. 
     “Captain William Emerson,” said the timekeeper, “your time was… was…” 
     “Major James, what was the captain's time?” asked Hansen again, annoyed at the delay. 
     “His time was five minutes, four seconds.” 
     Hansen squatted down to meet William’s eyes. “Shit, mate, you beat the record. Son of a bitch. Captain, I don't know whether that was goddamn luck or your legs are as fit as a kangaroo’s, but shit boy, you did it. You may even get laid tonight for that.”
     William did not look up from his panting. He smiled at the ground. 
     The major turned his attention to Vega. “What was the sergeant's time?” 
     “Sergeant Horbert’s time was… five minutes… five minutes one second.” 
     William’s smile grew when he heard she had beaten his time. He already knew she did but it was nice for Hansen to hear it. 
     Vega put her hands on her hips and awaited for what was next, having already caught her breath, staring at William, looking like her accomplishment was not something impressive at all.
     “Tired?” she asked him, with the smallest grin he had ever seen on a persons face. Her deeper voice had some kind of Middle Eastern accent.
     “I’m not allowed to be,” William groaned, falling to the mulch. 
     “Well, hell Captain,” pointed Hansen, “you just got beat by a sheila with a harder dick than yours. You didn't do shit up there, Captain. Get the rest of your team together and get you’re bloody asses back on that course now! Sergeant Vega, if you wish to return to your quarters you may do so for having beaten the time.” 
      “Thank you sir, but with all due respect I would like to run the course again and try and improve my time.” 
     “Well, shit, Emerson,” Hansen laughed, walking back to the courses start, “looks like you have a showoff to deal with. Sergeant Horbert, you may stay if you like, God knows your team probably needs you to carry them, and its leader.” 
     “Do not bother with his insults,” encouraged Vega, extending out her hand to William on the ground. “They waste both your and his energy.” 
     William took her hand. She pulled him up. “Thanks,” he said, staring into her green eyes for a little too long. “Umm, what’d you do before this to be able to conquer that course so well?”
     “Unit 669,” she plainly said, jogging away. 
     “Israeli, huh?” whispered William.  
     
     
     
     
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 34: Unexpected Fear
      
     William gathered his squadron together off to the side of the finish line. They were waiting for one last person, Samir Mamedov. It had now been over ten minutes and no one could see him coming down the course. One of his team members, Rescue Officer Vinny Mckay, spotted Mamedov being driven over in the bed of a Blazer, with a medic at his side.
     “There’s the sassy dude,” he sneered.  
     The medic was wrapping his ankle in some bandages. As the Blazer approached, the medic banged on the cabin’s back window a few times to get the driver to stop next to William. Once it stopped the medic called over to the squadron. 
     “Search and Rescue Squadron 3? Captain Emerson?” 
     “Yes that’s us, and me,” replied William. 
     “Rescue Officer Mamedov here seems to have sprained his ankle. He fell off one of the platforms and hit the bare ground. He didn't clip in as told.” 
     “Mamedov is this true?” asked William, irritated. 
     “Yes,” he admitted. 
     “Why did you not clip in as instructed? You could have killed yourself.” 
     “Yep,” said Samir carelessly. 
     “If this injury is bad enough, it could put you out for weeks. That’s time we do not have to spare. This could jeopardize your chance of graduating from training.” 
     “Good,” Samir said softly. 
     William just shook his head. He couldn’t get through to this rescue officer. “Miller. Lawal. Please take Rescue Officer Mamedov to the medical tent.”
     William looked beyond the Blazer and saw Hammond staring. Suddenly Samir slapped William’s chest with an enclosed fist. It startled William. 
     “Take it,” whispered Samir, desperation in his voice, fright in his eyes. “Do not open it till you are alone.”
     William reached up and took a small piece of paper from Samir’s hand. He looked around with a glance, not understanding the quick change in attitude. 
     “Okay, come on Mamedov. We’ll help you get fixed up,” said Rescue Officer Amanda Miller politely, stepping up into the bed of the Blazer with Rescue Officer Abeo Lawal. Both they and the medic didn’t seem to notice the exchange. 
     William took the piece of paper and shoved it into his left pocket, crumpling it as he did. When he looked back over to where Hammond was, she had gone. Samir was lifted off the bed and taken over the shoulders of the two rescue officers and brought to the small medical tent.
     William just watched Samir as he disappeared into the tent, confused. He had never seen fear like that on a man’s face before, not even during the war.  
      
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 35: A Plea for Him 
     
     As the sun lowered in the twilight sky, William became ever more familiar with all of his squadron members, shaking their hands, giving high fives, pats on the back. It hurt to smile at the end of the day's session, but it was a pain worth feeling. Solar powered lights overhead, the course dark in the trees behind them, William offered his final words of the day to his team in the Yard. 
     “Good job, everyone.” Some of them clapped once or twice, others bobbed their heads smiling, some knelt on one knee. “I know it was tough, dirty, and you want to get outta here ’cause I smell so bad.” Everyone chuckled. “But we all did it and we’ll all do it again on Wednesday. When that day comes, we’ll do it even better and push away from the pack, showing everyone what SAR Squadron 3 can do.”
     “Yeah!” yelled Mckay. 
     “All day, every day,” said Sergeant Paul Macom, raising a fist.
     “Bossman,” shouted Rescue Officer Simba Mambiri, “and new friends. When is this dinner thing happening? Are we eating dinner? First team dinner, yeah?”
     “We can do that,” smiled William. “I assumed you guys might want to just sleep but we can do food. Let’s put it to a vote. Sleep or food?” 
     “Food,” team unanimously yelled.
      And with that, they jogged back to the garage, showered, changed, and all agreed to meet at the nearest dining hall in one hour. Before leaving the training center on a rental bike, William was stopped by someone. They shouted over to him. It was one of his squadron members, Rescue Officer Sergey Mamedov, brother of Samir Mamedov. 
     “Captain, Captain, please wait, please!” 
     William stopped his bike. “Oh, ahhh, Rescue Officer Mamedov… right?” 
     “Yes, sir. Sorry for stopping you.” 
     “That's alright, Rescue Officer, what is it?” 
     “May we talk, Captain,” said the shy rescue officer.
     “Always, you know that. What is it?” 
     William knew what this was going to be about. The rescue officer was sheepish and did not look at William when he talked. His hands were behind his back and words were spoken in a deep Russian accent. He was just a kid at twenty years old. 
     “Well, sir, as you know by now I am brother of Samir Mamedov who is also in this squadron.” 
     Yep, just as he thought.
      “My brother, sir, I know he can be difficult to command; he was never good at listening when growing up. He does not wish to be here but we have no other choice. We were orphaned when our parents died.”
     William signed sadly. “I’m so sorry Mamedov.”
     Sergey put his chin down into his chest. “We had nowhere to go so we came to UNIRO to build some kind of life for ourselves. Our parents, before they died, had always wanted us to go to UNIRO. Just before they died they used their last breaths to beg us to find our way here. After their death though, Samir shutdown and has never been the same. I feel him spraining his ankle today was on purpose, trying to be sent home for injury. He does not want to be here. He is an angry, stubborn person…” 
     William sighed and put his hands on the handlebars. He then remembered the crumpled piece of paper Samir had given to him. And, the flash of fear on his face. William had yet to look at the paper. 
     “How did your parents die,” asked William.
     “Terrorist attack sir, in St. Petersburg three years ago.”
     “I sorta know how you feel Mamedov. I never knew my parents. It sucks.” 
     “But it is no excuse for his behavior, sir. Please don't take offense, he is difficult with everyone, even myself sometimes. I can never get through to him. I have tried to talk to him about all this, but it's no use. I will again but the same will come of it. Perhaps you can talk with him, yes? To keep him here, to stay, to see what we are doing here is not a waste?” 
     William was going to talk to him regardless. He needed to know why he had acted so strangely in the bed of the Blazer. But, William thought it best not to involve Sergey in his brother’s struggles. He needed everyone he could on his team in the clear. 
     “Don’t worry, I will talk to him. Maybe once he gets through training he will come around. Sometimes people need to get their feet wet before they go all the way in.” 
     “Feet wet, sir?” asked Sergey, confused at the expression.
     “Never mind. I will talk to him.” 
     “Thank you, sir. He has been here over a month now though and he still has not shown interest at all.” 
     “I have been here for about month now too. I was hesitant in the beginning as well. I didn't know if I wanted all this either. But I see what it all means to the world. Samir will come around. Together we can help, okay?” 
     “Yes, sir, thank you sir. He’s all I have left. Goodnight, sir,” Sergey said, nodding with each saying of sir. 
     “Goodnight.” 
     Waiting till Sergey was out of sight, William plunged his hand into his pocket. The piece of slightly damp, crumpled paper was still there. He looked over his shoulder one more time. No one was around. The sun was almost gone, the training center dark, and the air still. William almost felt a kind of eeriness being alone.
     He opened the tiny piece of paper. The ink writing on it was a little smudged from his sweat but the writing on it was still clearly legible, and disturbing. William whispered allowed what it said. 
     “Thou art amongst traitors.” 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 36: Politics Over Dinner 
     
     William biked over to the nearest dining hall, his mind drenched in thought. He wrestled to understand the meaning behind the crumpled piece of paper. Who were these traitors? Did they even exist? Could Samir just be playing some sick joke to get himself thrown out of UNIRO? Sergey did say he really didn’t want to be here… 
     Darker thoughts soon found their way in though. Traitors... 
     
     “Suspicion is beginning to grow among some in UNIRO. I can only hold off those suspicions for so long. I need more information from you so I can finish this…”
     
     Hammond. The warehouse conversation…
     
     Toronto. She said the name Toronto, before the attack happened. She knew. She knew it was going to happen. She knew Terra Nova was going to commit the atrocity. She knew and didn’t say anything. Traitor…  
     
     “Captain!” 
     William realized he was staring across his team’s table. They were all looking at him. Mario had been the one that called him.
     “Sir?” said the Italian. 
     William put down his cookie. “Hmm. Oh, yeah, sorry, Niccolo, sorry. You caught me daydreaming. Did you ask me something?” 
     Rescue Officer Mario Niccolo very much enjoyed the little things about life and was most happy in the Italian hillsides where he had grown up. William found the man’s excitement for the day’s simple pleasures, like that of John’s, made him a person you just wanted to be around. 
     “I asked what made you join UNIRO, sir,” Niccolo smiled. 
     “Oh. Well, the job opportunity kind of just rolled up to my porch one day. Don't worry about me though. Ask someone else. I want to hear your stories,” William said. He looked across the table. “Uh, hey, ah… Rescue Officer Mambiri, why’d you join?” 
     “Dahhh, noooo, Bossman, nooo. No fair. We have all already told our stories of devotion to UNIRO, except you. I proudly told my story while you were busy studying your cookies. Now come on!” wailed Rescue Officer Simba Mambiri who only seemed to call William by the name of boss. No matter what he was told to say all that came out was a big booming “Boss” from his dark lips. “Ah come on, Boss, tell us, before our first real rescue, yeah.” 
     “Yeah, what made you join, sir?” asked Rescue Officer Heather Philips, the teams designated medic. 
     “Fine. Fine,” William said, raising his hands in relent. He thought for a moment, ridding his head of Hammond and Samir for the good of the moment. He dared not say to his team the condition he was in when he was found, barrel to his mouth. He didn’t want his reason to join UNIRO being only to escape suicide. “Umm, I joined to ensure that a difference in the world wasn’t only attempted, but ensured.”
     Everyone gently bobbed their heads. 
     “Deep Boss, deep,” said Simba.  
     “That was better than what Fortin said,” snorted Amanda. 
     “What was wrong with my answer?” asked French Rescue Officer Gaspard Fortin. “My answer was genuine poetry, Miller.”
     “Poetry?” huffed Amanda. “I call that desperation.” 
     “What did you say, Fortin?” asked William, grinning. 
     Gaspard opened his mouth to answer but Amanda spoke for him. “He said he joined UNIRO to find a lover on some romantic rescue mission, get married, have four kids, and then retire after being base commander for a few years.”
     Vinny toasted a glass. “Good luck with that, Fortin.” 
     “I dream big,” said Gaspard. “We are supposed to dream big here.”  
     “Fortin,” snapped Amanda, “we are here for a higher purpose. We are here to fight climate change and rescue people, not be leaders of universe.” 
      “Oohhh, my God please, no more talk of climate change and global warming. I’ve had enough of it!” said Gaspard, rolling his head. “Just doom and gloom these last few weeks in class. Doom and gloom. No ice. No polar bears. No more coffee. No more meat.”
     “I feel you on that last one, Fortin,” said Vinny, sighing. 
     “Agreed,” said William. 
     “Hey, it's important to talk about, Fortin! Not talking about it got us our jobs,” reminded Amanda. She hated when people saw climate change as nothing to think about. She was twenty-four and had just finished a meteorology degree. She loved weather and climate. Growing up in the Great Plains, she often storm chased instead of attending school parties, social gatherings, and dates. 
     “And look, it’s gotten all of us happily employed,” Gaspard said sarcastically. “Thank you, sins of man. Our job security is fantastic and will be for quite a while.” 
     “Come on, you know it’s a problem or else you wouldn't be here,” contested Amanda.
     “Hey,” responded Gaspard, “you don't have to tell me, weather woman. My country actually follows its emissions targets unlike someone's. Didn’t America back out of the Paris Agreement?”
     “Listen, sensible US leadership on climate change policies took a little break there for four years. But we’re back now. It was only because of that Cheeto, Mr. - ”
      “My country has a carbon tax on emissions from all the bad stuff, which goes into funding for renewable energy installations,” bragged Gaspard. “We also banned fracking over fifteen years ago, something your country hasn't even begun to think about. It's all your politicians, divided and squabbling about who is right, who is wrong, who is more American, who is more pro-business, who is more conservative. God forbid one says they would like to save a few molecules of carbon from reaching the atmosphere or save a few trees they are criminalized as socialist, anti-capitalist, or communist. Whatever happened to just wanting to do the right thing? ” 
     “Look, you’re right,” conceded Amanda. “Our troubles totally stem from political gridlock, especially with the only known national political party that doesn’t accept the science of human induced climate change. You don't know how frustrating it made me growing up. And now, when I see politicians giving false information on science trying to uphold their own interest and their money it just infuriates me, knowing how wrong they are. It's dangerous and freaking ridiculous. It was a slap in the face to my entire degree, all 50,000 dollars of it…” 
     Amanda widened her eyes and shook her hands next to her face. 
     “They use pseudoscience, word plays and one-liners to beat down the scientist that have worked for years to develop their theories and findings; only to be broken by a, by a, by a single news headline. It’s disgusting. Our money goes from science and education to meaningless defense projects and fossil fuel subsidies.”  
     Her fork shot up, its spokes pointing across the table. 
     “Why the hell do we still fund nukes, someone please tell me that, especially after Korea?” 
     Amanda lowered the fork slowly and smiled with embarrassment for her outburst. She was a passionate person.
     “Sorry,” she said quietly, “I digress. Science has been polarized in America; a subject for debate, not truth as it should be. Red, white, and blue don't make green when mixed together I’m afraid.” 
     “Well,” said Vinny, “I think the tree hugger award goes to Miller hands down, eh?” 
      “Proud of it,” Amanda huffed. “America isn’t the biggest problem though. You two are,” she said, pointing to Vinny and Rescue Officer Dao Jinping.
     “Us two? What's wrong with us two?” asked Vinny, a short diehard Canucks fan and former firefighter from Vancouver, British Columbia that had moved to Florida some years earlier to look after his elderly parents. 
     “Yeah, you two. Your two countries pollute like farting cows on laxatives.” 
     The table laughed. 
     “Eh, name calling much,” said Vinny, looking playfully hurt. “I’ll have you know that British Columbia is the greatest providence there is when it comes to being environmentally friendly. The mountains outside Vancouver heal any sickness with one breath. Guaranteed.” 
     “One breath, huh?” chuckled Heather. “Maybe we can bottle some and sell it.”
     “Umm, what about the Northern Gateway Pipeline, heard of that?” Amanda barked.
     “That was canceled,” interjected Gaspard. “Trudeau put a ban on all tanker traffic in British Columbia, which basically killed it.”
     “Hot and smart,” smiled Heather.   
     “Yeah! Ha!” Vinny said. “What now, Miller?”  
     Amanda threw herself back in her chair. “Two words. Tar. Sands.”
     “My government looks after the singlehandedly most beautiful piece of territory in the world. I don't care what anyone says about that. We keep it as clean as a proper ax blade. You can get high off the smell of pine. The beauty instilled in me a love for the environment. I mean, look at me now; I fight for little cute pandas and birds!” 
     Simba laughed. “Mckay, the only thing you fight for are goals because your hockey team sucks. I looked up their record. Football, man, that's what you should be rooting for, not this hockey. Just oversized figure skaters man. Football has real goals with real balls, not tiny rubber hamburgers. It's too warm anyways to play it now I hear.” 
     “For the hundredth time, they made the playoffs last year, Mambiri! They are called pucks, not hamburgers. And they play indoors, where it's never warm!”
     “I played hockey once when I was five,” reminisced Paul. “I broke my two front teeth on the first play. Never did it again. I switched to badminton instead.” 
     Dao offered his calculated thinking as he pushed his green peas away from his steamed carrots. They could not be touching. “Your countries do not see a problem and therefore in their minds there is no problem. The Chinese do. My government now looks at the environment as an economic necessity that needs to be kept in balance. Extortion and neglect of our environment has ruined areas of my country. Smog still troubles my home in Guangdong. One only realizes they are breathing when they can no longer breathe.” 
     “Man,” said Vinny, “people at this table know how to get deep. How come I can’t do that?”
     Amanda raised her eyebrows at him.
     Vinny pointed his knife. “Don’t answer that.”
     “Well that's why we got those air sucker things heading out there soon to help with that next month,” noted Mario. “Should start to help.” 
     “What do you mean our countries don't see it? We see the problems everywhere,” retaliated Amanda. 
     “Yes, but to varying degrees. The effects of climate change in America and Canada and even Europe still do not compare to that in smaller, less developed nations. Some countries may even theoretically benefit from such changes. Russia is an excellent example. Because of Arctic sea ice loss, shipping can use the Northeast Passage to cut down on travel time and allows for more oil reserves to be accessed. It makes perfect sense for such a petro-state, run by oligarchs, to invoke a strategy of hidden political denial.”
     Dao took a sip of tea.
     “You know, people are bad at not believing what they do not see, especially over the long term. China turned around so quickly because people could see and feel the consequences. Our air and water are troubled. Island nations in the Pacific, places in Africa, South America, and the Middle East all face worsening effects faster then you are which makes them act quicker. People don't like being uncomfortable for very long, so they change, but only when they have to, not when they want to.” 
     “China has turned around? The country is still the biggest polluter on the planet by far. Satellite images consistently show air pollution drifting east into the Pacific,” said Gaspard. 
     “It takes a big ship time to stop,” said Dao, “but eventually they do. One can make it slow down faster though by lightening its load, which is what China is doing very aggressively. Our renewable energy funding is second to none. Like China, we are all on big ships; some of us just started stopping sooner than others.” 
     “Yeah, everyone must stop but all the superpowers should have done it first as an example.” 
     Everyone looked down the table at the voice of Rescue Officer Abeo Lawal, an outspoken man who had worked for Nigeria's National Emergency Management Agency but was fired after repeated cry-wolfs involving oil spills off the coast in the Gulf of Guinea; until it actually happened when at which point he was given his job back. Instead of taking it, he joined UNIRO. Abeo crossed his arms. 
     “It's the little guys that started talking that made everyone else listen. The superpowers should be paying for all this. I do not agree with the one percent rule. Why do all the giants not pay the price for the damage they have done? They did it all first. For decades, I watched my people suffer in the Niger Delta at the expense of the rich that shelter in the superpowers; digging till their hands could go no further into land that was not meant for them to touch. More oil spills into the delta than all the oil spilled in the Deepwater Horizon blowout. If you walk there, the land is black and burned and the smell is too much for many. The people that live there don't remember a time when they didn't see oil sheens from birth. Who should pay for all of that, my country? The Ogoni people who call the delta home? Hmm? No! It should be the leaders of the world and the CEO’s that run them.” 
     “It can't be just them Lawal, it has to be everyone because we have all done something wrong,” said Amanda. “All are responsible, that's why UNIRO was made; so that everyone has an opportunity to contribute making things right.” 
     “Is it to little to late though?” said Abeo cynically. 
     “Never,” affirmed Mario.
     “Ye-Yes. Never,” said Seong. “I-I-I never would ha-have joined if I thought it was to-to-to late for anything.” 
     Abeo put his head down. “I forgot what it was like to be around optimist. I realize now I have missed it. I hope you are all right, I really do. We don’t have much time. The violence in my country only increases. And now, we have Terra Nova. A hotter world equals hotter tempers. You want real world evidence, just ask Sergeant Horbert. I bet she knows.” 
     Abeo pointed to Vega who was drinking a glass of water at the other end of the table, not participating in the conversation. Vega reached the bottom of her glass and saw that everyone was looking at her through it. She put her glass down, not really wanting to talk. 
     “Violence, Rescue Officer Lawal,” she tonelessly said,  “is something that my country has always lived with. Violence will always find its way to us. My people accept it and live with it. First it was the Holocaust, then it was a six-day war, assassinations at an Olympics, then it was the Arab Spring, and now it is climate change. It makes no difference what it is. Israel will always find violence, or rather, violence always finds Israel.” 
     Vega got up to go refill her glass of water. No one really spoke until she returned, as if waiting for a sequel to her first thoughts. 
     “This,” she said putting her full glass of water in the middle of the table, “is what we fight over now.” 
     “It's true,” said Gaspard. He used to be a mechanical engineer who worked on Mediterranean desalination projects. “Water scarcity has become a major source of conflict throughout the Middle East. Many blame drought for the Syrian Civil War and Iraqi chaos. Haven't recovered since. The region would be nothing without water. Israel is in competition with Jordan, Lebanon, and the Palestinians, who don't have a great relationship in the first place, over the Jordan River. ISIS extremists blew up the Tabqa Dam on the Euphrates in Syria in 2021 to keep water flowing through to Iraq. Turkey and Cyprus threatened war a few years ago over the canceling of a water pipeline to the island, which has almost no reserves left. I was supposed to work on that project. The French can build.”
     “Didn't you guys try and build the Panama Canal… and fail?” smirked Vinny.  
     “When water goes scarce,” Gaspard lectured, ignoring Vinny, “in a place where it already was it leads to crop failures, which can lead to economic distress and migrations that lead to other social systems becoming strained. Unemployment and economic dislocation follow and people become upset. People expect to see action to combat the problems but when you combine all those troubles with shady regimes you can get social unrest. It's all a vicious feedback loop that can ultimately end in war.”
     “Well, I hope we can break that loop… Rescue Officer.” Vega gulped down her full glass and then banged it on the table in front of Gaspard, then left. 
     Simba got up and stood over Gaspard after a few seconds of silence. “Oooohhhh, Mini-boss lady has it in for you, Fortin. You should have kept your mouth shut. You know she could kick your French fry ass across the base. I heard she was a member of Unit 669.” 
     “Wh-What is Unit 669?” asked Seong. Most everyone else had the same question. 
      “Unit 669,” explained William, “is the Israeli’s elite heliborne medevac extraction unit. They are the best. UNIRO even based some of its training methods off of what 669 do. They are trained in special forces tactics and in addition to being comfortable in the air they make for great ground soldiers. She probably has more rescue training than all of us combined.” 
     “Nonsense Boss, you're the best here. I’m sure Mini-boss is great too, but none of us can say we have done what you have done.” 
     “Well, thanks,” William sighed. “But you don't want to have done what I have done, and I hope none of you ever have to.” 
     “But if we do, Boss, we will be ready. Isn't that right, guys?” 
     Each of the team offered their agreement. William’s eyes actually got a little watery. He realized something right then and there. After years of being alone and scared, he now finally had something he had been yearning for after so long… a family. When he thought about tomorrow he did not fear it because he would not be alone. He had ever more reason to fight now. 
     Letting out a long, sore moan, William stretched out his legs under the table. A bandage on his forehead marked where the barbed wire had cut him earlier in the day and both his shoulders were bruised from aerial tunnel crawling. But he would take it all and more to finally feel the way he was feeling now. Happy. 
     “To us,” said William, raising his glass of lemonade.
     “May we rise together, fight together, and should fate see it, die together,” nodded Mario. 
     “Hear, hear!” cried Paul. 
     “I’ll drink forever to that creed,” said Vinny. 
     They all toasted. 
     “Captain?” asked Amanda, looking back and forth down the table. “Where are the Mamedov brothers?”
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 37: One Must Know Their Place 
     
     William left dinner satisfied, until he reached down into his pocket and felt the piece of paper. It felt poisonous in his pocket. He wanted answers. He wanted security. He wanted to talk to Hernandez. 
     It was late, past eleven o’clock, but William was sure Hernandez was still up and working. A quick call over to his office confirmed that. He biked the short distance through the BLOC section from the dining hall over to the domed ISAF headquarters building. Once he arrived an assistant escorted him inside to Hernandez’s office. The assistant left William at the office door. William knocked twice. 
     “Enter,” he heard Hernandez say. 
     William slowly opened the door. Hernandez was talking to someone through his earpiece sitting at his desk. The only light in the room was coming from his desk lamp and his computer monitor. 
     “Yes,” he said hurriedly, seeing William. “Just make them understand, please. Our schedule is very tight. Yes. I need to go. Thank you.” 
     William had made his way to the middle of the office. He noticed Hernandez’s little ant farm had new tunnels carved into it. 
     “Lo siento, amigo. Lo siento. Please sit.”
     “Rough day?” asked William, taking a seat. 
     “Long day. But a long day is usually a fulfilling one. What brings you here Captain, at this hour?”
     “Chief. I need to talk to you about something that happened today at training. I don’t know what to make of it.”
     Hernandez leaned back in his chair. “Okay.”
     “My mistrust of Base Commander Hammond grows, especially after what happened today.”
     “Why?”
     “One of my rescue officers, Samir Mamedov, was injured today on the ropes course in the Yard. The entire time before being injured he was rude, acting undisciplined, and didn’t seem to care about being here at UNIRO. Then, just before being taken into a medical tent for his injury he handed me this.”
     William took the piece of paper out of his pocket and gave it to Hernandez. 
     “Thou art amongst traitors,” Hernandez read. 
     “He told me to read it when I was alone. For a few seconds his attitude completely changed. He looked scared as hell. He looked… disturbed. Desperate.” 
     “What do you think this note is in reference to?” 
     “Hammond.” 
     “Because of what you saw her doing in the warehouse.” 
     “Exactly. She knew about Toronto, Chief. I think she damn well knew.”
     Hernandez sighed and looked at his tiny ant farm. He gave its plastic container a quick flick with his fingers. 
     “I wish people were ants. I mean, look at them.” 
     William saw them scuttling about through their tunnels, never stepping over each other. 
     “There are so many yet, they do not fight. They do not argue or debate what should happen. They just do what is necessary to build towards perfection. They build to create the perfect living system. If someone steps on their home they do not wonder whether or not their home had actually been destroyed, they just react and begin rebuilding immediately. They understand something I sometimes fear humans never will. Synergy.” 
     The chief continued staring at the ants. 
     “Do you trust her, sir?” asked William brazenly. 
     Hernandez hesitated long enough for William to know his answer. “We live in difficult times, Captain. Very difficult. Threats to UNIRO are growing; both from the outside and now, I fear, the inside. Evidence is mounting to suggest at least a handful of Terra Novan conspirators have successfully infiltrated UNIRO but so far this evidence is only superficial and based on eye witness accounts, like yours. We have nothing concrete. But, with something like this…”
     Hernandez read the piece of paper again to himself. 
     “Rescue Officer Samir Mamedov will have to be questioned about why he wrote this and why he gave it to you. I need to know if something sinister is behind this or if this is just a stupid immature joke.”
     “That’s fine. I’ll talk to him as well. I need to talk to him anyways about his attitude. What about Hammond?”  
     “This doesn’t leave the room, do you understand me,” said Hernandez seriously. 
     “Yes, sir.”
     “She is under surveillance. Very few know that for obvious security reasons.”
     “Then why tell me?” 
     “Because everyone needs someone to vent to, even the head of ISAF,” smiled Hernandez. He looked tired now, especially in the low light. “I hope it isn’t true. The last thing this world needs is for someone in Hammond’s position to be exposed as a terrorist. There would be more mistrust than ever.” 
     “Yeah,” said William sadly. 
     “Thank you yet again for more insight, Captain. You’re becoming an invaluable ISAF asset. I know you are vigilant and concerned. That is always good, especially now. But do not lose focus here over this. Let me do the worrying. Your job is to rescue, not to judge. That’s my job.”
     William laughed in his chair. “Yes, sir.” 
     “Speaking of rescuing, how is the rest of your team doing? Are they settling in behind you?” 
     “All except one.” 
     “Samir. It sounds like this man needs to be talked to soon. If this whole paper thing is all a joke it would line up with his behavior that you have seen so far. He seems extremely uncaring about what is at stake here and for the safety and betterment of his teammates, and his leader. That is dangerous, Captain. As the old saying goes, all it takes is one bad apple.”
     “Oh yes. I know, sir.” 
     “When I was a part of the Policía Federal, the Federal Police,” started Hernandez, putting his hands behind his head, “years ago, we had this one guy. His name was Rafael. He was about your age. He never listened. He didn’t have an ounce of sacrifice in his body. Most believed the only reason he had the job was because the leaders within our police unit were paid off to take him. Turns out, that rumor was true. His employment was being paid for by drug lords. He was their inside man. It made sense, finally, why after so many raids we always found nothing.”
     “How’d you find out he was a part of the cartel?”
     “One day, I watched, from twenty meters away, as he and a few other officers were cornered in a junkyard we had been investigating. I was providing cover. I always had the best shot,” Hernandez grinned. “Armed cartel members were yelling at the officers to put their weapons down. The officers were brave though, they wouldn’t. It was a standoff. Then, I watched Rafael sneak behind the line of cornered officers and shoot the highest ranking one in the head. As the others looked on in confusion over who had just fired, the cartel members themselves opened fire, killing everyone, except Rafael of course. Most of them were my friends. And one of them was my fiancée.” 
     Hernandez took in a long full breath and then let it out for just as long. 
     “The problem was, I was that groups commanding officer. It should have been me in that standoff. I wasn’t there for them when they needed me and they died. I should have acted on Rafael sooner. I should have seen who he really was but I didn’t. I failed them in leadership. I don’t intend to do that to any of my men here. If there is anyone I question, either in commitment or loyalty, I make sure they either get put in shape or put where they belong, far from here in a cell. Terrorist or not, Samir needs to be put in check, Captain. He needs to know his place, just as each and everyone of those ants do. And that place is behind you.”
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 38: Waste 
     
     Hernandez’s insight could not wait till tomorrow. William wanted to straighten Samir out now. He also wanted answers about the foreboding piece of paper he had been given. If it was just a joke, Samir would be lucky to even be allowed to sleep in his bed tonight and not the brig for the incitement of a terrorist conspiracy in Base Tranquility. 
     Samir was wasting away anything he may have. William believed he had to have something in him, something that could show everyone how he could contribute. Wastefulness, it was a tragic side effect of human laziness. So much could be saved and reused or repurposed to fabricate new products that could be used for something they were never intended to be, including a person's skills. 
     UNIRO hated being wasteful. Almost everything on the base was recycled when its use was finished or made from a recyclable material. Many of the parts coming into the ever-progressing base construction were made from plastic taken from the Great Pacific and Atlantic Garbage Patches, continent sized areas littered with the billions of tons of floating trash and plastics. One of the first environmental projects undertaken by UNIRO, and crowd-sourced from a kid named Boyan Slat who was only nineteen at the time of his invention making headlines, it comprised of a system of marine containment booms and a floating tower that collected, sorted, and stored material caught using the oceans own currents, capturing plastic waste mostly floating a few feet below the surface. UNIRO ships would then take the captured waste and take it to recycling and manufacturing plants that turned the waste into useful products or printing solutions to be used in 3D printers. Yearly, the system was cleaning millions of tons of plastic waste a year and would have the two patches clean within just over a decade. 
     Plastic, for all its miracle uses in the modern world, was still a product of the petroleum industry. Its lifespan was centuries in most cases and would, no matter how hard UNIRO or anyone tried, be apart of the geologic record, proof of what humans had done to the planet; their inheritance sealed within the crust of the Earth. Examples of this were already visible in some parts of the world where rock and plastic had fused together. Geologist had a name for it, plastiglomerates. 
     Human legacy would not be our bones such as the dinosaurs but our plastic. So great was this discovery learned by William in class that it helped scientist to declare a new epoch in Earth's history, a new subdivision in the geologic timescale, the Anthropocene. 
     Epochs normally lasted millions of years, displaying evidence of their defined time through rock layers that could be studied. Some suggest mans started as recently as the Industrial Revolution, displaying how fast our awesome force for change over the planet took hold. In that time, humanity managed to touch and waste away almost every natural system in existence and even throw some out of existence. 
     Wasting materials was like wasting a life to UNIRO, it was unacceptable, unacceptable in a future where man wanted to be sustainable and people wanted to be safe. It was unacceptable to William because he had wasted so much of his own life. Knowing now from experience, he hated to see another person slip down the same path that led to a life of just floating, bobbing, and waiting, waiting to be picked up or waiting to sink to the bottom where one would stay; like the plastic in the sea, never to be otherwise used again.  
     Even though it was getting very late and another early morning start was tomorrow, William took his rental bicycle as if he were in the Tour de France and made his way to the rescue officer barracks near his own quarters to find his wasteful team member. Each of the barracks was made from prefabricated modular two person rooms. They were four stories tall, had white walls, a clear window for each room, blue doors, and gray grated open-air walkways to reach them.
     William doubled-stepped up the open stairs to the fourth floor where the Mamedov brother’s room was at the west end of the east, west running building. Windows were all mostly dark and except for the squeaking and creaking of some tree frogs and bugs the area was quiet. This quietness made it easier for William to hear the shouts coming from the Mamedov’s room as he drew closer. Light was coming from the window but the curtains were drawn. The shouting was not that of an argument but something more violent. Banging added to William’s concern for what could have been happening behind the blue door. William knocked. No answer. The shouting got worse, with more bangs and the sounds of things falling. 
     William knocked louder and said, “This is Captain Emerson, please open the door!” Still no answer and more shouting, yelling, bangs. “Open the door now! This is an order!” Again nothing, nothing except a bang on the door from the inside and yelling in Russian. “If you do not open the door I will use my master code to open the door!” 
     As a senior officer he had a master code given to him so that he could manually override certain biometric locks depending on the locks security level; this one being at the barracks he would have no problem entering. William questioned whether or not to alert ISAF to the situation first but by the time they got there whatever was going on inside could already be over in a bloody way. 
     “I am coming in! Stand back!” 
     He typed in his code on a small keypad underneath the thumbprint scanner. The door clicked open. Inside were two beds on the left and right sides of the long, narrow room with connecting desk at the back wall. A mini-fridge was in the right front corner below the window and shelving was over both beds, some of which was knocked down. The door was at the front left corner of the room. William had to force it open as a dresser had been tipped over to block it.
     Samir was holding Sergey down by the throat on the left bed; in his hand was an uncapped pen. Sergey was trying to desperately call for help in Russian, grabbing at Samir's face to get him off. Both men were sweating and both looked to be hurt, with bruises and scratches on their necks and faces. Sergey’s nose was bleeding. William rushed over to grab Samir’s pen-wielding hand. 
     “Samir, get off him!” shouted William, lunging over to break up the altercation. Combat training kicked in from his Air Force days. William grabbed Samir’s arm and threw him off the bed, yanking the pen from him, putting him flat on the floor face down. 
     “What the hell are you doing, rescue officer? What are you doing? Get a hold of yourself!” 
     Samir did not fight back but William took no chances and restrained Samir’s arms behind his back as he crouched down on top of him. Curses in Russian were all that were coming from his mouth as he looked up at his frightened brother in the doorway. 
     William saw Sergey and shouted, “What the hell happened? Why was he attacking you?” 
     Sergey stuttered in Russian at first, with his head looking away from the room. 
     “Rescue Officer, Mamedov, what the hell happened? After seeing this ISAF is coming no matter what so you either talk to them or me first!” 
     Sergey gave his testament emotionally. “I was sitting at my desk and we were talking about him and not helping or caring or doing anything. Then he just attacked me. He threw me to the bed and started hitting me and yelling. I tried to call for help but he threw my earpiece away and ripped my glass tag off.” 
     “He just attacked you? Samir, is this true?” 
     Samir was still on the ground underneath William, staring at Sergey with a look of anger that consumed his face in a cloak of rage. 
     “Yes, sir, it is true,” said Samir surprisingly calmly over the rage, never taking his eyes off his brother.
     William did not expect him to confess so quickly.
     “Listen to me, both of you, but especially you, Samir. This is really the last straw for you. I need to report this to my superiors and ISAF. This is ridiculous. Sergey, stay outside till ISAF gets here, please. Samir, sit up on the bed. You’ll be lucky if you’re here by the end of the week.”
      William picked Samir up off the floor and let him sit on the bed. He showed no rage or fear anymore and stared at the wall, face blank. Sergey started to enter the room again to reach for something under the fallen dresser but William saw him and told him to get out. 
     With the situation finally under some kind of control William called ISAF over his earpiece, “ISAF.” 
     Seconds later, “This is ISAF HQ, go ahead please, Captain Emerson.” 
     “Yeah, can I get security over to rescue officer barrack six, room 403, please? I got a fight that needs to be taken care of. At least one participant of altercation is to be considered dangerous and hostile to themselves and others.” 
     “Roger, sir, assistance will be there shortly.” 
     “Thank you.” 
     William sat across from Samir and shook his head. “Samir, what the hell have you done? You could have had a chance with all this. This could have been an opportunity of a lifetime for you and now… this. I wanted to help you but now I don't know what I can do.” 
     “Captain, ISAF just arrived,” Sergey shouted from outside. 
     “Thank you, Sergey. When they get up here tell them everything. Don't make any of this more difficult.” 
     “Yes, sir. I am truly sorry about all this, sir.” 
     “It's okay, rescue officer, it wasn't your fault. Just stay outside, okay.” 
     “Yes, sir.”
     From down the open walkway through the door William heard the heavy boots of approaching guardsmen. William heard them address Sergey, asking him what had transpired; then one entered the room, heavily armed with a P90, wearing white body armor and black padding. He was holding zip tie handcuffs. 
     In a sadden address, William told them everything that he had seen and what he had had to do. The guardsman recorded it all on his glass tablet. Another guardsman came in to handcuff Samir, tending to his wounds afterwards on the bed. Through the talking in the room William heard another set of boots walking towards the room and to his dismay it was the boots of Major Hansen. 
     “What the hell is going on in here, Emerson? I get a call from ISAF about a disturbance with some members of Delta Group and then I walk into a sausage fest. What happened?”
     William apprised him of the situation, Hansen getting redder and redder the more he was told. At the end of it he walked over to Samir and made him look up to his red face. 
     “Rescue Officer Samir Mamedov,” he said, “I hope you're happy with yourself, mate, because by tomorrow this bed will be occupied by someone else and your ass will be on a jet back to Russia. Your actions since your arrival with UNIRO are not indicative of the kind of people we want working here. You’ll be fixed up and will sleep in the brig tonight while your things are collected for you.” 
     “In ISAF Headquarters?” whispered Samir. 
     “Where else?” sassed Hansen.
     Samir did not say anything. A look of fear returned to him. Hansen motioned for the guardsmen to remove him from the room. 
     “Get him outta here. He needs to get some sleep. His plane leaves at oh nine hundred. Rescue Officer Sergey Mamedov, get this room spotless for your new bed buddy. Your captain here will make sure that happens and will come back and check.” 
     “Yes, sir,” said Sergey obediently.  
     Everyone left the room. Major Hansen went first, then William, then the two ISAF guardsmen. One guided Samir out with his hand on his shoulder. Samir’s hands were cuffed in front of him. Samir kept his head down, looking at the grated floor. Sergey remained behind them all, standing near his rooms open door, watching his brother be taken away, not knowing how long it would be till he saw him again. William knew their parents, if they could see this, would be devastated. Suddenly, Samir abruptly stopped. He looked up to William in front of him. 
     “Captain Emerson,” he said faintly. 
     Everyone stopped when he said this. The guardsman still had his hand on Samir’s shoulder. William and Hansen and the other guardsman were no more than six feet in front of Samir. LED light bars overhead illuminated them all in a kind of back alley feel, like gangs meeting to settle a score or start a turf war. 
     To everyone’s shock, Samir started chuckling and he grinned, almost with happiness. “Captain, I wish I could have been a member of your team, I really do. But know this, you are helping. You have rescued me.” 
     “Excuse me?” William said, perplexed.
      “You said you wished to help and you have, thank you. Thank you,” Samir nodded. 
     “What are you talking about, Rescue Officer?” asked Hansen. 
     “I don't want to do it anymore. No matter what you may think of me sir, I am a good person. I know I am. I was forced to do wrong. I was forced, facing punishments worse than death from them. And now, I see I won’t be able to escape those punishments. There is no place to go to get away from them...” 
     Hansen was growing very frustrated with Samir’s behavior now. “What the hell are you tal - ”
     “Wait, stop. Let him finish,” cut off William, not even realizing who he had cut off in the moment. 
     “They are already here, Captain. Soon, more will come.” 
     “Calm down, Rescue Officer, calm down. Who is coming?” William asked.
     “I’m sorry. This is all I can do.” 
     Samir nodded his head, looking at peace. It was all so bizarre. Hansen and William slowly started to approach him. Samir took his elbow and jammed it into the ISAF guardsman’s abdomen and shoved him into the wall. Still handcuffed, he awkwardly made his way over the handrailing of the walkway, throwing one leg over at a time until he was sitting on the bar. 
     “Nooo! Stop! Wait, wait Samir!” shouted William running over.
     Samir slid off the edge but William grabbed his clasped hands before he fell. 
     “I’m not letting you go. You hear me, Samir?” gritted William. “I’m not letting go.”
     Samir looked up through his outstretched arms and zip tied hands into William’s straining eyes. William’s torso was being crushed into the handrailing holding Samir’s weight. Hansen grabbed onto William’s jacket. The two men groaned.  
     “Use this, sir,” Samir whispered peacefully. “Find what needs to be found. This is only the end of the beginning.” 
     Samir thrust his hands free of William’s and fell, four stories to the concrete ground. 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 39: More Of Who
     
     It all had happened in seconds. Sergey ran to the handrail and looked at his brother. His body was already dead on the pavement below, mangled in an unnatural position. 
     “Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Why did you do that?” Sergey asked, speaking to his brother four stories below. “Samir, why did you do that?” 
     William, Major Hansen, and the guardsmen could not do anything. 
     “Ah Shit,” muttered Hansen. 
     It had been a long time since William had encountered death and it made him remember how much he hated it. Cradling his face in his hands, leaning over the handrail, he did not know what to do. Sergey started to cry and pushed everyone aside as he made his way down to the ground floor, somehow hoping his brother was still alive when he got down there. 
     Major Hansen looked at William and said the nicest thing William had ever heard him say, “Captain, I’m sorry.” 
     The guardsmen radioed in for a medical team and more guards to cordon off the area. 
     “If… you would like I can tell his family.” 
     “No, Major, I’ll do it. He was under my command, my squadron.” 
     “Very well.” 
     Boots pounding away, the major left to go downstairs with the two guardsmen, leaving the stunned captain alone on the walkway…
     
     Why did he just do that? Why? I’ve lost an officer. I let him go. What made him jump? Who was he talking about? They. Who are they? They’re coming. They’re coming. Thou art amongst traitors. They’re co- Terra Nova…”  
     
     William stood there looking down until a UNIRO Medical team arrived, along with ten more guardsmen. Two were stationed at the Mamedov’s room, the rest were down below. Caution tape soon surrounded the small plaza around the barracks. ISAF investigators began taking photos. 
     A crowd of other rescue officers had grown on the open walkways, who were also looking down at what was now effectively a crime scene. Major Hansen noticed this. He grabbed a megaphone from his Blazer and screamed, “Everyone back to your rooms, now! Training ain’t stopping for this. Get some sleep. If any of you are late because of this tomorrow cause you overslept, and I hear about it, you’ll end up in worse shape than what you’re looking at now!” 
     Chief Hernandez drove up. Hammond and her escorts arrived seconds later. The time was 11:57 p.m. Hernandez caught sight of William watching over the scene. He whistled loudly, catching William’s attention. He motioned for him to come down.
     “Chief,” panted William as he jogged towards Hernandez. “Chief, I don’t know how this could have happened. There was a fight and then Sa - ”
     “Okay amigo, slow down. From the beginning, please.” 
     “I came here to…” William stopped when Hammond walked up beside Hernandez. He felt deep animosity for her now and his glare at her showed it. 
     “I believe, Captain, you are supposed to come to attention in the presence of a superior officer,” she said. 
     William reluctantly drew himself to attention. “Ma’am.” 
     “At ease. Please, continue. Give us every detail.” 
     “Samir just killed himself,” William screamed in Hammond’s face. “What more detail do you need? He just killed himself because… Because…”
      Hammond wasn’t phased by the screaming. Her face was stoic. “Because what, Captain?” 
     “Because he knew something, something he thought was going to hurt him. He said that they were here and that more were coming.” 
     “More of who?” 
     William looked at Hernandez, trying to calm down. Hernandez lightly shook his head just out of Hammond’s sight. 
     “More of who?” demanded Hammond. 
     “Perhaps now is not the time, Commander,” said Hernandez, stepping in between William and Hammond. “There will be time for interrogations where we will more accurately learn what happened tonight. ISAF will do a full and thorough investigation being that this happened on base. All press will be directed through me. No UNIRO personnel should be allowed to comment about what happened so as to prevent rumors and a misinterpretation of events.”
     “We have sixty-eight days left ‘til we open this organization,” stated Hammond resolutely. “This will not get in the way of that fact. You have sixty-eight days to get this investigation finished and on my desk and to UNIRO Command in San Francisco. Is that understood, Chief?”
     “To be proper and thorough this investigation may take more than sixty-eight days ma’am. We must exercise patience and - ”
     “Sixty-eight days, Chief,” Hammond insisted one final time before walking back to her vehicle with her escorts. As she got in, she stood up on the doorstep and shouted back, “Captain, never speak to me like that again. Training your mouth is just as important as training your body. Don’t bloody forget it.” 
     “I hate her,” muttered William so that only Hernandez could hear. 
     “Don’t hate,” said Hernandez with an equally small of voice, “cooperate. That is all you can do at this point. It’s all you should do. Your team will be looking to you in this difficult time. Be there for them and not drifting to find something that may not even be there. Do not take yourself away from them. Leave this investigation to ISAF and me. Please Will.”
     “But she - ”
     “No, Captain. No. You have done more than enough already. Go home. Get some rest. Please. I will keep you apprised of every development. You have my word.”
     William shook his head, sighing deeply. He looked over at Samir’s now covered body. He had not felt this infuriated in years. The exhaustion of the day though was hitting him. 
     “Fine,” breathed William. “Fine.” 
     “Okay, amigo. I will see you soon. Okay?” 
     “Yeah. Sure. Thank you, Chief.” 
     They shook hands, then Hernandez walked away towards Samir and the investigators. But William did not move from where he stood. He was in too much shock. Witnessing this suicide made him cringe at the thought that at one time he wanted to do the exact same thing. What a waste. A month into training and he was already down a team member. Fixated on his thoughts he was startled when John came up behind him. 
     “Hey, Will.”
     “Ahh, Doc, you scared me again.” 
     “Sorry, Will. I was called to take a look at Samir and I saw you here. I just thought you would like some company. Are you okay?” 
     “It's dumb Doc, really freaking dumb. He should have come to me sooner for help. He should have talked to someone. He shouldn’t have jumped… He shouldn’t have felt alone.” 
     “It's frustrating, isn't it? Shows you why I felt so strongly about a certain someone I know who was doing the same thing…” John gave William a nudge of his elbow. William chuckled for just a second. 
     “Yeah, I feel your pain now. But you saved me from my proverbial fall. I didn’t save him. I’ve already messed up.” 
     “It wasn’t your fault, Will. No one could have seen this happening. Not even his brother it seems.” 
     “Doc, it was crazy. He thanked me…” 
     “What did he thank you for?” 
     “That's the thing, I don't know. He appeared, happy, to jump and get away from, someone. He kept saying they. They were coming. He was also sorry, sorry for helping whoever they are. Right before he jumped he said to use this. It was like he wanted me to find something, to search for something. I think he was thanking me because I gave him a chance to jump.”
     “Or someone to finally trust…”  
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 40: That Hidden Moment 
     
     “Captain, I am truly sorry for the loss of your squadron member. I knew that there had been a suicide on base but I didn’t know that they were a member of… of your team. I know words right now may not replace any sadness you may be feeling but… words will come nonetheless,” consoled Dr. Frydryck. 
     William was staring out the room’s window, at Umoja Tower. He did not feel like sitting today in his session so he remained standing. His hands were in his pockets.
     “I don’t know what I’m more upset about doctor,” he said. “The fact that I missed any sign of this happening or the fact that I myself wanted to do the exact same thing just a short time ago.” 
     Dr. Frydryck closed his eyes. 
     “I’ve never told anyone that, until now. Truth is, I was seconds away from ending my life if it were not for Roger Wood finding me at my home just in time.”
     “I’m unfamiliar with that name.”
     “He works for UNIRO. He recruited me a month ago. He saved me. I was going to put a bullet through my mouth.”
     “He doesn’t know his arrival stopped you?”
     “No. He doesn’t.” 
     “You should thank him. It will mean a lot to both of you.”
     William smiled. “Yes. I supposed it would.”
     “Will,” sighed Dr. Frydryck, “as a matter of safety for yourself have you had any more suicidal thoughts since your experience a month ago? Have you tried to harm yourself since?”
     “None.” 
     “I figured,” nodded the doctor. 
     William turned his head to look over his shoulder. “How?” 
     “Tell me, do you worry more about others now than yourself. Has the death of Rescue Officer Mamedov kept you up at night?” 
     William turned his body a little and locked eyes with the doctor on the couch. “Yes. I worry about my team every second of the day. I lose sleep over whether or not we will all graduate training. I worry about whether or not I can keep them all safe out in the field once UNIRO begins operations. I hope, dare I say even pray sometimes, to anything up there, that I will never lose another team member in this manner again; in this dreadful, wasteful manner. A rescuer should never have to find themselves falling, alone. A rescuer should always find themselves catching those that are falling, with a team behind them ready to catch them if they find themselves falling as well.”
     “That answer says it all. The passion for others you have found again in your short time here is why I know you are a changed man. You are no longer the William Emerson this Roger Wood found a month ago. You aren’t scared for yourself. You are scared for others.”
     “I am scared for them. I’m scared that I won’t be able to protect them. I’ve never protected anyone I cared about before. I wasn’t able to save Samir, my men in Korea, Kyung, my grandmother, my grandfather…” 
     “You never told me about your grandfath - ”
     “I let Samir go, doctor. He looked into my eyes, and I into his, and watched him fall. He didn’t even scream or cry. He just fell. It was the easiest rescue I could have ever performed, and I failed.” 
     Dr. Frydryck got up from the couch and walked over to William. He crossed his arms and looked out the window at the tower standing beside William. 
     “Did Samir fall because you let him or did he fall because he wanted to?” 
     William did not answer.
     “If he wanted to, which from what you told me it sounds like he did, you may have actually saved him, Captain. A soul as troubled as that, in that moment, wants nothing more than peace.” 
     “Perhaps…” 
     “It may be hard to understand now but you may have actually rescued him, Will. You need to stop believing every ill thing to happen in your life is your fault because most actually weren’t, including this suicide. Samir had his reasons, just as you did at one time.”
     William sighed with his head down.  
     “I believe there is still one thing holding you back,” said Dr. Frydryck, putting has hand on William’s shoulder. “One particular instance in your life above all else that you can’t let go of, that you keep blaming yourself for, effecting the way you look at yourself to this day. After talking to you for weeks now, that moment has become obvious to me.”
     “What moment is that?” 
     “Your grandfathers death. You haven’t told me how or when it exactly happened. You always refuse. You always turn away, both inside and out. You are clearly haunted by it and for as long as you shy away from it and don’t confront it, you will always bear a burden that you shouldn’t have to bear.”
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 41: Counting on Persistence 
      
     The computer screen read 11:56 p.m., Sunday, April 25, 2027. A call was expected shortly on this screen by the one sitting before it, alone and in the dark.  
     One finger after another had its nail bitten off out of nerves. Soon out of nails, the anxious individual grabbed their hair and pulled till it hurt. Breaths of warm stress escaped their mouth, getting heavier and deeper until suddenly the computer indicated an incoming video call. With a napkin, the person wiped their forehead of sweat to look more composed. With a gulp, the video call was accepted. 
     “Why did you call me?” asked the face on the computer screen. Their voice was purposely distorted into an unnatural human tone and image pixelated. 
     “The suicide of Samir Mamedov will bring attention to systems that, for the moment, should have none. As I told you last time we spoke, I can only hold off suspicions for so long and now with this… Answers could be found that could jeopardize everything.” 
      “Samir was weak. You should have been more careful with him and watched him more closely.” 
     “I know but I could not get too close. People could have become suspicious!” 
     “And you don't think they will now? This incident and its associated rumors are all over the base and will only spread. The investigation that has been opened up into his death must lead to falsities. Alter his records. Make him a drug addict; destroy him. It was an overdose and he went crazy because of it as far as the rest of UNIRO will be concerned.” 
     “It shall be done.” 
     “Make sure the other asset of ours is watched as well. We cannot lose him although I doubt he would ever shy away from his mission as Samir did. He is ruthless, perfect for our plans. Everything Samir was not. I head out to Alaska next week for another UNIRO political stunt. I will return to a changed world and nothing will stand against that change. Make sure this mess is disposed of properly. We finally commit our plans to action next week. This cannot become a hindrance to that. We have already failed once, I will not accept failure again…” 
     “Yes, but what of Samir's squadron leader, Captain Emerson?” 
     “Emerson?” 
     “Yes, Captain William Emerson. He appears loyal to his squadron like no other. He will want answers and won't stop till he gets them. He is very persistent.” 
     “I’m counting on it.” 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 42: First Disaster Scenario 
     
     The base was different. It was clear word had spread thoroughly, but many didn’t speak of the incident the week before. Everyone was in silent shock. UNIRO as a whole, like William, was disturbed. 
     As William walked into the garage everyone looked at him. Many went silent as he passed, others whispered. He spoke to no one. He kept his eyes down. After a tense walk, he reached the garage locker area to change with his squadron into their rescuedress. His team members took little glances at him, as if waiting for him to give a speech explaining what had happened, what he had seen. So far, he hadn’t told them anything. He did not want to. Hernandez also did not want him to, not until each of his team members had been interviewed first so as to avoid any crisscrossing of stories and rumors. All anyone really knew was who and that it had been suicide. 
     Other trainees from other squadrons and groups were also trying to peer down the garage at him, wanting to see if his team was really down a man. Sergey did not look at William or anyone, just the back of his royal blue paint-chipped locker, bags under his eyes from lack of sleep. 
     Hansen watched Delta Group from his parked Blazer by a shut garage door, talking amongst other group commanders. Their fingers were sweeping across glass tablets as insults were being readied. Base Commander Hammond was there, her guardsmen still looking over her shoulder, waiting for anything to happen. William periodically looked in her direction but was not concerned with her well being, not in this moment. All he wanted to do was get through the training session with clear heads and move on. 
     Today was the first time they wore their rescuedress, the uniforms they were to wear on rescue missions in the field. Each article of clothing was wearable tech, having embedded sensors that monitored the wearers’ well being and vitals, relaying the data back to one's glass tag or any other Bluetooth enabled device. 
     Making up most of William’s uniform was a white and royal blue jumpsuit separated at the waist by a hefty blue tool belt filled with clips and assorted necessary gear. Long sleeves, which had woven in elbow pads, were royal blue in color. This color stretched from wrist to wrist across the arms and up through the shoulder and Velcro collar neck area. A pair of white reflecting rings broke the blue up on his sleeves, one on his forearm, one on his upper arm. Just above the chest area, the blue stopped and became white all the way down the rest of the jumpsuit until it hit black boots. A fine light blue electroluminescent wire separated these two colors with a glow. Embedded kneepads and overgrown pockets filled the leg area. To protect one's head was a white hardhat that clipped on like a bicycle helmet. The helmet boldly said UNIRO. 
     All commanding officers, such as himself, wore a heads up computer display on an apparatus that wrapped around the back of the head that stayed on with straps and ear hooks underneath the helmet. The display rested at the end of an extendable arm that reached out in front of the wearer's eye where data was received.
     Around his right ear was an LED light and around his left was a constantly recording video camera. When William put on the wearable display he found it a little bulky so he folded its arm back behind his head. For now, he did not need it. All other team members wore combined video camera and LED earpieces instead of a heads up computer like William that could transmit their feeds to his own glass tablet, tag, or HUD. It was total connectivity. Safety goggles were hugging each of their helmets. White smart gloves that could sense vibrations and hazardous materials upon touch sheltered their hands, telling their life saving information through a flexible OLED screen embedded in each of the gloves palms. 
     For a final level of protection and awareness was a hard white and royal blue chest and back plate that slipped on like a bulletproof vest. It had a built in air filtration system that could deliver clean air to the wearer with an extendable hose and connecting oxygen mask. Upon being submerged in water, an inflatable life vest exploded from its plates, keeping one afloat until rescue. All of these devices were powered by their host. As the wearer would walk or run, electricity would be generated and power given to the jumpsuit tech, staying on for as long as the wearer could move. 
     Inside their lockers were pre-stocked white backpacks filled with gear and tools that made each one close to sixty-five pounds. Those that had military backgrounds on William’s team were having no problem carrying the packs but those who did not were having some issues and were hunching forward to compensate. Some wore things specific to their roles in the squadron like Rescue Officer Heather Phillips, a former US. Navy medic, who carried a portable defibrillator and complete first aid kit or Rescue Officers Mckay, Jinping, and Niccolo, who were being specifically trained in rope and high rise rescue. They carried climbing ropes like sashes. In class, they had familiarized themselves with each piece of gear and technology, making their suit up very efficient. Everyone knew what they had to do and where everything went.  
     Clanging locker doors and shouts of mobilization towards the front of the garage indicated the allotted changing time was over and it was time to get started. Before William shut his locker he rubbed his fingers across his UNIRO squadron patch on his shoulder. They smelled new. Samir fell heavy on William's mind. Somehow William knew, after what Samir had said, he had wanted this job but was trapped by something or someone. William wished he could have been there, suiting up with everyone. 
     A squall of yelling from the major broke William’s admiring of his patch. “Fall in line, ladies and gentleman! Squadron leaders, have your teams fall in line now in front of my pretty face!”
     Everyone in Delta Group did so in two rows of seven, with squadron leaders standing before them, facing Major Hansen. William and his team stood with their hands clasped behind their backs, feet in line with their shoulders, one row only having six people. Knowing Major Hansen, he was going to tell it straight. William prayed he did not but it was the first thing he said. 
     “Listen up, people! No need to bottle it up anymore so here’s the deal. The accident that occurred last week that saw the death of one of our trainee rescue officers is still all heavy on our minds I’m sure. It was a shock and we will not forget it. We must go on. Accidents happen. They will happen here and they will happen out there beyond our walls.” He pointed towards the roof trying to dramatize his point. “It’s life. Learn from this, people, we’re not immortal but... that doesn't mean we can't try,” grinned Hansen. “Today's training will help us to do that. We cannot allow any of our mistakes or accidents affect those we try and save in anyway because that, ladies and gentlemen, will lead to failure and does UNIRO ever fail?” 
     “No, sir!” cried his trainees. 
     Hansen narrowed his eyes. “No… it certainly does not. Now, all of your new uniforms, gear, and backpacks you received today are yours to keep and take home with you. Your names are on them all and you will be expected to return with them every day from now on to physical training. We are going to break out into our different disaster scenarios now. Your squadron will be working with one other squadron in a test of field cooperation. Both of you will need to assess the situation given and act accordingly in a set time frame. Go over this time frame and shit will start flying, I promise you all that. Okay, let's go! Listen up for your squadron partners!” 
     Someone began calling squadron names off a glass tablet. Once called, a squadron moved to find its partner squadron. As William waited, he saw that Hammond was looking at him. She was standing in the bed of a Blazer, her arms crossed, her eyes unwavering in their staring like two immovable objects set in stone. Her face looked old today, with wrinkles of stress and hair that was frail. Her face wanted to be seen by William, letting him know that she had questions for him, and she wanted answers. But, so did he. 
     William’s squadron name was called, then their partners, Firefighting Squadron 2. The two teams met and lined up next to each other and awaited orders. With a metal grinding sound the garage doors opened to reveal a cloudy morning. Propane vapors filled the interior air of the garage and puffs of smoke could be seen rising up from the fake town and mountain in the training facility outside. The town’s gray buildings blended in with the sky above with clouds covering everything all the way to the horizon. Senior officers standing outside the opening garage doors on the gravel roadway started to make their way inside. Major Hansen pointed to them. 
     “All squadron teams will have five supervising senior officers watching the exercises. Each exercise will be forty-five minutes long. Thirty minutes are to complete the scenario, fifteen minutes to go over the scenario after its conclusion. After that, you move on to your team's next designated exercise. Today, we will be undertaking a total of six scenarios. Remember Delta Group, we need to stay on top so get your shit together and apply what you have learned.” 
     Four men approached William and motioned for his team to follow them outside to a waiting truck. Hansen followed, making him the fifth senior officer to supervise their team. Hammond took off in her Blazer towards the mountain training area. 
     The truck they were taken to was a little smaller than a dump truck and had tires just smaller than William’s height. It looked to be amphibious with its white body standing high off the ground and its chassis wrapped under a smooth aluminum hull. Two large pipes at the back looked to be inboard jet outlets for propulsion in water. At the blocky front was a white cab that had slim black windows blended into its white body to make one fluid vehicle that had embedded LED light racks, a winch at the front and rear, and an open bed that had enough seating for an entire squadron and their gear. Two spare tires were held on either side at the vehicles midsection with covers displaying UNIRO’s symbol. 
     As the team rounded the back of the truck a panting German Shepard waving its tail back and forth greeted them. A senior officer tried to control the dog with a leash but it jumped up onto William with its two front paws and tried to lick everything in sight. 
     “Oh my God, who is this?” cried Amanda in happiness.
     The fully-grown dog brought William down to the ground with its excessive need for attention. On the ground, the licking continued. William tried to move the dogs face away from his but it was no use. 
     “Sam, get off,” yelled the senior officer, tugging at its leash. “Sam! Down!” 
     Major Hansen saw the commotion and ran over. “Jesus get that beast off of him,” he called to the senior officer. “This freaking mutt never learns.” 
     William, combined with the senior officer pulling it away, finally pushed the dog away from his face. The dog turned its attention to Amanda who gladly welcomed it. She knelt down and began hugging it profusely. “Hi, Sam! My gosh you’re so excited!” 
     “Too excited,” grunted Major Hansen, pulling William up to his feet. “This dog is stupider than mud. It rescues everything but humans. Most actually call her Shampoo.”
     “Why Shampoo,” asked Heather. 
     “Because on her very first training exercise instead of pinpointing the location of a trapped individual she pinpointed the location of an empty shampoo bottle. Damn dog had us digging for what we thought was a person for over an hour. Sam has been under UNIRO care through every class before yours and through each one we have never been able to find her a squadron to fit in to. She’s a misfit, kinda like you Emerson; that’s why she now belongs to your squadron. Good luck,” laughed Hansen. 
     William wiped his face of slobber. He spit some out of his mouth. He turned around and saw Amanda still hugging the animal. They already seemed to be best friends. Without a doubt he knew his course of action with Sam. 
     “Miller,” smiled William, “she’s yours.”
     “Seriously, Captain?” glimmered Amanda. 
     “Make her one of us, okay.” 
     “Yes, sir!” Amanda avowed. 
     “Sure beats a drone or something, eh?” muttered Vinny. 
     “I disagree,” said Rescue Officer Dwayne J. Pate, otherwise known as DJ, the team’s drone specialist. “Drones don’t bite. I’ve never been an animal lover. You see this scar?” 
     DJ pointed to a small scar just above his right eye. 
     “Yeah,” said Vinny. 
     “Sheep dog. Bit me when I was ten.”
     Vinny shook his head. He unclipped his helmet swiftly and then parted his hair, revealing a scar of his own.
     “You see this?” asked Vinny.
     “Yeah,” said DJ. 
     “Drone. Bit me with its rotor blade when I was twenty-four. Damn thing fell right out of the sky.”
     “Hey,” shouted Hansen. “Will you two stop comparing dick sizes and get in the goddamn truck. We got some fake stuff to save. Let’s go. Emerson, tell your men to shut up.”
     “Yes, sir,” cried William. “You heard him. Everyone mount up and get loaded. Let’s do this.” 
     And with that everyone piled into the truck, Shampoo and all. Up front, the cab could seat six but only three supervising officers, including Major Hansen, sat there while William and his team caught a ride in the truck bed. Handrails that extended out from the bed helped everyone get on board. Fold-out seats lining the gray bed’s hard plastic walls made for an uncomfortable ride as the truck started to move toward the town, their partner squadron in another truck behind them with the other two supervisors driving. 
     In a subdued rev of their hydrogen fuel cells, the two trucks made their way through the gravel road system of the training center, moving with a finesse that was surprising given the size of them. William observed each wheel could turn independently of one another, allowing the trucks to turn on a dime. 
     Sitting at the front of the bed directly behind the cab, William saw his team was clutching their gear like they were going to war; most were looking at the town as the trucks rounded the final turn onto its main street. A building was on fire a few blocks in. Most of it had collapsed. Only the first floor was intact; its two upper floors pancaked. Police cars with working warning lights blocked their path from going any further. Actors in police uniforms came up to the trucks and banged on the doors asking for assistance. Like in the real world there would be no explanation, no set up to what they would walk into, just unpredictable calamity.
     Hansen got out of the truck along with his fellow supervisors. Two were majors like himself and the other two were colonels, all of them standing back on the streets sidewalk and watching, taking notes on glass tablets. William took charge knowing there would be no direction until the scenario was over. 
     “Let’s go, people, out! Everyone out! Miller keep track of time, and Shampoo. Start a thirty minute countdown starting now.” 
     “Yes, Captain!” 
     There was no tailgate so everyone just threw their gear out and jumped to the pavement in two single file lines. Last out, William directed his team forward to meet the waiting police officers. Firefighting Squadron 2 followed. The physically fit tall brunette, Captain Abby Veeder, was leading them. Captain Veeder and her squadron were dressed in blue firefighting suits covered in reflecting patches, head encasing white helmets, and white oxygen tank holding chest and back plates like William’s teams. The police officer they met had a Southern accent and acted very well. He was sweating and had makeup to make him look injured. 
     “Are you them UNIRO guys they called?” he asked. 
     William and Abby both tried to speak at the same time but William let her speak first.
     “Yes, sir, we are. We were told you were in need of assistance.” 
     “Yeah,” he said. “The earthquake was a rattler. It blew our water mains and all our emergency services are destroyed. Government says a federal team won't be out ‘til tonight and we got fires raging just down the street at the corner there. We’ve blocked off the area but that's bout all we can do. The fire is too hot. Pretty sure there are people trapped as well somewhere in the upper floors but they are as flat as paper now.” 
     William let the police officer continue to speak to his fellow captain while he looked at the fire. His team was not equipped to put it out but Abby’s team was and that was where their cooperation would come in. That was the test. 
     Heat could be felt from where they were all standing. William’s heads-up computer display, which he had now flipped forward over his left eye, showed the buildings distance being one hundred feet away. Winds were light so the smoke was going almost straight up. Temperatures were varying between 790 and 900 degrees Fahrenheit inside the structure. 
     “Captain Emerson,” Abby called over. She and William convened while their two teams stood back, waiting. “Captain I suggest my team go in first and put the fire out, then your team can search the building. The police say there were thirteen people in there when the earthquake hit.” 
     “Agreed. But the water mains are gone and there are no lakes or rivers around to take from and you don't have a supply with you.” The scenario was designed to see what the teams would do with nothing but the gear on their backs. Resourcefulness was key. 
     “Yes, we do, we just need to get clever,” Abby said. 
     And with that she turned to both of their teams and told them of what was going to happen. Done with her plan of action she looked at William and put her hand on his shoulder.
     “I’m sorry about Mamedov.” 
     William appreciated the sympathy but now was not the best time. “Thank you, Captain, but we can mourn later. This fire has to get out. You know what to do, go.” 
     Captain Veeder nodded. Her team went forward upon her order, running down the street.
     “Time, Miller?” asked William. 
     “Twenty-six minutes to go, sir.” 
     “Good. Okay, Niccolo, you stay here with the policeman and find out everything you can. Write it down on your tablet and send the info to all of us as you get it.” 
     “Yes, sir.” 
     “Lieutenant Jong, you take Lawal, Fortin, Jinping, and Mckay. Assess the building's structural damage and surrounding hazards. Find out the best ports of entry. I want a 360 degree sweep around the entire building.” 
     “Yes, s-sir!” 
     “Sergeant Horbert, you take Miller, Phillips, and Mambiri. Assess our supplies. See what we have and what we can use. Phillips you get ready with your medical kit for any injuries.” 
     “Yes, sir.” 
     “Miller get Shampoo ready.”
     “You got it, sir.” 
     “Sergeant Macom, you take Mamedov and get communications up with home base. Tell them what is happening on the ground and what we are about to do. Find the best place you can to get a connection out. Get our satellite internet up.” 
     “Yes, sir.” 
     “Rescue Officer Pate,” 
     DJ’s eyes exploded with excitement hearing his name. “Yes, Captain?” 
     “Get our bird in the air.” 
     “Yes, sir!” 
     William clapped his hands, “Okay people this is it. I will keep our two teams working together and join the first people in once the fire is out but until it is keep your distance. Do not approach until either me or Captain Veeder say so. I want a fifty foot perimeter established for everyone.” 
     He was so excited and nervous at the same time his stomach felt ill. Zeroing in on the exercise he forgot all about Samir and found what he was about to do, despite its intensity, a respite. “We have the skills and the training. Let's go save some lives. Let's move!” 
     All of them broke into a full sprint, kicking debris and dirt as they did, scattering as they neared the burning ball of propane. Rescue Officer DJ Pate was an Alabama-born flight instructor crazy about all things airborne. It was said he could spot and identify a make and model from two miles out and that he could fly before he knew how to run; the only thing that stopped him from the Air Force, and UNIROACTF, was his shoulder, which frequently and easily dislocates. Being the team's drone specialist he carried a foldable surveillance drone in his backpack. While running he took it out and unfurled its four rotor blades and threw it like a ball. Like a fish finding water, the drone sensed it was in the free air and came to life, taking a flight path up and around the buildings crushed roof. What it filmed was relayed to DJ’s glass tablet and anyone else's that requested it. 
     His drone flying, DJ called out over the radio, “Drone is circling Captain. Video should be available now.” 
     “Good, Pate. Get me a close up of the two upper floors and relay this footage to Veeder.”
     “Copy.” 
     It was working. Seven minutes into the exercise William already knew the state of the structure and how he would enter it. His method of search would be a buddy system, seven teams of two people combing for survivors. 
     “Captain, this is Fortin,” radioed Gaspard.
     “Yeah, I read you. Go ahead, Fortin.”  
     “Sir, I’ve learned that the building is a bank. When the earthquake struck, there were thirteen people inside. They may have ran to the vault for protection on the first floor of the building.” 
     “Good intel, Fortin. Then we make the vault our primary target and the upper floors our secondary. Alert the rest of the team what we’re looking for please.”
     “Yes, sir.” 
     On an adjacent rooftop was a water tower. The firefighting squadron was pumping water from it through their hoses onto the fire with portable solar powered pumps to little effect. Heat signatures within the structure were climbing and smoke was so thick that nothing inside of it was visible. Time was running out. Communications with home base, albeit fake, told of imminent aftershocks. These would be simulated with shake tables under all of the town’s buildings. 
     “Miller, what's our time?” William asked again. 
     “Down to eighteen minutes left, sir.” 
     “Damnit.” 
     Something had to be sped up for them to make the deadline. William was not going to fail his first live scenario or else it would set him back years with Hansen and Hammond.
     “Captain Veeder, do you copy?” he called. 
     She quickly replied over the radio from atop the adjacent rooftop where she was directing her team. “Go ahead, Emerson.” 
     “I don't think the fire is being contained and we are running out of time. Do you agree?” 
     “Yes!” 
     “My guys say the building is a bank and the people that were inside may be trapped in the vault, which is somewhere on the first floor. You’ve got to clear a path for us to that vault or you get the whole thing out!”
     “We are trying our best but we are going to run out of water soon,” she said, frustrated. “We only have a swimming pool’s worth in that tank and we are more than halfway through.” 
     Hot jets of flames tried to climb out windows, which were breaking one by one as the fire grew hotter, as if the fire itself were its own victim trying to escape. Heat made William's face feel like it was next to a hot plate. 
     “We need the fire under control, Veeder, and this won't do it.”
     “Well, we are just about out of water so what do you suppose we do, Emerson?” 
     “You're the firefighting experts!” 
     “I can't fight anything if I don't have punches to fight with.” 
     “Fifteen minutes, sir!” reminded Amanda. 
     “You hear that, Veeder?” 
     “Yeah, yeah. I’m thinking.” 
     “Wait! Wait! I got it,” yelled William. “Mckay, get over to my position now. I’m at the eastern corner of the building.” 
     “Yes, sir, I am coming!” Vinny came running down the street in a few seconds, almost skating on the ground rumble as he did, like one of his adored hockey players. He ran so fast that he could not stop in time and ran into William. “What's up, sir?” 
     “Mckay,” William said, pushing Vinny off of him, “we are running out of water for the fire. You used to fight these things, right?”
     “Yeah, all the time!” 
     “Would some kind of explosion put it out?” 
     “Oh, now you’re taking my language, Captain,” Vinny grinned. “It would if it was energetic enough. That fire is burning off of propane valves laced throughout the structure so if we introduced an explosion it would displace the burning propane. It would burn itself out in seconds because we would have removed the flames from their ignition source.” 
     “You hear that, Veeder?” 
     “Yeah, I did Emerson, but how are we going to make an explosion?” 
     “The tanks,” injected Mckay. “Your tanks, ma’am. We can blow them all at the same time by sliding them into the building and blowing them up. The force of the blast from fifteen pressurized pure oxygen tanks will push the fire off its fuel source. Our squadron has some clearing charges that could do the trick and rupture the tanks. The bank vault will be able to hold to. It will mostly be just a light show.” 
     “What if it doesn't work and the charges don’t blow the tanks?” asked Abby. 
     “Then we fail,” said William, truthfully. “Veeder, you said get clever so...” 
     “Thirteen minutes!”
     “Fine,” said Abby. “We fail, your squadron owes mine though Emerson, got that?”
     “Copy that,” smirked William. He winked at Vinny who was smiling with anticipation. 
     “Let's blow some stuff up!” shouted Vinny.
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 43: Fighting Fire with Bigger Fire 
       
     Some coordination later and the tanks had been slid into the building’s burning lobby in front and the charges primed; its firing code entered via a glass tablet. Temperatures were now in excess of 1,000 degrees Fahrenheit, melting the tanks’ plastic seals, releasing pressurized oxygen. 
     “We gotta go now, the tanks are leaking!” radioed Abby. 
     To ensure the charges would land where the teams wanted them to, they taped them to DJ’s surveillance drone. 
     “Do we need to destroy the drone? She is so pretty,” moped DJ. 
     “You’ll get a new one, Pate, don't worry, especially if this works,” comforted William. 
     “Yes, sir. Thanks, sir.” 
     Again they set the drone free and let it go to the building. 
     “Okay, Pate, let's get clear. Mckay, you come with us too,” ordered William.
     William, Vinny, and DJ jogged across the street to a parked car and ducked for cover. Then William gave a warning call to everyone in the area. 
     “This is Captain Emerson to all UNIRO and local rescue personnel, please clear a 150 foot blast radius around the bank and take cover. Explosion imminent. I repeat, explosion imminent. Blast will occur on my mark after a five count.” 
     “I got the drone inside next to the tanks, sir. Temperatures are over 1,000 degrees! Y'all better go. It's now or never or else she's gonna melt!” DJ warned. 
     “Veeder, your team clear?” asked William one last time.
     “Clear,” she radioed from across the street corner. 
     William took one last look around. It was clear. DJ’s tongue was slipping out of his mouth. His eyes blinked like camera shutters, readying to image everything. Vinny was antsy, trying to look over the car as high but as safely as he could. 
     “Mckay, get down,” ordered William. 
     “Sorry, sir. I like explosions. Comes with my ex-profession.” 
     “I would think otherwise but… Whatever makes you happy. Here we go.” Over the radio William began to count. “Fire in the hole in five, four, three, two, one, mark!” 
     “I’m sorry, baby!” said DJ, closing eyes. He pressed the digital detonator on his tablet. A tremendous ball of flames burst from the confines of the building within a second, making it halfway to their hiding spot before settling back. A gust of wind from the shockwave blew DJ’s unclipped helmet off his head. Small chunks of smoking dirt rained down on the three men. A hissing sound followed, then silence. William pulled DJ up by his jumpsuit’s collar and looked on at their handy work. The fire was out, blasted from its fuel source. 
     William was pleased. “Wow, Mckay, you weren't kidding.” 
     “I told you, sir, just a big light show. All bark, no bite. Just enough,” Vinny said happily while getting up himself. 
     DJ looked at his glass tablets static filled screen where the drones feed was, whimpering. “She was such a nice drone.”
     “Jeez Pate, get a grip. They will just 3D print you up another one,” blustered Vinny. 
     A voice came over the radio. It was Veeder. “Hey, Emerson, nice job. Your squadron ever gets sick of ya, you can join mine.” 
     “Thanks, Veeder.” 
     “Where did you come up with that?” she asked. 
     “I saw it in a John Wayne movie once.” 
     Vinny laughed but DJ looked confused. 
     “Who is John Wayne?” DJ asked. 
     “Don't say that Pate, you make me feel old,” sighed William, running back to the building.
     The fire out and with nine minutes left, William gathered his team at the front entrance of the building. He broke everyone up into pairs with a few of Captain Veeder's team members tagging along with handheld fire extinguishers to take care of any hot spots inside. William and Simba scoped out the lobby.
      “Buddy Team 1 is proceeding into lobby now. Everyone your eyes and ears open. Check all voids and crevices. Watch out for any aftershocks,” William instructed. “Miller, get Shampoo sniffing on the upper floors. That’s where she will be most useful.”
     “Copy, sir.” 
     Amidst bare and blackened concrete walls, the bank lobby was filled with fallen ceiling bits and burned furniture. A huge square section of the doorframe leading from the lobby into the building was filled with rubble, blocking their way to the vault. At the top of the rubble was a gap a few inches wide but it was too high for anyone to see through. 
     “Mambiri, you got anything for me that can see through that gap?” asked William, shining his LED earpiece. 
     “Oh yeah, Bossman. I got you. Look at this thing. They call it, the spaghetti camera.” 
     Simba pulled out a box small enough to hold in one's hand that had wiring wrapped around hooks. He unraveled the wiring and flipped a tiny screen up from the box, then put the end of the wire onto the fallen ceiling section, to which it stuck. Fully unwound, the wire was about twelve feet long and about a half an inch wide. 
     “Watch this, Bossman.” 
     Upon contact with the concrete the cylindrical end of the wire began crawling up it, weaving like a centipede until it reached the tiny gap. Soon it was out of sight, behind the rubble. 
     “What you got for me, Mambiri? What do you see?” 
     “I got visuals, Bossman. This thing has a camera the size of a pea at its two ends. Switching over to group vid.” On everyone's glass tablets appeared an HD video of what the camera was seeing through its lens; the vault, sealed and intact. “You seeing that Bossman?” 
     “Yes, I do,” smiled William. He quickly radioed the others with confidence. “This is Buddy Team 1, we have visual on the vault. Buddy Teams 5 and 6 fall back to the lobby now. We need assistance. Pathway to vault is blocked by heavy debris.”
     The teams radio back, “Copy.” 
     “It’s right there, Boss, the camera says seven feet. Blast through?” 
     “No, too close. We can't risk collapse from a charge to blow this. It would be too big for this weakened structure to handle.” 
     An aftershock simulated by the shake table the building was built on rustled the two men’s feet. Pipes banged and sparks flew. 
     “Get down, Mambiri! Get down! All buddy teams take cover!” 
     William had never been in an earthquake before and he was pretty sure Simba never had either so the experience was very disorienting, even if it was fake. Seconds later, it ended.
     “Everyone okay?” William asked over the radio. “Give me a head count.” 
     All his buddy teams radioed back. All were okay. DJ, Dao, Heather, and Mario arrived, taking off their backpacks as they did, ready for more orders. William informed them of the obstacle. 
     “It’s at least a two feet thick and we can't blow through it. Options?” 
     DJ took out a protective plastic case, the kind that protect something really important with bumpy foam padding inside, and laid it out on the floor. 
     “What's that?” asked William. 
     “Oh that! Boss, you're gonna love it. We found this when we were going through our supply list. Open it, Pate!” 
     “Hold on a sec, it's kinda heavy,” he grumbled. 
     DJ finally got the case open. Seeing what was inside William grinned. “Now that's what I’m talking about.”
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 44: Breaking Through 
     
     Taking two people to operate, William and Mario lifted a ninety pound rescue device called the Controlled Impact Rescue Tool from the case and held it up to the concrete. It had a black oval cylindrical body the size of a fire extinguisher. A black and yellow striped hexagonal safety cage surrounded it. Inside was a barrel that fired specially built ammunition into whatever it was up against, ramming right through it by creating shockwaves, even in reinforced concrete. With both of them holding on to two of its four yellow circular handles, Mario and William lined the device’s laser pointer up and braced themselves. 
     “This will kick,” Mario said anxiously. 
     “Time check, Miller?”
     “Six minutes, Captain.” 
     “Bossman, it takes two minutes max to plow through. We got this. It fires twenty rounds a minute. Big rounds.” 
     “So it’s no M16?” 
     “No, Boss. More like the biggest shotgun you've ever had,” laughed Simba. “Slow and steady wins.” 
     “Ready, Mario?” William asked, holding the device with his straining arms. 
     “Ready, sir,” Mario gritted. 
     “Fire!” 
     Mario pulled the trigger. The impact announced its power with burst of dust and fines, kicking the two men holding it. Both of them groaned with each impact. Before long, they were covered in white dust and dirty gray sweat beads. Simba continued to monitor the impactors progress with his spaghetti camera on the other side. 
     “Almost through, Boss. Just a few more shots!” 
     “Come on, Niccolo, come on!” encouraged William. 
     His arms hurt more and more with each impact, the shockwaves moving up his arms and into his head. Eyes watering, mouth dry, and muscles shot, they broke through when a person sized hole crumbled before the machine; its laser shining onto the floor beyond. 
     “We’re in! Pate, Phillips, Jinping, go! Secure the vault,” William ordered.
     William and Mario put down their new favorite tool and got ready to enter the new hole after the other three rescuers. Packs in first, they swung themselves in one leg at a time and then ran to the vault. With light feeble at best, DJ put his smart glove to the vault door. 
     “My glove is sensing movement inside, and noise… talking.” 
     “Mine says the same thing,” said Dao. 
     William caught up to everyone. “What we got?” 
     “Gloves are indicating civilians are definitely inside. Picking up at least ten different voices,” informed Dao.
     “Good. Can you open it, Jinping?” 
     “Yes, sir, I think so. The lock still has power. Backup generator.” 
     “Do it! Miller?” 
     “One minute, sir.” 
     Dao was fiddling with the digital locking control console, which was cracked and flickering.
     “Any time, Jinping,” hurried Heather. 
     Despite the time crunch Dao was calm. “Almost there.” 
     Less than thirty seconds were left but Dao was in complete control of his focus and plugged away.
     “Twenty seconds!” 
     “Rescue Officer Jinping, can you do this?” 
     “Yes Captain, but how about less distractions and more light, with respect.” 
     William stepped back, beamed his LED earpiece atop Dao’s hands, and let his rescue officer do his work. He trusted him; he trusted all of them. Dao knew computers; in another life he was a systems analyst working for the Beijing government. 
     “Got it,” Dao said plainly, as if he had done nothing amazing. 
     “Get it open, come on! Everyone pull.” 
     All of them grabbed the vault’s door handles and slowly opened it with much pain to their vocal cords as groaning seemed to help them open it faster. Wasting no time, William took his hands from the vault door and shined his head mounted LED into the vault. He counted twelve people. Heather rushed in to treat injuries. A few actors inside were standing; others were sitting in fake blood pools. Fake or not, all of them were happy to see William’s team.
     “This is Emerson to all UNIRO personnel, we have twelve people accounted for in the vault. Does anyone have the thirteenth?” 
     No one answered. 
     DJ looked at his watch. “It's time, sir. I think we are thirty seconds over, now.” 
     Collectively they all sighed. Mario fell in exhaustion against the vault wall. “All that for nothing,” he said sadly. 
     Hansen was going to walk in any second and rip them, destroying the hope of the day. But, as they all seemed to fall at once there was a rise on the radio. Crackles and spits came through. 
     “Th… em… 2” 
     “Hello?!” William shouted, pressing his earpiece in.
     “...repa… is Buddy Tea… 2. Captain, do you re… we have the…” 
     “Hello? I do not copy. You’re coming in weak. Say again, over.” 
     The crackles and spits cleared and Vega’s voice came through finally. “This is Buddy Team 2, we have the thirteenth civilian. They’re okay. I repeat we have the thirteenth civilian.” 
     “Sergeant Horbert, is that you?” 
     “Yes, we have the thirteenth civilian! We found them with a minute to spare but the radio did not work.” 
     “Excellent, Sergeant! Great work. Get them down here for medical attention!” They all cheered, even the actors. They had passed. 
     “Yes, Boss! Yes! Yes! I told you we were awesome. Oh my God I have the best job in the world.” 
     “Yeah, Captain, good job,” said Mario, rubbing his arms on the floor, “but I don't want to use that machine again for a few days. A beach and a few glasses of white wine would be a nice replacement. That will give you a kick, too, just one that doesn’t hurt as much.”
     Accomplishment shook them like the hypothetical earthquake that destroyed the building they were in. It moved them all and rearranged them further into a team. Strident lighting came on overhead inside the bank and a buzzer went off to indicate the test was over. 
     Over the radio came Major Hansen, “All squadrons return to the trucks for immediate debriefing, now! All actors return to your original locations and reset!” 
     The bank vault actors fussed back into their places with one saying, “He's such an ass sometimes.” 
     William heard that and turned, “Don’t worry, we think so, too.”
     Shampoo suddenly rushed in wagging her tail. Amanda was close behind. Shampoo was holding something in her mouth like a toy. She sat down and placed the object in front of William. 
     “Miller, please tell me Shampoo found the thirteenth civilian.”
     “No, Captain, she found that,” said Amanda, pointing to the object Shampoo had had in her mouth. It was a charred shoe.
     “Crap,” muttered William. 
     “Are we going to call her shoe now?” joked Simba. 
     “I’ll work on her, Captain, don’t worry. She seems to find things related to humans at least, just never… humans.” 
     Shampoo looked up at William with wide brown eyes and gave a playful bark. 
     William rolled his eyes at the dog. “It’s going to be a long day.” 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 45: Let’s Do Something Fun 
     
     Nightfall. Disaster scenario trainings were done for the day. William’s team passed every one of their six sessions. A few were close calls, like their first scenario, but they passed. Like their first ever physical training day, they were bruised, bloody, dirty, and tired but they did not care because they had beaten it all. And, it had allowed them to at least for a little while forget about the void left in their team, Samir. 
     Dinner that night is when the realization again hit them all that they were down a man. Seeing his teams confusion and distraction over the subject throughout dinner William knew he could not withhold information from than any longer. They had a right to know what had happened to one of their own. Samir had wanted his death to have meaning and staying quiet about it wasn’t helping that hope at all. 
     After they had all finished their meals and were sipping tea and energy drinks, William told them all about Samir and his death the week before.  
     “So he did not struggle when you tackled him?” asked Abeo. 
     “No, he became… calm, relaxed,” William said in a low voice. 
     “All that stuff he said before he jumped is creepy, if you ask me,” said Amanda. 
     “It was strange,” agreed William. “I don't know when we will get a new team member but it will be soon. Probably by next week, after all of our interviews with ISAF are complete. They should start tomorrow for everyone.” 
     “Who will they be with?” asked Abeo. 
     “Chief of Security Patrick Hernandez.”
     Abeo nodded. 
     “Sounds like he wanted your help, Captain,” inferred Vega. “A man that asks for help before his death is a man who knows he will never find it. Maybe that's why he asked you, so you could find it for him.” 
     “The they stuff is kinda eerie,” said Gaspard. “Any idea Captain on who the they are?” 
     William shook his head. He didn’t want to fear monger. “None,” he lied. 
     No one looked around for a while. They just drank their beverages, thinking, trying to imagine what had happened as if they had been there.
     “I wish I could have known him better Boss. I didn't even get the chance.” 
     “I know, Mambiri,” said William, putting a hand on Simba’s shoulder, who was sitting next to him. “I know. Me too. If anyone wants to talk about it ever or just talk about anything you can come to me or go to the bases counseling services. Talk amongst yourselves, help each other out.” 
     Vinny put down his cup. “Someone's got to talk to Sergey about it. He was upset after we finished training today. He stormed off as soon as he could. Can't really blame the kid, can you?” 
     “I will, Mckay,” promised William. 
     “I figured but, maybe… you know, if you ever need someone to help you talk about it… Or, or with him or anyone - ”
     “I know, Mckay,” smiled William, seeing everyone else nodding with Vinny's offer. “I know guys. Thank you. Good job today. All of you, good job, really, especially with a man down and all. Get some sleep tonight. Jinping. No more tea. It keeps you up.” 
     “Yes, sir,” Dao said, revealing a tiny smile only he could, showing his tea-stained teeth.
     “Eh, lets celebrate today but with a real dinner,” suggested Vinny. “With real food to,” he added. “Tomorrow night, after classes? What do we think? I can go get some real meaty steaks off base. I miss those.” 
     “Oh man, steaks, that sounds fantastic,” agreed William. 
     “Can’t forget a movie,” chimed Paul. 
     “Or the popcorn,” said Amanda. “I’m a vegetarian…” 
     “Or the games,” said Mario. 
     “I know a game,” said Vega, a hint of something near delight in her voice. “My place. Twenty hundred hours.”
     Vinny slammed his palm on the table. “Done!” 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 46: A Bird with No Reason To Fly
     
     Wang Jun sat by his ailing son’s bedside all night, listening to him cough. With every wheeze, Jun cried a little more. There was nothing he could do for his eight year old boy. The very city they lived in was poisoning him slowly and painfully. 
     Beijing was a death trap and no one was safe from it anymore. Years of vehicle bans, coal plant closings, and even weather manipulation had done little to stop the ever-present smog. The city was lost in a deadly soup that slowly killed all who dwelled within it. Fine particulate matter, heavy metals, carcinogens, toxic gases. All of these were inside Jun’s sons coughing, aching body. 
     As the sun started to illuminate the gray haze outside their apartment’s window in the early morning Jun finally slept. It was only for twenty minutes though. He was awakened by the alarming screams of his son. He grasped his chest, saying there was an animal inside of it, that it was scratching his lungs. His son started to cry, which made Jun cry again. 
     Those damn factories. Those damn companies. Those damned so-called leaders. They were letting their nations people, their nations children, be gassed to death. Decades of this and no change. How could they say they were a government for the people? Jun had served them tirelessly as a pilot in the Peoples Liberation Army Air Force. He flew their surveillance flights over the Americans. He flew their combat missions over Korea. He tested their new aircraft. And what did they give him in return, the agony of watching his son die a premature death. He was only eight for God’s sake. 
     Jun’s wife came into the bedroom and took their son into the kitchen so that she could give him some useless medicine. Before she did though Jun wiped his son’s mouth. When he looked at the tissue it was covered in blood. Overcome with grief, Jun stepped out onto their apartments balcony seventeen stories up. It was set amongst hundreds of other units in the overcrowded, poorly built high-rise. The view would have been fantastic was it not always obscured by gaseous human garbage.  
     Jun sat down in a white plastic chair. He began drinking a flat beer. After a few sips he threw the glass bottle with all his anger off the balcony and watched it disappear into the haze. 
     “Serve the people,” said a firm voice from above. 
     Jun got out of his chair and looked in the direction of the voice. One balcony up and over was a man dressed in a tight black turtleneck and black cargo pants. Over that he was wearing a black trench coat. On his left leg was a thigh holster. A gun was in it. Jun knew this man was no good. Firearms were strictly regulated in China. If found in the hands of a private citizen the punishment could be severe. But, this man did not look to be a citizen of China. 
     “Serve the people,” the man said again, casually this time. He spoke fluent Mandarin but his accent was western, as were his looks. He was crouching on his respective balcony’s hand railing. 
     “Who are you?” asked Jun.
     “That’s your military’s motto isn’t it? Serve. The. People.” 
     “It is,” said Jun, backing towards his own balcony’s sliding glass door. A kitchen knife that his wife had left on a dresser was just inside the door. 
     The man laughed and said, “Yet another lie spit forth by this nation. Just one of many lies spit forth by all nations. Tell me, have they helped you and your son since he developed emphysema? Has he been allowed the best for one of their best? Judging by the sound of him coughing in there I don’t think they have. I would think one of this nations greatest pilots would surely deserve more. The Shenyang FC-31 isn’t it?” 
     “How do you know who I am?” asked Jun. He had almost reached the balcony door. 
     “Don’t reach for the knife, Major Wang Jun. We have the place surrounded,” the man said, waving his hand. “Besides, I’m not here to hurt you or your family. I’m here for quite the opposite reason actually. I’m here to save you and your family.” 
     Jun stopped moving. His suspicions eased. Somehow, the man, his tone of voice, began to calm Jun. “How?” he asked. 
     “By allowing you the chance to fly with purpose again,” the man smiled, “so that you may give your son the chance to live in a new world where he can breathe again.”
     Jun’s eyes began to tear. “I fly a plane loaded with bullets and bombs, tools that cannot fight what afflicts my son. I cannot fight this haze.”
     “No,” chuckled the man, “it’s not the haze we fight, it is the people that let it continually escape from the stacks. The people that take money over water, oil over health, and live knowingly in arrogant deceit of those they serve. No we do not fight the haze, nature can take care of that herself once we’ve taken care of the few.”
     “The few?”
     “This world, this civilization, runs to serve a powerful few, not the many.”
     “Such talk is dangerous here. If the government knew I was - ”
     “Your government and its political system is dying and you know it. You’re aware of its struggles. Loss of control. Growing social unrest. Riots. Defections. Astounding environmental degradation. You must see it, Major Jun.” 
     Jun wanted to say something but instead he just whipped his head around and looked across the haze. His eyelids quivered. The tears rolling down his eyes were turning into tears of somber truths. Jun did see what the man spoke of; he saw it all too well. 
     “It’s all coming undone and censorship and suppression can only work for so long. The many win against the few, always. The many just have to be reminded of that. As the people waste away below this blanket of filth your government spends billions on greedy expansion over resources and territory, spreading its environmental destruction everywhere it goes. China is sick. The world is sick. We are going to make it better.”
     “Who exactly is we?” asked Jun, now slowly stepping back towards the man. 
     “The many who dare to do what it takes to really save the world… no matter the cost. We are the true saviors of the people because we are the people.” 
     “You, you want me to join you?” 
     “Don’t be so narrow minded, Major Jun,” said the man, jumping off the balcony he was on. He landed just in front of Jun. He landed crouched once again, then slowly raised himself to be eye to eye with Jun. “It is you who want to join us.” 
     “How can I trust that you will really help me and my family? You are just a man with a gun. I have faced many men with many guns, guns with jet engines strapped to them. I need assurances of what you speak. I don’t even know your name.”
     “My name is irrelevant but the new treatment for your son’s disease that is now safely stowed away inside your nightstand is not, instructions on how to administer it included. Believe me Major, we wouldn’t have climbed seventeen stories up, in this shit hole of a city, losing a year of our lives every ten minutes we stand here, if we weren’t completely serious about our cause and about you. Now, Major, what is your answer? This,” the man motioned to the city, “or escape.” 
     Jun looked out at the smog just beyond the balconies railing. He listened to the car honks down below, to the airliners above, to the industry all around, to his son’s coughing inside. He listened to his heart. He was a pilot who was without reason to soar. He was a father without reason to hope. Everyone who wasn’t supposed to had failed him. The system had failed him. Jun looked at the man ready to save what was left so that he could rebuild what was lost. 
     “What do you want from me?” he asked with new resolve. 
     The man in the turtleneck nodded his head and smirked confidently. “Tonight, a training mission is to be sent into the Gobi Desert by your military at twenty-one hundred hours local time. The mission will depart from Zhangjiakou Ningyuan Airport. It will consist of a Y-20 transport and two FC-31 escorts, one of which will be yours, all fully loaded and armed.” 
     “What do I do from there?” 
     After a slight chuckle, the man leaned in to Jun’s right ear and whispered, “Disappear from this cursed world and fly into the next.” 
     From the kitchen Jun’s wife called out to him for help. Jun looked inside and told her he’d be right there. When he looked back, the man was gone.
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 47: Steaks 
     
     Vinny walked into Publix. The store had just opened. He looked right, then left. Already he loved it more than any Base Tranquility dining hall. His nose seemed to take over his other four senses. Before he knew it it had led him to the deli. It was glorious. 
     All the meat he could ever have was just below his savoring mouth within a shrine of glass in over the top food displays. He eyed the steaks he wanted for the teams get together that night at Vega’s. They were red mountains of deliciousness that seemed to reach inside his mouth and make his saliva run like a flash flood. 
     “I’ll take seven of these please,” he said, pointing the counter attendant to his prizes. 
     The captain was going to love them. Miles of bike riding and missing classes had already been well worth it. Vinny hadn’t had meat like this in months. The vegetarian lifestyle forced upon him by UNIRO was too much for him to handle anymore. He…
     “Excuse me?” 
     Vinny shot his head around when he heard the soft, bubbly voice. Standing next to him was a beautiful woman, about his age. She had olive skin, brown eyes behind sleek black glasses that matched her straight black hair. She was wearing a blue tank top and gray yoga pants. Most attractive to him though was the fact that she was taller than his short stature. Vinny immediately thought not to stare and locked onto her eyes. 
     “Um, yes ma’am,” he said, perking up his stance. 
     “Do you work for UNIRO?” she asked kindly. 
     “Um, yes,” Vinny said confidently, nearly fainting at the sight of her smile. “Yes, I do indeed work for UNIRO. Rescue Officer Vinny Mckay. How may I rescue you today?” 
     Vinny bowed a little and extended his arm playfully. The woman looked at his white uniform and beret. She chuckled. 
     “Wow, I’ve always wanted to meet someone from UNIRO,” she said. “My sister wants to work for them. Tell me, have you rescued anyone yet? How many lives have you saved?”
     “Um, none yet actually, ma’am. Our first mission isn’t for several more months. We’re currently going through some brutal training to prepare ourselves mentally, and physically.”
     Vinny leaned on the glass counter trying to flex his left bicep. He hoped she could see it through his uniform. 
     “Oh that’s okay. You have already saved countless lives,” the woman said with praise. 
     “Umm, I have?” Vinny asked with some confusion. He just told her he hadn’t started missions yet. 
     “Yes you have! Isn’t everyone that works for UNIRO a vegetarian? You people don’t eat meat. In doing so you have saved countless animal lives across the world. As a vegetarian myself I admire that so much, you have no idea. People so often forget animals are just as important as we humans, but you guys don’t. You really do save everyone.” 
     Oh boy, thought Vinny. He had to roll with it. This girl was too hot to let go. That dangerous bike ride down the interstate was becoming more worth it every second. 
     “Oh yes, of course. We’re all vegetarians, some even vegans. We at UNIRO rescue everything. I haven’t eaten meat for years since joining. Hey, I’d love to tell you more about UNIRO over dinner... a vegetarian dinner of course. On the island somewhere perhaps, eh? Or even on base?” 
     “Oh really,” said the woman with joy. “You’d let me come onto your base?” 
     “For you, yes.” 
     Suddenly over the loudspeaker came, “Mckay. Vinny Mckay. Your seven sixteen ounce steaks are ready. Vinny Mckay.” 
     Vinny shuddered in embarrassed fright. The counter attendant plopped his seven steaks next to his leaning elbow all wrapped up and ready to go. The woman’s smiling expression turned to anger and obvious betrayal. 
     “Listen… Uh, listen…” he stuttered. “These are for a friend. I -”
     The woman nodded with disgust and began walking away. 
     “Hey, wait! Wait!” cried Vinny. 
     With a whip of her hair the woman turned around. She pointed back and forth between them and said, “You can’t rescue this asshole.”
     “I hate myself sometimes,” sighed Vinny.  
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 48: The Ends Of The World Are Melting 
     
     “The West Antarctic Ice Sheet is in an unstoppable retreat,” Dr. Olin stated. “This will lead to its eventual collapse. There is nothing we can do. UNIRO is working with various Antarctic science stations to monitor and try and slow this retreat with one of our geoengineering projects. As basic as it sounds, we are attempting to cover large areas of glaciers in white protective thermal coverings that will slow surface melting by reflecting sunlight back into space. Thousands of square miles are already covered, with thousands more to come. It is a method well tested in Greenland and the Alps but those are not continents and they can do nothing to protect the glaciers underside that are being melted away from warming seas.” 
     Dr. Olin put up a satellite image of the icy land. It was so unlike any other piece of land on the planet, alien and remote. It was the last place with virgin habitats, filled with landscapes most had never seen. Protected by a series of international treaties collectively known as the Antarctic Treaty System signed in 1961, it was a relic, a treasure that could not be used for anything but scientific research and tourism. 
     It was a one of a kind continental laboratory. Resources could not be taken from under it, for which there are many, and no militaries could claim or test weapons on it. But from beyond its gray and white horizons was the encroachment of humans, their reach too big. Ice shelves that had held on for decades longer than the Arctic’s were finally feeling this reach, even in a place that had seen Earth's coldest recorded temperature, -136 degrees Fahrenheit. 
     In an ironic twist of cause and effect, the place that saw the lowest human population would have the greatest effect on those that had the highest, thousands of miles away in places that probably forgot there was even a continent down there. From its elephant trunk peninsula in the northernmost part of the continent to the smooth South Pole, to even the atmosphere above it, the area was changing. It was evident on the satellite image on the whiteboard. 
     Prevailing over the white ice were color enhanced areas of red and blue, red showing areas of melting and blue showing of gain. Large expanses of the continents western shoreline were black in color, like lesions from a plague, surrounded by areas of dark reds and rusty whites that translated to tens of thousands of square miles of melting. In the east were patches of red at the coast, with dustings of blue inland. Antarctica was still fighting climate change in its heartland but the west was enough. Dr. Olin rubbed his forehead as he explained.
     “The ESA’s Cryosat-2 satellite shows us with these maps that Antarctic ice loss is exponential now, losing over 160 billion tons of ice each year. The discovery of this massive ice loss in the last decade, primarily in the west, has forced scientists to revise their sea level predictions and it's not looking good. Ice melt from this alone will raise sea levels over ten feet, putting millions of hectares of land at risk in Asia, the Middle East, and North America, most of that land being precious farmland that will become unusable either because of saltwater contamination or direct inundation. Whole population centers will have to be moved inland and a new refugee crisis will emerge for those countries that are not prepared.”
     “Crap,” William mumbled, rubbing his left cheek.
     “In Alaska, we find an example of this already in the form of Kivalina, a small village of just over 400 people that was located on a barrier island on the west cost of Alaska. The US Army Corp of Engineers built a temporary seawall around the village in an effort to save it. This wall failed two years ago. The village lays abandoned now, its buildings falling into the sea with every new storm that passes.”
     Pictures of major cities started appearing as Dr. Olin started pacing back and forth. 
     “Miami. London. Bangkok. Boston. Rio. New York. Shanghai. All of them face the fate of Kivalina in the decades to come. You see, because of warming ocean waters these glaciers that exit into the sea are literally being thinned from the bottom up and becoming lighter in weight. The lighter something is the higher it floats, like a grounded boat being refloated. Water is going further and further inland under the glaciers where they meet the sea as they lighten and their grounding line, the place where they naturally melt, is being moved inland with it. This makes the glaciers smaller and melt faster. NASA’s Operation IceBridge is an ongoing project that monitors this loss from the air and UNIRO will be joining that operation for the first time this year. I cannot stress enough to you all how serious of a problem this is. Unchecked, we will lose our current geographic coastline by the end of the century. UNIRO must slow this melting or this very base could be unusable. And, within a few centuries the entire…” 
     “Captain, sir,” Seong whispered, sitting next to William. 
     “Yeah?” William whispered back, keeping his eyes forward.
     “I-I-I was wondering if you had your-your investigation interview yet?” 
     “No. Have you?” 
     “Yes. This mor-morning.” 
     “How did it go? You acted like I didn’t tell you guys anything like I said to right?”
     “Ye-Yes, sir. Hernandez was ver-ver-very nice. He told me they found drugs in Samir’s body that they assumed cau-cau-caused him to jump.” 
     William looked directly at Seong and loudly said, “Drugs?”  
     “You, Emerson,” called Dr. Olin, hearing William’s outburst. “Something more important than the flooding of world?” he asked.
     “No, sir. Sorry, sir.” 
     Dr. Olin mumbled something to himself and then kept lecturing. 
     William smacked Seong in the side. “That was your fault.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 49: Game Night 
     
     Vega had the same container unit William had so it was a tight fit to have fourteen people and a dog over but they managed. Some sat in the bedroom, some in the kitchen, and some in the sitting room. Vinny was cooking the steaks in the oven that he had purchased off base to complete his steak and eggs dinner for the squadron. “I prefer my protein red, not cricket brown,” he often said.
     William was very happy to be having a real steak for dinner as well. 
     “Those steaks ready, Mckay?” he called out to the kitchen. 
     “Not yet, sir. Still putting the rock salts on! Can't get to medium without the sodium, sir.”
     “Spoken like a true cook,” said Heather, who was helping him. 
     “It might go a little faster if Shampoo wasn’t taking up half the kitchen and staring at me,” grumbled Vinny. “Miller can you take Shampoo somewhere else, please?” 
     In the sitting room was a game of Rummikub; a Jewish game Vega had played every day as a child. Herself, Simba, Mario, and Abeo were all playing. William, Amanda, Dao, and DJ were watching from the hallway, as the room was too narrow for all of them to fit in at once. Seong, Gaspard, Sergey, and Paul were in the bedroom watching a movie. 
     “So, the tiles have to be in numerical order or different colors or what Mini-boss? These tiny tiles hurt my head with their complexity.” 
     “Both,” Vega showed. “You need three tiles in numerical order and three tiles of the same number, each with a different color. Once you have that then you can go down.” 
     “Go down… where?” asked Simba. 
     “You put them on the table Mambiri. But they all must add up to fifty, first. That's the way I play.” 
     “Oh, Bossman, we have to do math. What kind of party is this? Where are the drinks?” 
     Mario picked up one of the tiles and asked, “What is with the tiles with the faces?” 
     “Those are the jokers. They can stand in for any tile. They are worth a lot of points,” explained Vega. “Don’t get caught with one when someone finishes.” 
     “Okay…”
     Abeo was having no trouble. “You guys are going to lose. I win a lot with games like this.” 
     Mario put down his tile and blew his hair from his face. He was bored. “What? Little number games? We should go to the beach down in Cocoa or inland to Orlando. Get some drinks, dance a little, or party in the clubs. Ho sentito che le ragazze sono bellissime.”
     “Don't you have a girlfriend back home?” William grinned. 
     “Did you understand me sir?” Mario asked with embarrassment. “I didn’t know you understo - ”
     “I don’t,” laughed William. “I just guessed.” 
     Amanda shook her head. “You're a dog, Niccolo. You’re a slobbering Neapolitan Mastiff.” 
     “If I’m a dog, then I’m at least better than yours because I actually find people on rescue missions. And I’m no Mastiff. My body type is clearly suited to the slender and agile Italian Greyhound.” 
     Everyone let out a laugh. 
     Amanda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you may wanna check yourself on that one.” 
     Mario looked at William. “Hey, sir, speaking of women, I saw you checking out Captain Veeder yesterday. Those firefighting suits make her look good don't they?” 
     “No Niccolo, the only thing I’m checking out are those steaks.” William was so hungry. The smell coming from the kitchen was marvelous to his nose. “Mckay, the steaks?” 
     “In the oven, sir! If it comes out bad it's not my fault. Blame this convection oven crap. The proper place to do this is on a grill. I may have been good at putting fires out but I’m even better at starting them.” 
     “It's been months since I had one, Mckay. You better make them good!” 
     “Always try, sir.” 
     “Is this tile a nine or six, Mini-boss?” Simba asked Vega, twisting the tile in his hand. 
     “A nine, Mambiri…” 
     “Right, okay. Ohhh, boy, this game is going to kill me. It's so weird.” 
     Heather overheard the conversation and came into the room from the kitchen. “I’ll tell you what was weird, my investigation interview. The base commander was there and so was ISAF’s head guy, Hernandez. That’s his name right?” 
     “Yes, Patrick Hernandez. He is the base’s chief of security, in charge of all Base Tranquility ISAF operations,” confirmed Dao. 
     “Right. He acted fine, but Hammond just seemed to want to focus on knowing what Samir had said before he jumped. I played dumb of course and said I didn’t know. It’s too bad about the drugs though. Hernandez said that was why he jumped. Overdosed on a mixture of synthetic amphetamines and hallucinogens. Made him go nuts.” 
     “Drugs?” William said puzzled. Seong had said the same thing. That could not be. “I don’t think Samir was on anything Phillips.” 
     “That's not what they showed me. I saw the report. It definitely said overdose. Suicide of course, yes, but because of the drugs. That mixture is called bath salts and have been known to make people literally go crazy.” 
     “Salts Boss, ohh no. Hey, Mckay, you better not be putting salts on those steaks, yeah!” 
     Vinny yelled from the kitchen, “Completely different thing, Mambiri!” 
     William shook his head. “I looked into the eyes of someone who was desperate, not crazy or overdosing. He was clean. I know it. Who else has had their interview besides Phillips? I know Jeon has had his as well.” 
     DJ and Amanda raised their hands. 
     “What did they say to you?” William asked quizzically. 
     “The same,” quivered Amanda. “Hammond made me feel very uncomfortable. I thought she thought I looked suspicious because her questions started turning against me. I’m not the best of interviewees.” 
     William felt himself getting angry. Samir, the man he held in his hands, was not on drugs. He was absolutely sure of it. That autopsy was wrong. 
     “Should we be… worried about this, sir?” said Abeo, breaking into William’s head.
     “Oh… ugh… no Lawal.” 
     “But you say you do not believe them. What is the truth, sir? How did Mamedov die?” 
     William avoided Abeo’s question. “Let me worry about this. This is not your mess it's mine. Go on with your interviews as you normally would. Answer their questions and be informative to the best of your abilities. That's all I need you guys to do. In my interview I will get answers for us all.” Everyone was still anxiously quiet. “It's okay guys. Come on, I want to know how to play this game. Let's get it going! Play on!” 
     And so the festivities continued. William got his steaks and they all learned the art of Rummikub. Heather passed out some homemade desserts. She served them with some tea and milk. Mario insisted they go off base to drink and party as alcohol on the base was prohibited. Too full, everyone voted to stay in their chairs and just talk. William, finishing some homemade cinnamon buns, walked into the bedroom at the end of the container and joined Seong, Gaspard, Sergey, and Paul, who were just finishing their movie. 
     “What are we watching, gentleman?” he asked the four. 
     “Star Wars, episode nine. These three haven't seen it. Can you believe that, sir?” said his second sergeant, Paul Macom. Paul was a movie buff and had a collection on his glass tablet that nearly took up all of its memory space. 
     “Umm, I was trying to fix Europe's water infrastructure network when this came out. I’m sorry, I was busy,” said Gaspard snootily. 
     “I’m not really into films, sir,” admitted Sergey. 
     “I was fi-fighting a war,” Seong said innocently and distracted, totally engrossed in the movie, not even really aware William had walked in. 
     “That's a better excuse. It's almost over, Captain. You've seen it, right?” asked Paul.
     William put up his hands. “Guilty. I haven't.” 
     Paul looked almost hurt. “Sir, this is the best movie of the twenty-first century. Get in here and watch this thing.”
     “It's okay, it's almost over anyways, right?” 
     “Yeah but the ending is the best part. Just sit sir, please.” 
     William sat behind Seong on the bed, holding a glass of milk. “I only saw the - ” 
     “Shhh!” cutoff Seong, thinking Gaspard had spoken. 
     Paul’s face took on a nervous look. William waved his arm silently to brush the nervousness away. He smiled. Seong’s enthrallment with the film was almost sad to William. Seong, like himself, never had a normal upbringing. The Second Korean War had prevented it. His lieutenant frequently questioned with intrigue many of what most took for granted in life. 
     William just sipped his milk, happy that he could be there to not watch the movie but to watch this magnificent simple moment for his lieutenant. As the movie was reaching its climax the local news broke into it. 
     “What the hell is this?” Paul cried, both his arms flailing up. 
     “Oh… darn,” said Gaspard sarcastically. “It's over.” 
     The screen turned red with flashing letters spelling out breaking news. The news anchor came on so quickly he was still fixing the microphone on his tie. 
     “Your regularly scheduled program will return in a moment but first, this breaking news out of China. Moments ago the Chinese government released a statement saying it had lost contact with two of its FC-31 stealth fighter jets and one Y-20 military transport aircraft that were on a routine training mission in the Gobi Desert in Northwest China. China is at the moment not saying what it believes happened to the aircraft but rumors within the country are placing blame on India. Both fighters were said to be fully loaded with live weaponry and the transport carrying several ground vehicles with at least forty soldiers as part of the exercise. The president has reached out saying the United States will offer any assistance necessary to help find the missing aircraft and men but the Chinese have not yet responded. This is the third disappearance so far of Chinese military aircraft in the last eight months in the Gobi Desert. We will be following this developing story as the night goes on. Now, we return you to your original programming. Thank you.” 
     The movie resumed where it had been cutoff. 
     “Well, that's a problem,” said Gaspard. 
     
 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 50: A Friendly Interrogation 
     
ISAF Headquarters, Base Tranquility 
Tuesday, May 4, 2027
     
     William sat waiting in a box of white walls somewhere in the depths of ISAF’s headquarters building. A television was in front of him, a stark metal table in between. Behind him was a pane of one-way glass. A week after his team's late night dinner party, it was time for William’s investigation interview, the last interview within his team. His right leg bounced up and down. As he sequentially tapped his fingers on the metal table he noticed a small security camera on the ceiling to his left. A blue LED was blinking on it. 
      “Captain,” Hernandez said, bursting into the room, “sorry to keep you waiting my amigo. I was attending to a small but urgent matter. Now, lets get this over with. You have enough to worry about.”
     Hernandez threw a glass tablet on the table. On its screen was Samir’s autopsy report and a few pictures from the incident scene. Instead of sitting down the chief just slowly circled the table. 
     “Where is Hammond?” William asked. 
     “She could not make it today unfortunately. She’s prepping to leave for Alaska tomorrow morning along with all senior base staff for the opening of the Bering Sea Dam.” Hernandez stopped behind William’s chair and leaned down close to his ear. “But I think we both prefer her not being here, hmm?” he said, tapping William’s shoulder. 
      “I don’t know,” sighed William. “I was kind of looking forward to doing something stupid in this room with her if this meeting started going south. I want answers from her, Chief.” 
     “And answers I have for you, Captain. Answers you may not want to hear but answers none the less.” 
     “And what are those?” 
     Hernandez gave a quick look up at the security camera. Then he pointed to the glass tablet. “Our official autopsy investigation has found drugs within Samir’s body, specifically a mixture of synthetic amphetamines and hallucinogens. This mixture is known as bath salts on the streets. I’ve seen a lot it in my time; believe me, Captain. It isn’t pretty, what it can do to people.”
     William leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. He still did not believe. 
     “Who did the autopsy if you don’t mind me asking?” 
     “One of ISAF’s medical examiners,” said Hernandez, seeing something was bothering William. “All the findings are in the report before you. It has been concluded that the bath salts in Samir’s body caused extreme agitation, confusion, paranoia, and sadly, self-destruction. It explains him fighting his brother, Sergey, as your eyewitness account, which you have previously submitted, states. It examples him believing someone was out to get him, hence all the they talk. It makes perfect sense.”
     “Chief, I don’t think - ”
     “Will, I know you wanted us to find something more, something that could…” Hernandez looked up at the security camera again. He lowered his voice. “Something that could implicate others. I know you were looking for connections, and trust me, I was too, but with this incident at least, there are none. The investigation ends here.”
     William grabbed the glass tablet and started scrolling through pictures of the incident scene. Some of the pictures were almost too gory to look at. Samir’s body was mangled in unnatural positions bleeding over a storm drain. The blood on his white uniform, combined with the flashes of investigators cameras, made for a dismal contrast in colors. 
     “With all due respect, sir, I do not believe the findings.”
     “Captain?” 
     “I held on to a man four stories up who was not looking to die over stupidity. I was holding a man who was looking to die over courage to fight against something he knew he could not fight alone, a man who had the courage to want to die to expose something far greater than all of us.” 
     Hernandez kindly smiled at the retort as he looked at the security camera once again, still circling the table. “I remember when I was your age, Will. I always wanted there to be a story, to be a meaning behind everything. But, after my service, I realized that a lot of things in this world don’t have any meaning. Things can sometimes happen just because. Samir was the victim of simple but deadly drugs. Nothing more. Nothing less. And that is fact.” 
     “If you have this conclusion already then why did you need to do this interview? What purpose can this have?” 
     “Personal curiosity,” admitted Hernandez, speaking softly. “I wanted to know, simply, who it was you thought Samir was talking about? Who do you think he meant was coming?”
     “Terra Nova,” William said without hesitation. 
     “I see,” nodded Hernandez. “Why them?” 
     “Just jumping to conclusions I guess,” grinned William. “Terra Novan attack happens in India. Days later Hammond is in one of the warehouses all by herself talking on a landline to someone mysterious saying she can only hold off suspicion for so long. She says the name Toronto. Attack in Toronto happens, Terra Nova claims responsibility. Samir hands me a piece of paper saying ‘thou art amongst traitors’ as he appears scared shitless. Kills himself shortly after but before he does so he says that they are here and more are coming. Connect all that back to Hammond’s odd, guarded behavior, and she becomes the only other person I can think of that remotely fits into the category of traitor, and that is where you get my conclusion…”
     Hernandez rubbed his growing five o’clock shadow. 
     “I think Samir was involved with Terra Nova and with Hammond. He was her puppet, her spy. But, he wanted the strings cut, so he cut them.” 
     “And judging by your resolve it seems you will continue to believe this theory,” guessed Hernandez, finally taking a seat. 
     “Yes.” 
     “Do you intend to act on these beliefs yourself?” 
     William sighed. “No.”  
     Hernandez was pleased with this answer. “Good. Captain, do not interfere with the powers that be here. Let me do that. It would be in your best interest to know where you stand in our system. Push on the system and you may not like what the system pushes back... Exploration into this matter will only bring you more pain and confusion against your beliefs. Remember, fact is something one cannot just dismiss. Fact is not emotion, it is inherent truth.”
     “Very well,” said William. “Just give me a few days I guess, to let this all sink in. I apologize if I have come across as ungrateful for the work you and ISAF have done in this investigation. I know you’re only trying to help and find the truth, just as I am. I guess the truth really can hurt sometimes as they say.”
     “It certainly can,” Hernandez said, resting one arm behind his chair, the other outstretched on the table. 
     William stared at the chief for a moment. “Are you alright, sir?” he asked. 
     “Yes, of course. Why?”
     “You’ve been biting your nails,” William pointed to Hernandez’s hand. “I used to do the same thing when I was tired and stressed. My nails would look exactly the same. That’s why I ask.”
     Hernandez chuckled, “Observant. But, not stress, Captain. Merely… an old habit.” 
     “Ah, well, that’s good then I guess.” For some reason William felt the moment getting awkward. He began to feel claustrophobic inside the tiny room. Something just felt, weird. “Well, are we are done here, Chief? I do have to get back to training.” 
     “Oh, yes. Thank you for coming and for your cooperation throughout this entire process. As you can see, much progress has been made but we still must discover where he obtained the drugs from. The last thing I need on this base is a drug ring.” 
     “Yes, sir. Have a good day, sir.”
     “And you as well.” 
     William got up under an eerie gaze from Hernandez, one he had not seen the usually vibrant man ever give. He pushed in his chair and began to leave, slowly. 
     “Do you trust me, Will?” asked Hernandez, just as William opened the door.
     William turned around, slightly surprised by the question. “Yes. I do.”
     Hernandez nodded his head. “Good. I’m glad.” 
        
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 51: Finding More Evidence 
     
     “Will, why are we here? I need to be packing,” John whispered to William, who was sitting next him in his parked Blazer.
     “We’re here because something weird is going on with Samir’s investigation,” answered William firmly. 
     “What?! You told me we were getting food! What is that supposed to mean?” 
     “Hernandez told me today Samir was on drugs and that’s why he jumped. They said the drugs made him go crazy. We’re here to prove that he was clean.” 
     William shut the Blazer door as softly as he could. John did the same. The two men began walking casually towards the rescue officer’s barracks that held Samir and Sergey’s room. The courtyard in front of it where Samir had died, and the building itself, were well lit and security cameras were everywhere. But, fortunately for them, there was a slight mist in the air. It was a very humid night. 
     “You and Hernandez are biffles. Are you saying you don’t trust him?”
     “No,” said William, uncertainty in his voice. “Yes. It’s complicated. All I know is I got a feeling, and sometimes that’s all you need, right?” 
     William slapped John on the arm, then burst off jogging to the open stairwell to get up to the fourth floor, leaving John behind momentarily. 
     “I think I liked you better when you didn’t trust yourself so much,” mumbled John. He looked around once or twice, then made his own way up the barracks stairs. 
     William doubled stepped all the way up. He stopped when he got to the final floor. He looked around through the mist. No one was around that he could see. 
     “What are we looking for?” John asked loudly, coming up the steps. 
     “Shhhh!”
     “Sorry!” exclaimed John, lowering his voice. “I’m nervous. What are we looking for?” 
     “We’re looking for blood. That’s why you’re here.” 
     “Blood?”
     “Yeah, blood, Samir’s blood. I want you to analyze some if we can find any so that you can prove there were no drugs in his system,” explained William. He started moving again down the open walkway towards Samir and Sergey’s room.
     “Hey wait, Will. Ugh,” John said, trying to catch up again. “This happened days ago. The chances of finding an intact uncorrupted sample of his blood are extremely remote. And even if we did, I’m leaving for Alaska tomorrow to attend the grand opening of the Bering Sea Dam.”
     “You can analyze a sample there,” said William with growing agitation.  
     William and John reached the rescue officers door. William already knew no one was home. He began typing in his master code. 
     “Well, yeah I guess but… Why are you so confident something is going on?”
     “Why do you care so much?!” snapped William, banging the door. John jumped back a few inches in surprise. His eyes narrowed. William sighed deeply and looked down at his boots. “I’m sorry.”
     “No, Will it’s - ”
     “No, it’s not okay. I shouldn’t do that to a friend.” 
     “Nor should a friend doubt another’s resolve, especially when that friend is only trying to do good.” 
     William smiled. “Before he fell, the last thing Samir said to me was, ‘this is the end of the beginning’. You ever heard that phrase before?” 
     “No. What does that mean?” 
     “I’ve never heard it before either. To me, it means that this is only the start of something, and that start is now over. Something greater is now coming and Samir wanted me to stop whatever that is.”
     “The end of the beginning.” 
     “That’s right.” 
     “You tell Hernandez he said that?” 
     “No. I haven’t told anyone that part. I told him everything else.”
     “Why?” 
     “Because I felt like… I felt that Samir didn’t want me to. He entrusted it to me. It was personal, in some odd way.”
     John cocked his head. He rubbed his right temple. To William’s surprise, he smiled. “Your need to rescue seems to know no bounds, Will. Now you’re even trying to rescue the dead. Open the door.” 
     “Yes, sir,” grinned William. 
     “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 52: Breaking Rules 
     
     William slowly opened the door. He flipped on the room’s lights. Both beds were neatly made. There wasn’t a speck of dust on anything. The room was immaculate. Any indication of what had happened appeared to be gone. 
     William looked down the walkway. He saw a security camera starring at him about twenty feet to his left on the wall. He ignored it and stepped into the room first. John hovered right behind him. 
     “Start looking,” instructed William. “How much blood would you need?” 
     “Not much,” said John. “We got some high tech stuff that can do a lot with a little.” 
     “Okay, good. Just make sure you put everything back the way you found it.”
     “Yep.” 
     William got on his knees over the area where he had tackled Samir. He took out a small LED flashlight from one of his pants pockets and turned it on. After a few passes with the light he saw nothing. He got down on his back and wiggled himself under Sergey’s bed. 
     William looked over at John who was also on the floor but under Samir’s bed. He had a UV flashlight. 
     “Where’d you get that?” asked William jealously. 
     “Every doctor has a backlight flashlight,” replied John with a giddy voice. 
     “No, they don’t. And, I thought blood doesn’t fluoresce.” 
     “It doesn’t, but other bodily fluids do, fluids that could also tell me whether or not drugs were present in his system.
     “Gross.” 
     “I believe the correct word you’re looking for is science,” smirked John. “But, so far, this place has been scrubbed cleaner than a NASA Mars rover.”   
     “Uh-huh. Just keep looking would ya. I don’t know when Sergey and his new roommate will be back.” 
     William looked along the baseboard, on each bedpost, and amongst the bedframe. Nothing. He combed each wall. He searched the window and its blinds. William moved to the room’s air conditioning vent. As he peered through the vent, he heard John say, “Hmm.” 
     “What?” asked William, not turning around. 
     “UV light got something.” 
     William rushed over to John. “Really?” 
     “Yeah. Look.” John pointed to a small vial filled with a white watery liquid. He had pulled it out of a small hollowed out compartment under one of Samir’s wooden bedframe legs. The vial was no bigger than William’s index finger. Under John’s UV flashlight the liquid glowed. 
     “What is it?” William asked. 
     “I’m not sure,” said John, picking it up. “I don’t think it’s anything that is organic.”
     “Let me see,” gestured William. John gave him the glass vial. William gave it a shake. “We’ll take it and analyze it.” 
     “We’re going to take it?” hesitated John. “You know how many rules we’re already breaking!” 
     “Yeah,” said William staring at the vial, holding it close to his face. 
     “Okay good. I’m glad we’re on the same page. Granted, I’m an occasional rule bender but not a breaker…”
     The two men jumped. Someone had slammed a door somewhere down the hall. 
     “Will, lets go,” pleaded John. “There is no blood in this room. ISAF cleaned it all too well.” 
     “Yeah, okay. Let’s go.” 
     William left the room first. John did a quick sweep to make sure the room looked exactly the same as it did before they had entered it. Satisfied, John turned off the room’s light and shut the door, automatically locking it. William grabbed the handrail and looked out over the courtyard. 
     “Damnit,” he whispered. 
     He looked down to the ground below, to the spot where Samir had fallen. And then he remembered.
     “I’m an idiot,” he exclaimed. 
     “No, come on,” John said, joining him at the railing. “Don’t beat yourself up, Will. Maybe I - ”
     “No. No,” grinned William. “We’re looking in the wrong place Doc. We need to be looking in there.”
     William pointed. John tracked William’s finger to the ground. 
     “In there? Oh no.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 53: Answers in The Drain 
     
     William lifted the square storm drain grate with a grunt. John shined William’s flashlight down into the shaft below it. A ladder in the shaft led down into a tunnel about ten feet below the courtyard. William wiped his hands on his pants, instantly dirtying them up with the grim and dirt of the grate.
     “In my investigation interview today Hernandez showed me a picture of Samir in his final resting position. His head landed on this storm drain grate. In the picture his head was bleeding, profusely. With any luck, some of his blood dripped down into the tunnel below and it’s still there for us to collect.” 
     “It’s possible. You go first,” John motioned cautiously. 
     “Baby,” sighed William. 
     He lowered himself down the ladder, taking his flashlight down in his mouth. John followed. Down inside the tunnel it was damp and cold and it smelt like it. Lighting was minimal. William and John had to crouch inside of it once they reached the bottom of the shaft. The tunnel had a rectangular shape.
     “This is used to take excess rainwater during storms,” observed John. 
     “Yeah, that’s a good thing though,” said William. “It hasn’t rained since the incident. Look around. Most of it should be right here.”
     William directed his flashlight at the base of the ladder. After only a few seconds of illumination he spotted a dry red substance that had pooled in several scattered stains all within inches of each other. 
     “Bingo,” smiled William.  
     “Ha. Look at that,” stared John. “It looks clean. I can’t believe it.” 
     “Bag it and tag it. You have anything to take a sample?”
      John raised an eyebrow. “Will, you kidding me?”
     “Of course,” chuckled William. “I forgot who I was talking to.” 
     John removed a small white Velcro medical kit from his left pant leg. He opened it and sprawled it out on the floor. Inside it was a collection of small surgical tools, creams, some medications, syringes, and cotton swabs that could be sealed inside of an attached plastic tube. He took one of these cotton swabs and rubbed it over one of the blood pools, hoping it would lift something. 
     “Got it?” asked William. 
     “Yup. I think so.”
     John carefully pulled the swab back into the attached plastic tube and sealed it. He took another sample, then sealed it as well. 
     “Okay,” he said satisfied. “I can get this analyzed within twenty-four hours of arriving in Alaska.”
     “When do you get there?” 
     “Around eighteen hundred hours Alaskan standard time, four hours behind you here on the east coast. So, twenty-two hundred hours here. The dam’s opening ceremony is the day after tomorrow at o-nine hundred hours so I’ll either get the sample analyzed before or after that.” 
     “How long is the ceremony going to last?” 
     “A while. It’s celebrating no small feat, Will. The Bering Sea Dam is the largest structure ever built on Earth. Senior heads of all UNIRO facilities and dozens of heads of states will be there. I’ll try my best to get out of there as soon as I can.” 
     “Okay. Thanks, Doc.”
     “No problem. What are you going to do in the mean time?” 
     William pulled a smirk across his face. “Probably get myself in trouble.”  
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 54: Lewis 
     
      “Rescue Officer Nancy Lewis speaking. How may I help you, Captain?” 
     “Morning, Rescue Officer. I was wondering if we could speak in person together about something.” 
     “Of course, sir, would you like to meet in your office? You still have not been in it.” 
     “As much as I would like to let’s meet somewhere else, somewhere more out of the way. I rather not discuss it over the comms but…” 
     “Is everything alright, sir?” 
     “That's what you're going to help me find out, Rescue Officer.” 
     
     “So, why are we on the seawall, sir?” asked Nancy, trying to speak over the sound of the forceful breeze. 
     “I come here to be alone sometimes, to think, to talk. It’s private, away from the base,” explained William. 
     “Why should we be away from it?” Nancy asked, concern growing in her voice. 
     “It’s better if we’re out here for this conversation. I’m sure you have heard all about Rescue Officer Samir Mamedov, my team member, and his suicide.” 
     “Yes, of course. I’m very sorry about that.” 
     “Thank you. It was sudden but…” William grimly looked out to sea, “but something was wrong about it. Do you know anything about the incident?” 
     “No, not really, sir. I heard about it pretty quickly but I don't really know any details. What was… wrong, about it, as you say?” 
     William leaned over the railing and took a moment to himself as to whether or not to tell Nancy what he believed.
     “Lewis, I think someone is trying to hide something about his suicide. I think Samir was a part of something much bigger than himself and he wanted out. Someone seemed to be controlling him and was under such pressure that…” 
     “He jumped…” finished Nancy.
     “Yes, he jumped right in front of me, four stories to concrete.” 
     Nancy rested against the railing, staring out over the waves looking to be scrutinizing what she knew. Some spray was making its way up to where they were standing on the wall near the east seagate, making a misty rainbow in the sunlight whenever it brushed up from the breakers. 
     “I need your objective help Rescue Officer Lewis,” William pleaded. “Samir said things before he jumped that make me cringe to this day. He wanted my help, and I’m going to give it to him. He wanted us to uncover something. Right now, I don’t really have anyone on my side with this. It's me against the brass,” pleaded William.
     “What do you want from me, sir?” 
     “You’re good with computers, aren’t you?” 
     “Was the top of my class, sir,” Nancy boasted. “I help to maintain the base’s automated maintenance and performance systems. I can tell you anything that happens within these walls.” 
     “Anything?” William said, raising an eyebrow. 
     “Pretty sure,” Nancy shrugged her shoulders. “I helped design some of the base’s systems. I can probably break through whatever is running in those fiber optics in no time at all.”
     “No time at all? So, like, what, we talking a few hours or…”
     Nancy shook her head. “A few minutes.”
     William nodded. “Good.” He looked at her and realized her utility was something he could utilize all the time and thought of just the place it would best serve. “In return for doing this, I would like to offer you a position with my team,” he said, touching his squadron patch on his shoulder.
     Nancy covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh, my. Sir, that would be incredible. As much as I like it here on base the field is really where I want to work. A position with your squadron would be a dream.”
     “It's a deal then.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 55: Expanding Trust 
     
     Hours later, at a table well to the back of one of the dining halls by a dark window… 
     “Terra Nova,” quivered DJ. “Holy shit.” 
     “My… My brother…” Sergey whimpered. Amanda put her arm around him. 
     “So much for not getting us involved,” sniffed Vinny. 
     Amanda waved him a deadpan look. 
     “This has now become greater than our squadron. I wouldn’t involve you if I didn’t think your safety and the safety of everyone on this base was in jeopardy,” affirmed William. 
     Abeo shook his head. “Sir, where is your evidence of this conspiracy? With all due respect, you are connecting random dots hoping they form a hidden masterpiece.” 
     “Well,” said William, gently putting the white murky liquid filled vial him and John had found on the table, “hopefully with this we can start to get some.”
     “What is that?” Gaspard asked.
     “I’m not sure. Colonel Morrison and I found it in Samir’s room. It fluoresces under ultraviolet light. I was hoping that you Fortin, with your background, could tell me.” 
     “Me?” gulped Gaspard.
     William nodded. “I know you’re a mechanical engineer by trade but don’t you also have a chemistry background as well? Your personnel file says so.”
     “Just a minor in it, sir.” 
     “That will do. I need you to analyze what is in this vial as soon as possible. Can you do it?” 
     Gaspard grabbed the vial hesitantly. “Yes, sir. I can.” Shampoo stuck her noise up over the table and sniffed the vial. Amanda quickly brought her back to the floor. 
     “And for what you said before, Captain, about Rescue Officer Lewis. Do you trust her, sir?” asked Paul. 
     “Yes, I do, Macom. She has come into this objectively. She has had no prior contact with anyone in the investigation and never knew Samir. She hasn't been interviewed and she hasn’t met any of you. She barely even knows me.” 
     “So you trust her, even though you barely know her?” asked Abeo.
     “She is smart, she can figure this out,” William said confidently.
     “Why Terra Nova?” whispered Vega. 
     “Because…” William took a deep breath. He brought his head down and leaned into the table. “Because of Base Commander Hammond.”
     “What?” gasped Mario, sitting up as he did. 
     Vinny ran his hand through his hair. “You think Base Commander Hammond is…” 
     “Yes,” asserted William.
     “What did you see?” Vega asked, as if already knowing the answer. 
     William told them all about the warehouse, about Toronto, and about the note Samir had slipped him at the ropes course. For a good minute or two after William concluded, his team was silent. 
     “Well, Boss,” Simba huffed finally, “I am a firm believer now.” 
     “Yeah,” agreed Heather. 
     “Something is going on here,” whispered William, “something very dark in a place where darkness should not exist. Rescue Officer Lewis will do her part. Now, I need all of you to do yours. I need your eyes and ears everywhere. I need your smarts. But, most of all, I need your trust.”
     “Si-Si-Sir,” stuttered Seong. William looked over at him biting his lip. “The whole wor-wor-world could be against you, and I, I would st-still trust you.”
     William smiled gratefully.  
     “Lead me into battle, Captain,” hailed Vinny. 
     “Thank you, sir,” said Sergey, “for giving me the chance to give my brother peace.” 
     “I’ve always wanted to be a spy, sir,” grinned Mario. “It’s the biggest chica magnet.” 
     “I like killing terrorists,” stated Vega. Everyone looked at her for a moment. “What?” she smirked.  
     The whole team agreed something must be done, even Abeo, albeit slightly reluctantly. 
     “Fortin, get me that vial analyzed while we wait for Colonel Morrison to do the same with the blood sample we collected to prove Samir was clean. He should be landing soon in…”  
     William looked around and noticed everyone was looking behind him. In the dark window in front of him, William saw a reflection materialize. Someone was walking up behind him.
     Amanda caught William’s attention from across the table. She was shifting her eyes back and forth, looking at him and whoever had just arrived. No one at the table looked particularly happy to see this person. William mouthed the words, who is it, to her. As discretely as she could, she mouthed back, Hernandez. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 56: Tension At The Table 
      
     “My, my, is this the surprise of my day!” shouted Hernandez, clapping his hands together loudly. “Search and Rescue Squadron 3. May you allow this tired soul a warm meal in your presence, amongst friends? Hmm?” 
     Shampoo darted under the table to greet Hernandez. Furiously, she started licking the man’s right forearm. 
     “Beautiful dog,” smiled Hernandez, embracing Shampoo with a back rub. “I used to work with one just like her.” 
     “Chief,” said William, turning around in his chair.
     “Captain, am I interrupting something?” asked Hernandez. 
     William put on an inviting face. “No, sir. But… we were actually just about to leave. My team and I are tired and need to get up early again for more training. Training, training, training,” he chuckled. 
     Hernandez looked somewhat annoyed. “Oh, come now amigos. You are all much younger and fitter than me. The night is still very much young!”
     “I’m sorry, sir,” said William, getting up. The rest of his team quickly followed. “Training calls.” 
     Hernandez scratched his nose above a flashed smile that showed William the chief did not believe him. “Of course. I wouldn’t want you all failing because of my late night dinner habits. Good luck tomorrow.”
     Everyone made their way past Hernandez and William who stayed, still looking at each other. Each of the team politely said goodbye to the chief. He acknowledged each of them politely back. 
     “Rescue Officer Fortin,” said Hernandez, gently grabbing Gaspard’s arm, stopping him. 
     Everyone froze. William felt his heart start to race. His body became awash with tension. Gaspard felt even worse. He knew why Hernandez had stopped him. “Sir?”
     “What is that in your hand?” asked Hernandez curiously, pointing to the vial. 
     “Oh this, this is just, this is just a shot of an energy drink.” 
     “An energy drink?” 
     “Yes, sir. It’s my own remedy.” 
     Hernandez put out his hand. “May I see it?”
     Gaspard quickly looked at William. William nodded. Gaspard handed the vial off. Hernandez held it up to the light.
     “Interesting.” 
     Gaspard bit his lip. He could feel a single bead of sweat falling down his forehead. 
     “Well,” said Hernandez after what felt like forever, “maybe next time you can bring enough for everyone, yeah?” 
     Hernandez laughed, as did Gaspard but out of nervous relief. William pretended to chuckle. Shampoo wagged her tale at Amanda’s feet. 
     “Yes, sir,” said Gaspard, gesturing for the vial. Hernandez handed it back over. 
     “Get some rest everyone,” called Hernandez. “With the parents out of the house it’s going to be a long week.” 
     William knew he was referring to Hammond being away in Alaska. Gaspard put the vial in his jacket pocket and rushed to rejoin the rest of the team walking out of the dining hall. William was also ready to join them when he felt a hand on his chest. 
     “Will,” whispered Hernandez. “Seeding others with the idea of suspicions does not make those suspicions anymore true. I know what you’re doing, Captain. I know where you were last night with Colonel Morrison.”
     William kept his eyes forward, not looking at Hernandez.  
     “We are fighting the same war but are mistakenly shooting each other through the smoke. You told me you would drop this.” 
     “We can’t be fighting the same war, sir. We aren’t fighting for the same thing. We are fighting to conquer two different truths.”
     Hernandez lowered his hand. “I will say this to you, as a friend, one last time Will. Do not interfere with my investigation. With all due respect, should we have to have this conversation again, it will not be on such cordial terms.” 
     William finally glanced over at Hernandez. “With all due respect, sir, the next time we have this conversation I will have been proven right.”  
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 57: The Bering Sea Dam 
     
     Over 190 miles south of the narrow separation of water between Russia and Alaska called the Bering Strait, the Ice Curtain by some, was St. Lawrence Island. This was the dam’s backbone. On one side of this small island, the last remaining portion of the land bridge that existed 16,000 years ago that had connected Asia with the America’s just as humans now again had, was the Chukchi Peninsula belonging to Siberia. On the other side of the island was the Norton Sound and the great Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta of southwestern Alaska. 
     The dam itself, starting in Chukchi, ran southeast thirty-eight miles to connect with the boomtown of Gambell, Alaska, on the northwest cape of St. Lawrence. It then resumed at a cape below Seevookhan Mountain on the eastern side of the island from which it continued running east southeast more than fifty miles to the another boom town called Ice Gate, built up on the southwestern end of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta south of the rivers mouths. Ice Gate was a new city of now over 5,000 workers under the direction of UNIRO Engineering Corps. 
     Built from the seafloor up atop the shallow continental shelf with fill taken from the now demolished Diomede Islands, the dam was 700 feet wide at its base, 400 feet wide at its top, and had a height above sea level of eighty-five feet. Five gaps with suspension bridges spanning them, each a mile and a half long, allowed for shipping traffic through the open Northwest Passage and the migration of sea life. On these bridges, and along the entire length of the dam, was a high speed rail line, a four lane highway, wind turbines, an oil and natural gas pipeline per a condition of Russia, maintenance hubs, rest stops, and electrical substations; making this dam a horizontal strip of civilization across the freezing and menacing Bering Sea, waters that saw darkness and temperatures that still reached well below zero for many months out the year. Accropode lined to protect its interior fill, it could even capture the sea’s underlying currents with tidal turbines and housed research stations to study the effects of the new project on the waters it cut. But what was the intended effect of such a gargantuan project? Why dam two oceans from each other? 
     Not only did it connect the two-superpower continents with a means of easy transport and provide megawatts of clean energy to both sides, it now was an anthropogenic air conditioning system for the Arctic Circle. Sea ice was melting at rates that were spiraling out of control and total ice-free summers in the North Pole were close to being a reality. NASA was clocking the rate of melt at just over thirteen percent per decade relative to the 1981 to 2010 average. 
     Ice-free waters and land were only adding to the warming of the planet with a lowering of albedo and releases of methane from melting frozen soil called permafrost. Methane is a volatile greenhouse gas that is much more capable at trapping heat within the atmosphere than carbon dioxide, but it only lasts just over a decade once in the air. This short lifespan did not matter anymore though as so much of it was now present, with more replacing it every day from stores of it that had remained locked away for millennia worth billions of tons. 
     With the Pacific waters now blocked from entering the Arctic, warm surface water in the Anadyr Current could no longer travel through the Bering Strait and deeper water with a high salt content was stopped as well. The freshwater outflows of the Yukon and the diverted Kuskokwim River were going to empty to the north of the dam and lower the salinity of the Norton Sound, the Chukchi Sea, and eventually the Arctic Ocean so that seawater could more easily freeze, once again raising the areas albedo, creating a feedback that would cool the region down. Methane releases would be halted and permafrost would refreeze if the idea worked. 
     Like the Coastalscraper in Dover though, this project was met with protest and backlash. Fear of biodiversity loss within the sea and a complete disruption of Pacific and Arctic currents was very much made clear by a number of groups as a way to stop the project. Three years of scientific scrutiny and research after the founding of UNIRO though showed the plan was feasible, both economically and structurally. Around the clock construction began in 2024, even working through winters. Other methods to achieve the same feat were deemed too dangerous and irreversible if things got out of control with their effects. At least with a dam it was thought, one could just blow it up for a quick fix. 
     Summers within a few years would begin to tell if the dam was working but pictures of the opening ceremony before William on his glass tablet told him that it worked in UNIRO’s favor politically now. Almost every world leader was in attendance of the opening. It seemed as if every news agency was as well. There were speeches about the goodness of UNIRO. There were speeches about the future and there were speeches of hope. UNIRO aircraft did a low flyover, followed by a volley of fireworks. Crowds of thousands, mostly press, dam builders, and workers, cheered their minds out. 
     At the literal center of it all was Director-General Roque Ferrer, shaking hands with the Russian and American presidents on St. Lawrence Island. His power was once more showing over the global theater, bridging both geographical and geopolitical barriers between two nations that very much needed a friendly handshake after too many years of Cold War style relations in the modern century. Hammond was behind him, Colonel Morrison not visible, lost somewhere in a crowd of dignitaries at the new St. Lawrence Transportation Hub: an airport, harbor, and train station to ferry dam employees and supplies to and from the mainland’s. 
     William could not help but squirm like a child at the awesome sight of it. Many on base were watching like him. The event seemed to finally get the base off its down swing left over from Samir’s death. It helped to remind everyone of their purpose here. 
     William felt his earpiece begin to vibrate. 
     “Incoming call from Rescue Officer Gaspard Fortin,” informed a computerized voice. 
     William tapped the earpiece. “Hello.” 
     “Yes, hello, Captain Emerson. I’ve analyzed the white liquid you gave me yesterday. I believe I know what it is. I used a chem lab in the training center.”
     William checked his surroundings quickly and sunk a little lower into the bench he was sitting on. He was in one of the BLOC Sections many open parks. “What did you find?” 
     “It is tattoo ink.”
     “Really?”
     “Yes, but it is unique in the fact that it can only be seen under ultraviolet light. The same will apply when it is on an individual. Rather strange don’t you think, sir? Why would someone want a tattoo they couldn’t even see?”
     “That might be exactly why someone would want it,” cringed William. “Thank you, Fortin. And remember, not a word.” 
     “Yes, Captain. My pleasure, sir. If you need anything else analyzed let me know. I forgot how much fun chemistry was.” 
     William smiled. “Will do.”
     Almost immediately after hanging up the call he started a new one. As he did he grabbed his tablet and took off to the nearest bicycle renting station. 
     “Call Rescue Officer Nancy Lewis,” he instructed his earpiece. 
     Within seconds, “Hello Captain Emerson. How may I be of assistance?” 
     “Rescue Officer Lewis, you have a boyfriend right?” 
     “Excuse me sir?” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 58: Making Friends On The Inside 
     
     “Why are we back on the seawall, Captain?” asked Nancy.
     “Is your boyfriend coming?” 
     “Yes, he is. Why do we need him? And, how do you know I have a boyfriend?” 
     “Long story,” said William. “He works at ISAF, correct?”
     “Yes, he does.”
     “Good. I need him to do something for us.”
     “Need me to do what?” asked a powerful voice. William turned around to a huge man standing behind him. The man must have been almost seven feet tall. William didn’t even make it to his shoulders. 
     “There he is,” adored Nancy. 
     “Jake Sheroff?” squeaked William. 
     “How do you know my name?” asked the giant. 
     “You’re a friend of Colonel John Morrison, right?”
     “I am.” 
     “Well, I am to. I need your help but you may not like what I’m going to ask you.”
     Jake looked at Nancy over William. He appeared very uncertain. “What?” 
     “You’re familiar with Samir Mamedov’s investigation, right?” 
     “I am,” huffed Jake. “I helped conduct some of it.” 
     “I need access to his body.”
     “What?” Jake cried with disbelief. “Why?”
     William looked over his shoulder at Nancy. “Have you told him anything?” 
     “Not… Not really,” said Nancy, looking out to sea. 
     “Great,” muttered William. “Look, Jake. I now have some evidence to believe Samir was involved with something very bad, something that could threaten UNIRO. I need access to his body to check for something.”
     Jake shook his head. “No. Chief Hernandez warned us about you.”
     William raised his eyebrows. He took that almost as a compliment. “Oh, really. He did?”
     “Yeah,” Jake growled with distrust. “He says your assumptions are as grand as your famed past.”
     “Ha,” smirked William. “Sounds like something Hernandez would say.” 
     “Jake,” said Nancy, stepping in front of William, “please, he is only trying to help his fallen officer.” 
     “Nancy there is nothing to help with! Our investigation findings are the truth. I don’t like the idea of this man going around flaunting falsities about ISAF’s competence. ISAF is a world-class organization, not some mystic agency that clouds truth for hidden agendas.” Jake stuck a finger in William’s chest. “This man is feeding you lies and I want you to stay away from him.” 
     Nancy backed away from her boyfriend, slowly shaking her head. “No. I won’t.”
     Confusion cut across Jake’s face. “What? How can you say that? I helped run it along with Chief of Security Hernandez! Chief of Security! Does that title not make you stop and think for a moment about who you are accusing of conspiracy. You trust this, this stranger over me?” 
     William suddenly held up the glass vial he had snatched from Samir’s room. He had taken it back from Gaspard before coming to the seawall. 
     “What is that?” asked Jake. 
     “This is fluorescent tattoo ink,” explained William. “It was found in Samir Mamedov’s quarters hidden inside his bedframe. I want to know why. Awfully weird isn’t it, to have ink invisible to the naked eye? Not as weird however if one was trying to conceal something, a secret affiliation perhaps? Were any tattoos of any kind found on Samir’s body?”
     “No,” Jake said reluctantly, starring at the vial. 
     “Exactly,” grinned William. “I need to see Samir’s body under a blacklight.”
     Jake sighed heavily as he walked over to the access road’s hand railing. 
     “Jake, you are a part of a security agency meant to protect UNIRO and everyone in it from threats, both foreign and domestic. I was in the US Air Force before coming here and if there was ever even the slightest possibility of a threat, even if ninety-nine percent said that that threat was negligible, that one percent was still taken as an absolute certainty. I’m not questing the competence of ISAF. I’m questioning whether or not someone is taking advantage of that competence. You said you were a friend of Colonel Morrison, right?” 
     “Yes,” said Jake, not looking away from the ocean. 
     “Do you trust him?” 
     “I do.” 
     “Well you should know he is also helping me, as well as Rescue Officer Lewis. Call him if you want. Find out for yourself.” 
     Jake continued his ocean gaze. 
     “Hernandez is not going deep enough,” asserted William, walking right up next to Jake. “I don’t know why. Whether it’s political or stubbornness, it is our duty to see this through and address all possible scenarios. It is your duty!” William shouted. 
     This made Jake finally look at him.
     “It is your duty,” said William, softening his tone, “to protect this base from Terra Nova.” 
     “Terra Nova?” Jake questioned with surprise. 
     “Yes, Terra Nova,” said William worryingly. “That is who I think is involved. That is who I think Samir was trying to escape when he took his life. That is why time is of the essence to figure this thing out. I’ll explain more later but I need to get into that mortuary as soon as possible. Colonel Morrison is analyzing a blood sample we found at the incident scene, to confirm whether or not drugs were really in his system. He should be calling with his results at anytime.”
     “Jesus,” snickered Jake at William’s resourcefulness. 
     “All I need is five minutes with his body. Five minutes. Please.” 
     “The chief was right about you Emerson.”
     “What’s that?” 
     “You’re goddamn persistent.” 
     Jake turned back to the ocean. 
     “Will you help me or not?” he asked sternly. 
     Jake looked at William but didn’t say anything. 
     “Please,” pleaded William. 
     “Please Jake,” implored Nancy.
     Jake looked at his girlfriend, then back to William. “Five minutes,” he ordered. “No more, no less. We get caught; I’m throwing you under the bus and taking you in. That’s my offer.”
     “Deal,” said William, reaching out for a handshake. Jake didn’t accept it. Instead, he began walking back to his Blazer. 
     “Meet me at ISAF Headquarters tonight at nineteen hundred hours sharp. I’ll be waiting. You’re late, the whole things off.” 
     “You got it.”
     “You’re crazy Emerson. You know that?” shouted Jake, jumping into his vehicle.
     “Yeah I know,” William shouted back. “I’m starting to finally like it.”   
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 59: Taking Back What Death Took 
     
     I’ve never been able to amend a death in my life. I’ve never been able to give one meaning or attach a reason to it. Now, with Samir, I will. I’ve always been fighting death. It’s always been my life’s thief. It feels great to finally be in a position to steal something back…
     
     “Where is the morgue?” asked William.
     “Only in the center of the entire building,” grunted Jake. 
     The two men were walking as inconspicuously as they could through the white corridors of the domed headquarters building. So far, no one had even given them a second look. At every turn William expected to run into Hernandez, an act that would surely see him finished. 
     “Do you know where the chief is?” asked William.
     “Last I checked he was in his office.”
     “When did you last check?” 
     “Two hours ago.” 
     “Two hours ago,” William squeezed out in an exacerbated whisper. “Do you want me to get caught or something?” 
     “A little,” smirked Jake. 
     William felt as if he were stepping through a field of landmines. He didn’t show it though. His focus on the truth was getting him through with a straight face. His senses were hyperaware. Every person he passed, every sound he heard, was scrutinized to the point of almost giving himself a headache. 
     “Have you gotten word from Colonel Morrison yet?”
     “No,” said William. “I’ve tried calling him twice now, nothing has gone through. The call drops every time.”
     “Must be too busy with the ceremonies.” 
     After a few more corridors and turns they arrived at the morgue. But, to get inside they had to go through a security checkpoint. William did not have security clearance. Jake stepped up ahead of William and began addressing the guardsman at the checkpoint. 
     “Hello. I’m here with a trainee from UNIRO Medical. I’ve agreed to allow him access into the morgue to see its basic functions for an academic project.” 
     The guardsman, who was sitting at a small workstation with a built in desktop computer, looked William up and down. 
     “Very well,” said the tentative guardsman. “I’ll just need his glass tag scanned.” 
     William did not like that idea but he had to follow the protocol. Once scanned everyone in ISAF would be able to see he was in the building. Also, if the guardsman read over his identification information with any sort of detail he would see William was not in UNIRO Medical. 
     “Of course,” smiled Jake. “Captain, your tag please.” 
     William removed his glass tag from around his neck and gave it to the guardsman to scan. He tried to look as calm as possible, but on the inside he was screaming. The guardsman scanned the glass tag and handed it back to William. 
     “Okay,” said the guardsman. “Make it quick.”
     William nodded and began to step through the body scanner directly before the morgues double glass doors. Jake did the same.
     “Stop,” ordered the guardsman abruptly. William felt his eyes squeeze in tension and his body wrench in an instant cold sweat. “Captain Emerson, you are - ”
     The white overhead lighting suddenly turned red and an alarm started sounding. It let out a shrieking high pitch whistle. 
     “Fire alarm!” cried the guardsman, somewhat surprised. 
     “Go see what’s up!” shouted Jake. “I’ll get him outta here!” 
     The guardsman agreed and sprinted down the hallway and around the corner. Jake grabbed William by his back and pushed him through the double glass doors. William almost fell on his face from the shove. Jake jogged over to the freezer unit that held Samir.
     “Did you know the fire alarm was going to go off?” screamed William. 
     “Yep!” yelled Jake as he entered a code into the freezer unit’s electronic door lock. He turned the handle to the metal door, threw it open, and grabbed the tray holding Samir’s body. 
     “There, you happy?! You got your five minutes! Start searching!” 
     “How did you know it was going to go off?” 
     Jake did not answer. He unzipped the clear plastic body bag encasing Samir. William pulled out his UV flashlight. Samir’s body was white and freezing cold. Ice crystals dotted his skin. William saw the cleaned fatal wound that had ultimately killed him on his head. William looked the body over quickly and whispered, “I’m sorry.” 
     “Hurry up!” shouted Jake. 
     William began waving the flashlight up and down Samir’s body, first across his legs. Nothing. He looked over his torso and groin. Nothing. He looked around his head and neck. Nothing. He looked over Samir’s left arm. Nothing.
     “Damnit Emerson, I told you there is nothing,” noticed Jake angrily. “There is nothing weird about…” 
     Jake stopped out of shock. On Samir’s right forearm William’s UV light had found something; four fluorescing symbols, all very similar, yet each slightly different. 
     “Holy shit,” mumbled William. 
     “What… What is that,” Jake sputtered. “Why weren’t those noted in the autopsy report?” 
     “I don’t know,” William said, shaking his head. He took out his glass tablet. He took three pictures of the glowing symbols. Running down Samir’s arm from just below his wrist were four linear triangles alternating in their orientation, either pointing up or down. The first one pointed up towards his elbow, the second pointed down with a line through its peak. The third one was a reverse of the second one. The final one, plain like the first one, pointed down.
     “What do they mean?” asked Jake, still slightly astonished by the find. “I’ve never seen symbols like that before.”
     “I’ve never seen them either,” said William.  
     “You finished with your pictures?” asked Jake, still looking dumbfounded. 
     “Yeah. Yeah. Let’s go.” 
     Jake zipped Samir back up and slid him back into his freezer unit. William put away his glass tablet and UV flashlight and made for the doors. Just as they left the morgue the alarm stopped and the lights returned to normal. Jake escorted William to the front lobby of the building. Neither of them said a word to each other. 
     As William grabbed for the lobby doors handle he heard someone say his name from far behind him. He looked back. It was Hernandez. William swore his heart stopped for a split second. His stomach fell into his legs and his fingers shivered. Jake wasn’t doing much better. Hernandez was scowling at him and Jake from about thirty feet down the hallway leading out of the front lobby. He was surrounded by a group of ISAF guardsmen. 
     Hernandez touched his ear, no doubt calling for the front door to be locked so that they could not leave. 
     “Stop those men!” cried one the guardsman around the chief, beginning a full on sprint down the hallway towards them. 
     Guardsmen behind the lobby’s front reception desk abruptly stared at William and Jake. As they got up from their chairs to apprehend them the fire alarm inexplicitly turned on again. High-pressure fire sprinklers in the ceiling did as well. Within seconds the hallway and lobby were filled with dozens of streams of pounding water, disorienting and soaking everyone caught in them. The guardsmen behind the desk yelled in shock as they were knocked to the ground from the ferocity of the sprinklers release. 
     William and Jake lost sight of Hernandez behind the many water streams between them. Together they darted out of the chaotic building and just kept running. 
 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 60: Anomalies 
     
     Nancy swung open her door. William and Jake were standing there, soaking wet. 
     “Oh my God. What happened to you two?” 
     “Like you don’t know,” William smirked sarcastically. “Thanks for the shower. Jake told me you were looking out for us. You said you were good with computers. I didn’t think that meant you could do crazy things like that. You belong in… in Anonymous or something.” 
     Nancy took a little ballerina style bow and smiled. “Who says I’m not.” 
     “Okay. Get inside,” said Jake, pushing both her and William into the room. 
     “What happened?” Nancy asked again.
     William closed the blinds to the room. “Hernandez saw me. I think he was going to arrest me.” 
     Jake locked the door and dimmed the lights. “When is your roommate coming back?”
     “Not for a while. She’s doing homework at the training center.”  
     “Good. Captain Emerson was right, Nancy,” admitted Jake, taking a seat on her bed. “Someone is hiding something.” 
     “What do you mean?” asked Nancy, sitting beside him.
     “We found a fluorescent tattoo on Samir’s right forearm. It had four symbols. I’ve never seen them before. We don’t know what they mean. They should have been noted in the autopsy report but they weren’t. The body is always swept with UV light to kill bacteria before an autopsy.” 
     “Well, even if they were it wouldn’t matter now,” shrugged Nancy. 
     “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked William. 
     Nancy shot up off the bed and slammed herself down in her desk chair. She opened her glass tablet to a segment of coding. 
     “I reviewed the medical records like you told me to Captain, to check for any anomalies. I was finally able to get into ISAF’s secure database a few hours ago and, well, I found an anomaly.”
     “What is it, Lewis?” 
     “Well, sir, there is no autopsy report. In fact, there aren’t even any investigation files. They’re all gone. Deleted.” 
     “What?!” hollered both men simultaneously.
     “There is no autopsy report on file for Samir Mamedov.”
     “Who deleted the files?” Jake demanded. 
     “Username and password confirms it. The report was deleted by Base Commander Hammond yesterday.”
     “That son of a bitch,” William said furiously. “That’s when she left for the dam.”
     “But… why?” asked Nancy. “What is there to hide?” 
     “She’s the architect of all this, of everything that has happened,” fumed William. “India. Toronto. She must have agents in UNIRO helping her. Samir must have been one of those agents. He killed himself to get out though, and warn me. He told me ‘thou art amongst traitors’ the day he died.” 
     “What the hell are you talking about Emerson?” Jake asked impatiently. “What are you saying?” 
     “Before Terra Nova’s attack in Toronto,” William explained, “I saw Hammond speaking to someone on a landline in the middle of one of the warehouses.”
     “A landline,” quirked Nancy. “No one uses those.”
     “Exactly,” said William. “On it she said the name Toronto. I heard it as clear as day! She asked whoever she was talking to for more information so that she could finish something. She knew of that attack and now she is plotting a new one and my rescue officer is dead because of it to warn us!”
     Jake cocked his head. “You heard her say that?”  
     “Yes,” William gritted. “It’s her. It was always her. I’m sure of it now. She knows an investigation could uncover her though. She’s manipulating it, rushing it and now deleting files to cover up evidence. It explains the tattoos going unnoticed. She must have someone in ISAF helping her as well in order to do all this. A medical examiner or something or maybe one of your forensic people.”
     “But, if she could change the files why delete them? I mean, someone was bound to notice like you did Nancy,” questioned Jake. “The deletion of an entire investigation is much more obvious than a simple change within it.”
     “Lewis, was it obvious the deletions were made by her?” asked William. 
     “No sir, she was careful,” said Nancy, pounding away at her glass tablets keyboard. “She used some clever coding to make it look like someone else had done it actually, some random ISAF guard.”
     “Who?” Jake demanded. 
     “He doesn’t exist,” said Nancy. “I looked him up in the registry where an entire file did exist on him. There was even a glass tag popping up.”
     “Then what gave him away as not existing?” asked William.
     “His weapons.” Nancy looked over at Jake. “All ISAF guardsmen are issued two weapons, are they not?” 
     “They are,” confirmed Jake. “A P320 and a P90.”
     “Right, so there should be a record in the ISAF weapons inventory that two weapons have been given to this guard but the stock doesn’t match up. In the registry there are 2,102 active guardsmen on base, which means there should be 4,204 weapons checked out of ISAF’s weapons store. Currently, there are 4,202…”
     “I’ll be damned,” murmured Jake. 
     “That’s why she deleted the files yesterday,” said William. “Should the file deletions be noticed it would be pinned on her imaginary guard. By the time someone noticed he was fake, it would already be too late. She’d be over 4,000 miles away comfortably set in amongst her targets. She is going to attack the dam. That’s her big finish.”
     “Jesus,” Jake gulped. “Almost every world leader and UNIRO head is at the dam with her. Director-General Ferrer is there.” 
     “She’s going to takedown the international system as we know it if she manages to takeout everyone at that dam. The few will fall…” 
     “Why not do it sooner than yesterday?” asked Nancy. 
     “Because of me, the never ending pain in her ass,” said William, pointing to himself cheekily. “She is afraid of what I know and what I’ll do with it with my slightly obsessive persistence about all this. She’s racing me to her finish…” 
     “And winning,” mumbled Jake. 
     “With the deletion of those files she permanently removes any suspicions or affiliations away from Samir, her last loose end that I can grab from her and show to world.”
     “With that level of identification forgery it could take hours, maybe even a few days to realize that guardsman doesn’t exist,” said Jake, rubbing his forehead. “We’d be on a man hunt looking for a ghost. No one would expect her to be able to hack our systems like that.” Jake turned to William. “I’m sorry, Captain. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. Regardless of how Hernandez feels about you right now we need to show him this immediately. I’ll vouch for you. He will listen.”
     “Thank you, Jake,” said William, nodding his head. “We’ll go back now. Lewis, I will send you those tattoo photos. Figure out what they mean.”
     “Yes, sir.” 
     “First, I need to call Colonel Morrison and warn him. He could be in danger if an attack on the dam is imminent.” 
     William instructed his earpiece to call John. It tried but failed once again. “Damnit. That’s the third time I’ve tried with nothing. It doesn’t even go through.” 
     “That’s strange,” said Nancy. “Give me your earpiece, Captain. I’ll look into it.” 
     “Thank you,” said William, handing her his earpiece. “Get to work on those symbols.”
     “Yes, sir.”
     “Jake, you ready to go?”
     “Yeah,” he nodded. He started moving towards the door but abruptly stopped. He turned around and kissed Nancy on the lips. “Bye,” he said to her. Nancy blushed. 
      Jake looked at William, fixed his uniform and said, “Now I’m ready.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 61: No Questions 
      
     John stopped just outside Hammond’s hotel room door. She was shouting at someone inside. He couldn’t hear another person so he deduced she was on the phone. John would say to other people they were staying in a hotel for the opening ceremony but it really wasn’t a hotel, it was better described as temporary housing. It had been built just to house the massive influx of dignitaries and UNIRO officials that would be in attendance. When the dam started normal operations in two weeks, the housing would be torn down and recycled. 
     It was nearly five o’clock, nearly nine back home. John had attempted to call William for the fifth straight time but he could never get through. That’s why John had come to Hammond’s room, to inform her about a possible communications breakdown with base. He knew she would be up. She always was. 
     “You’ve waited till now to tell me this? Are you fucking kidding me?!” she screamed.
     There was a quick silence. 
     “How much time do I have?”
     John raised his fist to knock but lowered it.
     “Twenty-two hours! That can’t bloody be.”
     Who the heck was she talking to, thought John.
     “Nome. I’ll be on a plane in less than an hour… No! No one can know. This is my own battle to finish. UNIRO will be mine. Nothing will stand in my way, do you understand me, least of all Hernandez!”
     John looked down the hallway to see if the shouting match had attracted anyone else. He saw no one, thankfully. 
     “What about Emerson? What does he know?” 
     John slapped his ear directly up against the door. 
     “He broke into… Samir… Shit. He knows.”
      Was William in danger?
     “Let’s hope he can keep his mouth shut till I arrive back at base. I’ll be in Nome ready for the pickup in three and half hours. After that I will take the drive home to stop all this. I will not fail again!” 
     Something was smashed against a wall. 
     “It doesn’t matter what happens to me upon my return. You already know, I don’t have much time anyways. All that will matter is that I will have won…” 
     For a few seconds of silence, John waited. He had developed a pit in his stomach and a knot in his brain. Maybe William hadn’t been imagining what he saw and heard in the warehouse that day. After a minute, John guessed the apparent phone call was over. He knocked. It took another thirty seconds for Hammond to open the door. When she did, she was sweating. 
     “John!” she gasped. “I’m glad you’re here.”
     “Is everything okay ma’am? I thought I heard shouting.” John looked past her in the doorway. He saw a landline phone on one of the beds. A few pieces of a shattered vase were also strewn about. 
     “Yes,” she said obviously lying. The mighty Hammond was definitely rattled. This alone disturbed John. “I am leaving early, within the hour. Something unexpected has come up in Nome. Something personal. I want you to meet me in Anchorage by o-three hundred hours with the rest of our staff. From there we will go home no later than o-three thirty hours.”
     “But, ma’am, we aren’t scheduled to go home for another two days. Has something happened? I haven’t been able to get in contact with Captain Emerson ever since we got here. Do you know anything about that?” 
     “No idea Colonel but you will be able to talk to him in person soon enough. Now, listen to me very carefully and do not ask questions. Should I not be in Anchorage by o-three fifteen hours leave without me and get home. Take this.” 
     Hammond grabbed a small sealed envelope and handed it to John. It was unmarked. 
     “Take this. Only open it if I am not there. Only open it on the plane and when you are alone. Only act upon what it says when you have landed and destroy it before you land. All of that is a direct order. Is that understood, Colonel?”
     “Yes ma’am but - ”
     “No questions, remember,” said Hammond, slowly closing her door. “Now, get what little sleep you can Colonel for both of us on your way to Anchorage. You need to be wheels up in one hour, no matter what.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 62: Learn To Learn 
     
     “Emerson knows everything.” 
     “Yes. I am aware.”
     “Do you not consider this matter to be a problem, so close to our rise? He knows - ” 
     “He knows what?! Persistence may have granted him knowledge and fact but his conclusions are still his own. His mind, like that of the few, is twisting fact to meet what he wants to be truth. He may think he has found the rock he has always wanted to see but his rock is still nothing more than malleable clay, ready and waiting to be molded.”
     “Yes, but - ”
     “This is not a setback, this is an opportunity, an opportunity to feed the scapegoat one last time. Adapt. Learn to learn.”
     “Of course.”
     “Captain Emerson wants to see, so show him what he wants for by this time tomorrow none of it will matter. The tanker attack will only reinforce his beliefs. I am leaving Alaska, after the final rally in Nome, after the inception of the virus, to watch a beautiful sunrise over our new world. Be ready. Everything begins at fifteen hundred hours Alaska standard time.”
     “All preparations will be complete. We will be ready.”
     “I expect nothing less. Tomorrow the past will die, the present will burn, and the future will rise from the ashes, finally with a chance to live…”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 63: I Know 
     
     A detachment of five guardsmen were standing watch outside the exterior lobby doors to ISAF Headquarters when Jake and William arrived. Immediately upon seeing them the guardsmen stopped them. One of them stepped forward as the detachment’s leader. 
     “Come with me, now,” she said strictly. 
     The female guardsman led the group inside with William and Jake set in between the remaining four. Cleaning crews were still drying out the lobby and hallway the two had escaped from earlier in the night. Every ISAF guardsmen they passed took a double look on them. 
     When they got to Hernandez’s office they entered it without even knocking. The lead female guardsman walked right up to his desk and said, “Sir, we found them.” Then she stepped off to the side. 
     The other four stayed behind Jake and William, each with their hands on their guns. Hernandez looked up from his glass tablet, leaned back in his chair, and sighed. He then put his glass tablet down and crossed his hands over his stomach. William didn’t wait for the worst. 
     “Chief, before you say anything you need to know something right now. We found something, something pointing to an imminent threat. It’s why we came back. Base Commander Hammond deleted all of your investigation files along with Samir’s autopsy report. I have evidence - ”
     “I know,” said Hernandez.
     Jake and William looked at each other with surprise. “You know, sir?” 
     “Yes. The knowledge comes with an apology to you, Captain. You were right. I was wrong. We discovered the deletions about five hours ago. It is clear evidence that she has been trying to sway this investigation to her own agenda, an agenda that is dangerous to us all. You were right; she is a Terra Novan terrorist who has some how managed to infiltrate one of the highest positions in this organization.”
     William still had a look of surprise. “Um, wow, sir. Okay. I thought you were going to arrest us,” he chuckled with a pleasant surprise. 
     “No. When I saw you in the hallway earlier I wasn’t going to arrest you, I was going to thank you. Pride blinded me. Clearly, I was too overcome with it to believe that this agency could be wrong… or compromised. I was filled with the same human arrogance that forced this place to be built.” 
     Hernandez stood up and smiled. He put his hand out towards William for a handshake. William reciprocated. 
     “I will overlook the fact that you broke into our mortuary with the help of Guardsman Sheroff here because it has provided us with the smoking gun we were missing. We have arrested the medical examiner who just so happened to forget to document those four pretty little glowing triangles, no doubt at the orders of Hammond. You see those four symbols represent the four basic elements: water, air, fire, earth. These four symbols have been found in some way shape or form at every recorded Terra Novan attack site.”
     Hernandez picked up his glass tablet and showed William several photographs confirming the symbols heritage. Each photo saw the symbols made out of some material or medium, anything from burning wood to dead bodies. 
     “I think it’s time we put the past few days behind us Will, hmm?” said Hernandez. 
     “Yes, I think you’re right, sir,” agreed William. 
     “We’ve both lost people to our pasts, I’d like to not lose anymore in our future. Help me stop her. Once we do, everything will change.” 
     William nodded his head profusely, inspired and ready. “When do we start?” he asked with a satisfied grin.
     Hernandez clapped his hands together, grabbed his glass tablet and began to march out of his office. William and everyone else just tried to keep up. The chief started divulging his plan like he had been waiting to for decades. 
     “We have received word that Hammond has requested for a departure from Alaska at o-three thirty hours her time. That is two days earlier than scheduled. Her staff will be leaving St. Lawrence for Anchorage within the hour, from there she will come home to Tranquility.”
     “Was the request denied? Shouldn’t we hold her in Alaska and take her down there?”
     “The request was approved. On the contrary, keeping her there is the last thing I need right now. If she is a Terra Novan I can’t leave her there amongst almost every world leader and with officials like the director-general there all right at her fingertips. Also, I don’t want to create an international incident during this little friendly get-together. Right now the world doesn’t need anymore of those. No. We allow her to come here to a controlled environment with a waiting security force ready to apprehend her and Colonel Morrison when they land sometime just before fifteen hundred hours our time.”
     “Woah wait,” said William, abruptly stopping the group. “Why Colonel Morrison?” 
     “We believe him to be a co-conspirator. The colonel and Hammond are close acquaintances.”
     “What? No,” urged William. “Colonel Morrison can’t be. He’s, he’s been helping me solve this whole - ”
     “Look, Will, I understand he is your friend but we have our reasons. Have you been waiting for a phone call from Colonel Morrison over the last few days?”
     “Yes…” said William hesitantly. 
     “And have you received that phone call?”
     “No.”
     “Exactly. We know you instructed him to find an alternate blood sample to show Samir wasn’t on drugs. Well, now, with the arrest of our own medical examiner, we know he wasn’t. As you said, it was faked. There were no drugs in his system. Colonel Morrison doesn’t want you to know you were right. He and Hammond are waiting, biding their time until an attack. That is why we believe she is leaving Alaska early, to get out before it occurs so she is long gone before it happens.”
     “What are we going to do now, Chief?” asked Jake.  
     “Like I said, we allow her to return to the base with guardsmen waiting. We will take her and the Colonel in and begin investigating her connections and her plans.” 
     Hernandez began walking again down the hallway. His five guardsmen followed. William and Jake stayed behind. Before turning a corner Hernandez raised his right index finger and said, “Once again, Captain, I am sorry we did not listen to you earlier but do not worry. We will figure all of this out together now. This is only the end of the beginning!” 
     William’s ears perked up in disbelief.  “What did he just say?” he whispered to himself. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 64: The Fire Begins 
     
     “Brah,” snorted Rescue Officer Stern, “you mean to tell me that you’d rather be working iceberg capture than this? You’re insane.”
     “Yes,” replied Rescue Officer Eaton. “This job is shit. I didn’t join UNIRO to look out a window all day and wave at ships as they go by. At least with iceberg capturing there is something to do. I mean, look at us, we’ve been on our asses all damn day.”
     “I love my ass so I’m okay with that,” said Stern. “It’s peaceful here. It’s the easiest job in the world.”
     Both arguing men were Geo’s, assigned to ship patrol in the Bering Sea Dam’s third open passage twenty-nine miles west of St. Lawrence. They sat in a control room affixed to the passageways eastern suspension bridge tower just under its road deck’s truss. From under here they could see the entire passageway and all the shipping that came through it. Dozens of ships of all sizes made their way through, ranging all the way from small crab boats to multi-city block sized super tankers transporting oil down from Alaska’s northern-most reaches. 
     The control room was a semicircular glass box filled with communications equipment, weather instruments, and a plethora of computer screens, more than enough for the two men to watch. The control room also had a connecting lounge, common bedroom, and bathroom for the two men who were going to live out here in three-week shifts. They were almost 200 feet above the steel tower’s pier; a massive hexagonal concrete anchor that held the bridge tower to the seafloor. This pier also protected the bridge tower’s base from icebergs and ice flows.
     Their view stared out across the mile and half wide gap into the blackness of the Bering Sea. All they could see were the blinking amber lights of the bridge deck directly above them and the far suspension tower. Currently, there were no ships in the passage. 
     “Just look out the window, Eaton,” pointed Stern. “Look at the sight of that. It’s beautiful.” 
     “All I see is darkness… like my future,” sulked Eaton. 
     “Well you better get used to it. In the winter it gets dark super early this far north. And hey, the opening ceremony was cool. You have to admi - ”
     A sensor indicator started beeping. Eaton sat up quickly in his chair. “What’s that?” 
     Stern rolled over to the computer screen that the beeping was coming from. “It’s a proximity warning. A ship has passed into the first tower safety zone. It’s probably nothing, an accidental drift or something. I’ll hail them.” 
     “Which tower, east or west?” asked Eaton. 
     “East.” 
     “Great. That’s our tower.”
     Stern got up and grabbed a pair of binoculars. He got as close to the large windows as he could and scanned the waters around the tower. It was too dark to see anything. The few bridge lights were literally the only sources of light for tens of miles in any direction. It was the rawest of nights out here. 
     “I can’t see anything, Eaton,” said Stern uneasily. “You sure it’s not a glitch?” 
     “No,” confirmed Eaton. “It’s definitely out there. I got their transponder. Computer says it’s a supertanker; ultra large crude carrier class called the TI Arctic. It’s over twelve hundred feet long and has a 517,660-ton displacement when fully loaded.” 
     “That’s big,” muttered Stern. 
     Eaton rolled over to the radio console in his chair and grabbed a flexible microphone. “This is Passageway Control hailing the TI Arctic on all frequencies, do you copy, over?” 
     Static was their reply. Stern tried to see the ship again with his binoculars, but still he saw nothing. 
     “I repeat, this is Passageway Control hailing the TI Arctic on all frequencies, do you copy, over? You have passed into the eastern bridge tower’s outer safety zone. Please correct your course immediately to compensate.” 
     Static again. The lights in the control room went to red as another more urgent beeping started. 
     “Shit,” said Eaton. “The ship just passed into the second safety zone. It’s on a collision course with the tower if it continues on its present heading.”
     Eaton hailed the ship again. While he was doing that Stern began making collision preparations. First, he closed all lanes of traffic on the bridge deck by raising barriers and sent out an emergency signal to all trains to stop service immediately. Oil and gas pipelines running under the bridge deck were closed off next. He turned on exterior emergency lighting on the two bridge towers as well as a proximity alarm that was so loud it could be heard by anyone within a four-mile radius. It sounded very much like a blasting ship horn. 
     With the outside lights on, Stern looked with his binoculars again. Eaton still hadn’t gotten a response. 
     “Jesus Christ,” said Stern, lowering his binoculars. He was lowering them because he did not need them. The massive ship, longer than the Eiffel Tower is tall, emerged out of the darkness, slicing through the meager waves. Stern had never seen something so big in motion. The leviathan was very low in the water. It was fully loaded. Painted across its white bow were four red symbols, all triangles.
     “Oh crap… Eaton, the ship is right there!” 
     A third alarm went off. It was the alarm indicating the ship had breached the third and final safety zone around the tower. It was now no more than 500 feet away moving at full speed, all 517,660 tons of it. 
     “TI Arctic reverse course immediately! You are on a collision course with the bridge tower!” 
     The static stopped. Someone had picked up. Eaton smiled with relief and waited eagerly for a response. All he got was a cold and sinister, “No.” 
     “We gotta go!” cried Stern over the alarms. 
     Eaton just let go of the microphone and calmly sat back in his chair. “It’s to late,” he said. 
     Down below the last line of defense lay in wait. Surrounding the towers hexagonal concrete pier were colossal extendable orange bumpers attached to each side of the pier that were specifically designed to absorb and deflect impacts from ships. They bobbed up and down in the water on pivoting steel arms. 
      The ship thundered into one of the bumpers, instantly breaking right through it. Its steel arms crumpled like straws. With a crunching crash the TI Arctic’s bulbous bow rammed into the concrete bridge pier, sending intense vibrations across both structures. Lights across the bridge flickered. Steel moaned and groaned over the proximity alarm. Stern and Eaton were knocked to the floor. The bulbous bow allowed the ship to ride up on top of the pier, scrapping and carving through the ship’s double steel hull, spilling oil. 
     A few feet from the bridge tower itself in the middle of the pier the ship stopped, beached and dead in the water. Oil was gushing from below the ship around the bow. Eaton and Stern got back on their feet and looked down out the windows. 
     “Woah!” shouted Stern. “We’re okay!” 
     A bomb inside the ships center holding tank detonated, igniting the ships 140,000,000 gallons of oil all at once. The initial shockwave shattered the control room’s windows and threw Stern and Eaton all the way through the back wall into their lounge. Suspension cables became dislodged from their connectors and snapped apart. The blast ripped through the bottom of the tower, completely collapsing the structure. Heat and fire reached out above the road deck. As the tower tumbled down into the fireball the deck fell into the sea like a rolling wave. Hundreds were still left on it as it did. 
     Seismometers on St. Lawrence registered the explosion it was so powerful. As John was readying to leave his room he heard his window rattle. He thought it was the breeze. 
      
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 65: Sequence Red 
     
     As William and Jake made their way up the steps to Nancy’s quarters, they heard the warning. The computerized announcement with a female voice was fed through every loudspeaker around the base. 
     “Attention. Attention. Base Tranquility is now in Sequence Red. Repeat, Base Tranquility is now in Sequence Red. This is not a drill. This is not a drill.”
     “Uh-oh,” said William, looking up to the sky at the sound coming from all around him.
     “Due to imminent security concerns all UNIRO personnel are to remain indoors until the base has returned to Sequence Green. Repeat, all UNIRO personnel are to remain indoors until the base has returned to Sequence Green. All base entrances and exits will be sealed effective immediately.
     “That can’t be good,” said Jake. “Something must have just happened, something really bad.”
     “Crap,” mumbled William. 
     “Crap is right,” Jake said, restarting his run up the steps. 
     “ISAF is now in control of all on base functions until further notice. Any personnel found outside without authorization will be detained for questioning. Base Tranquility is now in Sequence Red. Repeat, Base Tranquility is now in Sequence Red.”
     When Nancy opened the door she was crying. Jake instinctively grabbed her in a bear hug. 
     “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
     Nancy pointed to her glass tablet on her desk. On it was a live video stream a of news network. 
     “It’s them,” she cried. “It’s Terra Nova. They’ve attacked UNIRO.”
     William walked slowly towards the tiny tablet screen. He sat down in Nancy’s desk chair and removed his beret. On the screen was nothing but fire. The footage was coming from a circling helicopter. Nancy had the footage muted. 
     “Where is this?” William asked, clenching his fist on the desk.
     “The dam Captain. They blew up a tanker underneath one of the dam’s suspension bridges. It collapsed. Hundreds are dead they think,” Nancy explained trying to compose herself. 
     “Terra Nova did this?” William asked, already knowing the answer, his voice shaky.
     “Yes,” said Nancy. “You were right, sir.” 
     The camera zoomed in on a piece of the ships hull floating amongst the burning oil; on it were the four Terra Novan symbols. Water. Air. Fire. Earth. Nearly the entire passageway was a pool of fire. The only portion of the bridge left standing was about a quarter of the western tower. An orange glow now filled the entire area, punctuated by columns of toxic thick black smoke. 
     William felt a tear brush down his face. He was enraged and not only because of the sight in front of him. 
     “Hammond is going to pay for this,” Jake said, coming over to William for a closer look at the screen. 
     “It’s not Hammond,” said Nancy. 
     “What?” Jake questioned.
     “She’s right,” said William. “Hammond didn’t do this.”
     “Okay,” said Jake, raising both of his hands, “does everyone but me always seem to know something? The Captain and I just heard Hernandez confirm everything you just told us Nancy. Hammond deleted the files to cover up Samir and hers involvement with Terra Nova. She’s leaving Alaska unexpectedly earlier as well, and now we know why!” Jake pointed to the glass tablet. “Hammond blew up the dam. The captain was right!”
     “Rescue Officer Lewis, there is a reason my earpiece can contact everyone else except Colonel Morrison, isn’t there?” 
     “Yeah, there is Captain.” Nancy grabbed William’s earpiece and held it up for the men to see. “Your earpiece contains a jamming program that is only activated when you attempt to call the colonel or when he attempts to call you. The same program has probably been placed on your glass tag and in our own tablet. Have you gotten any emails from him? Social media messages?” 
     “None.” 
     “If you’re saying Hammond didn’t do all this then who did?” Jake demanded. “I’m tired of these games!” 
     “The same person who really deleted the files,” said William. “Chief of Security Patrick Hernandez.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 66: We Are The Many 
     
     “And what conclusion is that based off of?” Jake roared. 
     “After some more digging,” explained Nancy, “I found that it would have actually been impossible for Hammond to delete any ISAF files. She simply doesn’t have the clearance to do so, even in her position. Her username and password would never have worked as we found they did. UNIRO and ISAF are on different data storage networks whose personnel don’t have access to by themselves for security reasons just like this.”
     “Maybe she hacked her way in,” presented Jake. 
     “No. No. A hack would have been pretty obvious to me. This was a simple deletion on a personal account. Trust me, I tried. Remember when you said no one in ISAF would ever think it was possible for her to do something like this? They’re right, its not, that’s why it makes sense Hernandez did. He has complete control in his position…”
     Jakes face twitched.
     “I tried to delete an ISAF document using Hammond’s username and password, it didn’t work. It wasn’t her account that deleted the files Jake, it was Hernandez’s, at least, I think it was.”
     “You think,” snarled Jake. 
     “Well, it was his tablet’s IP address that was in communication with ISAF servers that contained the deleted files so I can at least pin him down that far but…”
     “What do you need to confirm that it was him?” asked William. 
     “I need a clear-cut login via Hernandez himself, deleting a similar file set to definitively prove it was him. Whatever masking program he used that concealed his username and password with Hammond’s was good, I can’t crack it. It’s the one smoking gun I need.”
     “I think I have another,” William said, getting up out of the chair. “Actually, I think I have a few.”
     “What?” asked Nancy. 
     “He said - ”
     Suddenly Nancy’s glass tablet unmuted itself, startling the group. The live news feed dissolved into static. The voice of the reporter who was commentating broke up into inaudible tones. 
     “What the hell?” William said, picking up the tablet. 
     Jake and Nancy crowded behind him. The static-filled screen turned an alarming primordial blood red atop silence. On this backdrop of red were five black symbols, four of which were the triangular symbols William and Jake had observed on Samir’s arm, each one taking up one corner of the screen. At the center of the screen was the fifth symbol. It was a hollow black circle that contained a black cross separating the circle into four equal parts. 
     The screen changed again back to static, then to a series of flickering, grainy images of various world leaders, past and present, giving speeches and shaking hands. A low mutilated inhuman voice began narrating the video.
     “Fire, an element of rejuvenation and power. Our oldest creation.”
     Images and clips flashed across the lambent screen of the burning dam and of oil disasters in the past. The Gulf War. Deepwater Horizon. Exxon Valdez. Oil trains ablaze across countless countryside’s. 
     “Prometheus did not intend fire for a few, he intended it for all. Yet, it is the few who wield it, the few who create with it, who destroy with it, who kill with it.”
     Pictures of stock markets crashing appeared. Images of recessions and depressions, of dictators and militaries and videos of social disorder and turmoil started repeating over and over again. The Second Korean War and its nuclear devastation gutted into the insidious video. William gripped the tablet tighter and tighter. 
     “With this stolen power, the destiny of billions is determined carelessly and arrogantly by a collective corrupt and dysfunctional few that bicker about the truth of facts and distort the facts of truth. Governance no longer governs for the many, it governs for the perseverance of itself.”
     Clips of falling glaciers, burning landfills, nuclear plant accidents, and environmental ruin now filled the screen. 
     “This is not governance, this is societal suicide. Those who supposedly rule above you do so through lies, fraud, greed, and the belief that they are too powerful to be touched. But no more…”
     A map of St. Lawrence Island appeared within the Bering Sea.
     “The world’s leaders cower together to fan the flames of their dwindling control through the false hope of UNIRO, a puppet of their inaction and vainness; their last effort to continue the world they built. To any and all hearing this message, should any world leader attempt to leave St. Lawrence they will be shot down without mercy or further warning. And, very soon, they will watch their disorder burn. Prometheus’s gift will be returned to its rightful owners, the people…”
     Images of burning and collapsing buildings appeared overlaid with burning national flags.
     “They thought we were scattered. They thought we were weak. They thought we were the representation of a few. They are wrong…”
     The blood red background and its black symbols reappeared. 
     “We are here. We are you. We are the many who stand with nothing to lose but our oppressors. We are Terra Nova.”  
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 67: Building Our Own Army 
     
     After a bit of static the live news feed of the burning dam resumed. The commentator in the helicopter with the camera seemed unaware of the cyber intrusion that had just hijacked his feed. The news anchor back in the studio quickly broke into the feed upon its return however to address a no doubt terrified and confused public. 
     William loaded other live streams from other news networks, all of which seemed to have also been intruded upon by the same foreboding message. Jake checked his glass tag, as did Nancy. Both found the message embedded and spreading through all forms of social media. 
     “We need to act fast,” said William, making for the door. “He is going to arrest Colonel Morrison and Hammond upon their arrival here back at base. We’ve gotta stop him. That is what we need to focus on right now. We expose Hernandez then maybe we expose the rest of their plans.” 
     “Woah, wait!” Jake cried. “We are at Sequence Red, full security lockdown. If you get caught outside they will take you in.”
     “I’m sure the lockdown and communications blackout is by design,” said Nancy, “so no one will interfere with him at the airport. No one will be around to see what he does. No one will be around to know.”
     “Which means we’re the only ones who can help,” William insisted at the door. “We can’t trust anyone in ISAF and tipping off outside authorities could give him the chance to run.” 
     “We’re the only ones that know,” Nancy said faintly. 
     “Well, not for long,” grinned William. 
     “No. No, no, no, no!” asserted Jake. “I know what you thinking, Captain. You aren’t doing that. Your team isn’t doing that! They are neither equipped nor trained to take down an international terrorist with God knows how many other people on his side on this base!”
     “I know, that’s where you come in,” William nodded impatiently. 
     From Nancy’s desk came a computerized voice. It said, “Incoming call from Colonel John Morrison.” It was William’s earpiece. 
     “Oh, good,” said Nancy. “It looks like my unjamming efforts worked.” 
     William shoved past everyone to get to the desk and answered the call. “Colonel! You hear me?”
     “Will,” said John, “I can hear you. Man, I’ve been trying to call you for days. You were right about Samir. He didn’t have drugs in his system, he was clean!” 
     “We know, Colonel.”
     “You know?” 
     “Yes, it’s a long story but listen, don’t come home! You hear me?”
     “What Will? You’re breaking up. Did you say don’t come home? Why shouldn’t we come home?”
     “Yes, don’t come home! It’s a trap. Hernandez is - ”
     The connection went dead. 
     “Shit!” yelled William, throwing his earpiece across the room. “It’s dead. He’s on to me. He just wants to shut me up just long enough till the fireworks start.”
     “Well,” sighed Jake, “if he’s on to you, he’s on to me as well. You’re not walking out that door alone, Captain. Just as you don’t want him to take down UNIRO’s good name, I don’t want him to tear down ISAF’s. I swore to protect this base just as you’ve sworn to protect this world.” Jake smiled. “It’s my duty.” 
     William smiled. 
     “Let’s go get your army ready,” nodded Jake.
     “I think your growing bromance is adorable and all,” said Nancy, “but you’re still forgetting that there are ISAF guardsmen everywhere outside! Sequence Red, remember.” 
     “A distraction then,” suggested William. “We need a distraction.” 
     “Yeah,” agreed Jake. 
     Both men looked at Nancy grinning with the same idea.  
     “What?” she asked innocently. 
     Both men pointed to her and said, “Distraction.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 68: Distraction 
     
     “We need something that will thin the guardsmen out across the base, something that will scatter them,” explained William. “We need to become needles in a haystack.” 
     “There a couple of things we can do,” Jake said. 
     “Like an explosion,” suggested William, snapping his thumb.
     “Uggh,” grumbled Nancy. “I never got why an explosion was a distraction. People run away from explosions, they don’t go towards them. We need something that attracts security. We need a distraction that keeps them on their toes and always running around.”
     William thought for a moment. “How about - ”
     “Got it!” Nancy yelled. She scrambled her fingers over her glass tablets rubber keyboard and pulled up some base schematics. “I got just the thing! We can - ”
     Someone pounded on the door. Everyone froze. The blinds were closed so they couldn’t see who was outside through the window. No one announced themselves. Another pound came. 
     William tiptoed over to the closed blinds to try and see who it was. He crouched down on the floor. He slipped his fingers between two blinds and slid one over an inch. Looking up through the slit he had made, he saw two fully armed ISAF guardsmen in tactical gear. Both were holding Tasers. One was standing behind the other. The one in front pounded on the door for a third time. He did it so hard the window rattled. 
     “It’s ISAF,” William whispered. “Two guards.” 
     “Why aren’t they announcing themselves?” Nancy whispered to Jake. 
     “We have to open the door,” said Jake. “Follow my lead.”
     “No wait, stop,” demanded Nancy but Jake was already at the door. He unlocked the door and turned the nob cautiously. William stood up and tried to look as causal as possible. Nancy did the same. 
     “Gentlemen,” said Jake nonchalantly, “there a reason you aren’t announcing yourselves. That’s not protocol, you know that.” Neither guardsmen batted and eye. Jake cleared his throat and made himself as big as he could in the doorway, which wasn’t hard given his size. “Can I help you men with something?” 
     “Chief Hernandez wants to know why you aren’t at your post,” said the first guardsman nearest the doorway. 
      “I was just about to head there,” answered Jake, level faced. “I wanted to ensure my girlfriend Nancy was okay, especially after that video message.” 
     “Not anymore you’re not. We are here to take Rescue Officer Lewis and Captain Emerson in for questioning, as well as yourself Sheroff,” said the second guardsman. 
     “Gentlemen,” Jake chuckled, “may I ask why?” 
     “Because the chief ordered it, that’s why,” said the second guardsman harshly. “Now, come with us, all of you.” 
     “Gentlemen please, we’re all friends here,” said Jake. “The real enemy is out there, isn’t it? Are you sure you want to take us in?”
     “Let’s go Sheroff,” demanded the first guardsman. 
     Jake twisted his head, cracking his neck. “Okay.” 
     The first guardsman began to reach out for Jakes shoulder. Jake grabbed the man’s arm with both his hands, placing one on the guardsman’s wrist, the other at his bicep. He pulled his arm through the doorway and then banged it against the doorframe at the man’s elbow. Jake pushed against the man’s arm until it broke over the doorframe. The guardsman screamed in pain. Jake threw the man behind him into the room. William knelt down over the fallen guardsman and punched him in the face, knocking him out.  
     While this was happening the second guardsman pulled up his Taser to a firing position. In a panic the guardsman fired it at Jake but only one of its two prongs hit his body, the other one embedding itself in the doorframe. The charge couldn’t be completed so it had no effect on the giant. Jake ripped the prong out of his body and punched the man’s uniform collar, causing it’s built in floatation device to inflate around his neck. Stunned, the guardsman didn’t have time see Jake’s fist land against his temple. 
     The guardsman took the impact and brushed it off. He swung at Jake’s abdomen but Jake dodged the swing. He grabbed the guardsman by his tactical vest and threw him against the walkway railing then put his full body weight behind his fist and again rammed it into the guardsman’s temple, this time knocking the guardsman out cold. 
     Jake ran back into the room. “You guys okay?” he asked. 
     Both William and Nancy nodded. Both had their mouths wide open at the sight of what they had just seen. 
     “Good. We need to go. Captain, help me get these two inside. We’ll put them under the beds. Turn their radios off. Take all their clothing, everything they have, and put it on. Leave all your own electronics here; that includes glass tags. I know a place we can go to get ready. They drove here in an ISAF patrol car. We’ll use that to get to where we need to go. Sound good?”
     “Uh-huh,” said Nancy and William, still shell-shocked at Jake’s fighting skills. 
     “Come on, stop staring,” ordered Jake. “Terra Nova isn’t going to wait on us. Let’s go start kicking some ass!” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 69: Let’s Make Some Noise 
     
     “You look good, Captain. ISAF really is your color,” Jake joked, opening the driver side door to the patrol car. “I’m sure it feels good to wear that kind of stuff again.”
     “No,” William groaned, trying to fix his vest. “Your stuff is a little tighter than the Air Force’s was. This is like the Gucci of tact gear. Jesus, what is this, like a kids large?”
     Jake smiled as he turned on the vehicles electric motor. Nancy got in the back. She was on her glass tablet. 
     “You almost done with that distraction, Nancy?” asked Jake. 
     “Locked and loaded,” she excitedly replied.
     William closed the passenger door and placed his P90 on the dashboard. “Ready,” he said. 
     “Time check,” requested Jake.
     “Twenty-three o-five,” said William. 
     “Alright,” said Jake turning, around in his seat to reverse. “Let’s make some noise!” 
     Nancy pressed enter on her tablet screen. 
     ...
     “Chief,” said a guardsman sitting at a computer console inside ISAF’s main control room. 
     “What is it?” asked Hernandez distractedly. He was overlooking the room’s 3D digital base model. 
     “Sir, we have a biohazard alarm going off inside the base hospital. Second floor, infectious disease ward, room 216. Computer says anthrax.”
     “What?” rumbled Hernandez. He hurried over to the guardsman’s console to see the alarm for himself. Sure enough, it was there, and spreading. 
     “Alarms now going off in multiple rooms, sir.”
     “Seal off the affected areas. Evacuate the rest of the building. Get a biohazard team out there to assess the situation and institute level four containment protocols. Dispatch six guardsmen units over there now.”
     “Yes, sir.” 
     Hernandez looked across the control room wearily. He felt the inkling of a ruse. “Have Captain Emerson, Rescue Officer Lewis, and Guardsman Sheroff been brought in yet?” he asked the room. 
     “No, sir,” answered a guardsman at a computer console directly above where Hernandez was standing. “The two guardsmen you assigned to get them last checked in at twenty-two forty-seven hours saying they had arrived at Rescue Officer Lewis’s quarters.” 
     “Hm. The second they are brought in alert me immediately please.”
     ...
     Jake sped the patrol car across the empty BLOC Section, running red lights. He had the car’s sirens and warning lights off.  
     “Is it working?” asked William.
     “Yeah, I think so, sir.” 
     “One way to really be sure,” said Jake, switching on one of the guardsman’s radios they had taken. 
     Over the radio the three heard exactly what they wanted to hear. “Unit 2 and Unit 5 are now in position at the hospital. It’s a mess. We’re going to need more than six guardsmen units to contain this situation. Requesting Chief Hernandez’s presence on scene as well, over.” 
     “Copy incident commander, back up is on the way. ETA ten minutes, over.” 
     “Perfect,” smirked William. “The distraction is working.” 
     “We have to pick up your team, Captain. I can do that,” said Jake. 
     “How are you going to do that with the base on lockdown?” William asked. “How are you going to find them all? I mean, most are probably in their quarters at this time of night but still you never know, especially with Mambiri. He’s probably still eating dinner; bottomless pit that one.”
     “Leave that to me. I’ll get them. You take this patrol car to this location.” Jake input coordinates into the car’s GPS on its center dashboard display. The coordinates zeroed in on somewhere in the middle of the base’s Port Section, in what should have been just acres and acres of container yards. 
     “What the hell is there?” asked William, looking at the destination. 
     “You’ll see, just get there. You should be fine in these uniforms and in this car. No one should stop you.”  
     Jake turned onto a road heading northeast. The smooth electric drive barely made a sound as they broke sixty miles per hour. 
     “Uh, Jake. Where are you going?” asked William, noticing the direction. 
     “ISAF Headquarters.” 
     “May I ask why?” 
     “I need one of our twelve passenger vans to pick up your team. I’ll squeeze them in there.”
     “Can’t we find a van somewhere else?” 
     “No. I also need to gather some supplies and uniforms.”
     A light rain began. Jake turned on the car’s windshield wipers. 
     “A little help from nature never hurts,” he grinned. “You ready Nancy?” 
     “You bet, Jake,” she said, her face covered by her tablet’s light. 
     William leaned forward in his seat. The dome of ISAF came through the rain. It was strikingly lit with several rings of red light, indicating the current base sequence. Rain seemed to amplify this light in the night sky. Jake turned onto a descending road ramp that dipped below ground. An unmanned security booth lay in their path, watching over the four-lane entrance of a parking garage that stretched under the dome. Jake stopped the car’s hood just forward of the booth. A laser scanned a vertical barcode sticker stuck to the cars back left window, lowering three cylindrical crash barriers in front of them. 
     Dozens and dozens of vehicles filled the garage, some patrol cars, others armored personnel carriers, many SUV’s with exterior roll bars and menacing grill guards. Jake drove to a section of garage that held ISAF’s collection of vans. He skidded to a stop in front of one, lowered his window and erupted out of the car. William moved over to the drivers seat. Nancy replaced William in the front passenger seat. Jake shut the door and leaned down into the open window. 
     “See you guys soon,” he said. 
     “Be careful,” Nancy winced. 
     Jake put his big hand on William’s chest and shoved him back into his seat, holding him there. He blew a kiss to Nancy with his other hand. Nancy tenderly smiled. 
      “Sorry Captain, didn’t want that landing on you,” Jake said, patting William’s chest. 
     William just nodded awkwardly. Jake started to jog away. 
     “Hey, Jake!” called William. 
     Jake stopped between two vans. “Yeah?”
     “Tell Rescue Officer Miller when you find her to bring Shampoo.” 
     “Why the hell do we need shampoo?” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 70: Once A Soldier Always A Soldier 
     
     “John.” 
     “Commander. Where are you? Did you see the attack? And the message?”
     “I did, Colonel. I’m nearing the mainland. Were you able to get out?”
     “Yes. We left minutes before the message went out. St. Lawrence has been sealed by the US Navy. So far they can’t ID any would-be attackers or immediate threats that would prove Terra Nova’s claim.” 
     “Believe the claim. They have the means to do what they say.”
     John paused for a long while. “Ma’am…”
     “Yes, John?”
     “Did you know this was going to happen? Is that why you made us leave?”  
     “The only thing that matters now is that we get home; do you hear me, Colonel? We must get home.”
     “Then why are you going to Nome, ma’am? Why not just come with us or why don’t we go with you? What are you not telling me?” 
     “War has started John,” Hammond said remorsefully, “and I can’t lose any more soldiers. I just can’t.”
     “But we aren’t soldiers, ma’am.”
     “We’ll always be soldiers, John. Always.” 
     Hammond hung up the call. From her jacket pocket she took out a bottle of pills. She took out two and swallowed them. They tasted awful but she had gotten used to them. She went to grab for her glass tag but she remembered she wasn’t wearing it. John didn’t know it yet but he had it, tucked inside the sealed envelope he was carrying upon her orders. No one could track her without them. 
     She found the time on the television built into the seat headrest in front of her. It was 7:18 p.m.; 11:18 p.m. back at base. 
     “Less than twenty hours to go,” she sighed to herself in the dark plane cabin. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 71: Everything is Down 
     
     William pressed the accelerator after the barriers lowered into the ground up the entry ramp of the garage. He slowed back down as he reached the main road, turning in the direction he was told by the car’s GPS. 
     “Get that next distraction going again, Lewis,” he said. 
     “Already done, Captain.” 
     ...
     Hernandez was reviewing digital blueprints of the base hospital with a number of guardsmen on the hood of a patrol car outside the evacuating building when he heard a call come out over the cars radio.
     “ISAF control room to Chief Hernandez, do you copy? ISAF control room to Chief Hernandez.” 
     Hernandez swung into the car’s passenger seat and answered the call. “This is Hernandez, go ahead control room.”
     “Sir, we got another biohazard alarm going off. Anthrax again. This time in Umoja Tower.” 
     “Where exactly in the tower?”
     “Seventh floor. Ten guardsmen units have been dispatched and two containment teams.”
     “Begin evacuating the entire building. I’ll be over there in fifteen minutes.”
     “Yes, sir.”
     “Have the guardsmen sent to obtain Captain Emerson called in yet?”
     “No sir, but their patrol car did return to the garage briefly. It left seven minutes later. We have its ID code on file passing in and out of the gate.”
     “When was this?”
     “Less than two minutes ago, sir.”
     Hernandez squeezed the radio microphone so hard he cracked its plastic casing. He began biting his fingernails. “ID the drivers of that vehicle now! Send a unit to those guardsmen’s last identified location, immediately!”
     “A unit, sir? Now with these two alarms we’re kind of tight on - ”
     “That’s an order Guardsman! And shutdown all base communications systems! I want this place silenced!” 
     “All communications, sir? That’s not protocol - ” 
     “Do it!” 
     ...
     “I think it’s working, sir,” Nancy announced. “I haven’t seen an ISAF patrol for a while now.”
     “Yeah, me neither. We’re almost to the location Jake told us to go to.” 
     William turned onto a narrow two-lane access road plunging into the enormous field of shipping containers in the Port Section. No one was around as most of the Port Section’s operations, especially container handling, were highly automated. The rows and rows of white and blue containers, stacked two, three, sometime four units high, seemed to stretch on forever. Most of the area wasn’t lit either. Robots and computers didn’t need visible light; instead most of the area was bathed in infrared emanating from inconspicuous poles every few hundred feet for security cameras. 
     “Uh-oh,” said Nancy. 
     “What?” William asked, anxiously. 
     “Hernandez… I think he is on to us with this whole distraction thing.”
     “Why?”
     “All communications are down.”
     “Maybe it’s a technical glitch or something?”
     “No. I should have been more specific with my words. Comms systems aren’t down sir they are off. Radio, internet, cell service. Someone shut them off. Base Tranquility has gone dark.” 
     ...
     “Colonel Morrison,” called a subgroup general from the front of the plane. “Colonel Morrison.” 
     John stuck his head into the center isle and saw the subgroup general waving him down by the cockpit. The supersonic jet they were on wasn’t very large, accommodating thirty passengers at a time. All Base Tranquility brass and their aids were on it, meaning all subgroup generals, several colonels like John, and the absent Hammond. Each UNIRO base had one of these SAAC vehicles for quick administrative travel at speeds nearing Mach 2. Its design made almost no obnoxious sonic booms and traveled at just over 45,000 feet. John hated it. 
     “General,” said John, standing at attention. 
     “Colonel. At ease,” said the subgroup general standing next to the open cockpit door. “Colonel, when was the last time you were in contact with Base Tranquility?” 
     “Umm, about an hour ago maybe. It was a spotty connection though. My call went dead almost immediately.” 
     “Who was it with?” asked another subgroup general.
     “Captain William Emerson, sir.” 
     “What did he say to you?” 
     “Honestly, I don’t know sirs. The connection was so bad I really couldn’t hear anything. I’m sorry.”
     “All nine UNIRO bases have entered Sequence Red due to the dam attack,” informed a colonel from Subgroup 4. “However, Base Tranquility went on a communications blackout for some reason several minutes ago. We don’t know why. No one can reach them. Chief Hernandez issued the blackout.”
     “Is that protocol?” asked John, confused.
     “No. No such protocol for a full communications blackout exists,” said the colonel. “It’s as if the systems have literally been turned off.” 
     “He must have good reason, sirs,” ensured John optimistically.
     “Well, once we rendezvous with Base Commander Hammond in Anchorage we will try and find more answers,” said the subgroup general that had originally called John over. 
     “Speaking of the commander,” said the other subgroup general, “did she tell anyone why she ran off to Nome. That woman can be so damn cryptic sometimes. Did she tell you anything Colonel Morrison before she left?”
     John turned his head to avoid eye contact with the subgroup general. John was terrible at lying. He looked outside at the clouds racing by 10,000 feet below and at the lights of civilization 35,000 feet below that. He really hated flying. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 72: One Hell of A Night 
     
     Hernandez looked up at Umoja Tower from within the plaza before it, warning lights and alarms going off all around him. Anthrax was now being reported on five different floors. Eighty-two percent of the building had been evacuated. The base command center below the tower had been sealed, and its own air supply turned on so that the base could continue operations. Guardsmen, who were ushering people away from the building, surrounded him. Not many people had been in the building anyways being it was so late when the lockdown had been initiated. The time was now 12:09 a.m., May 7, 2027. 
     “Chief Hernandez!” shouted a guardsman, running over to him. She was holding a radio. 
     “Yes, Guardsman?” Hernandez said.
     “Radio sir,” she said, holding it up to him. “It’s HQ.”
     Hernandez grabbed the radio. “This is Hernandez, go ahead.”
     “Chief, we found the guardsmen you sent to find Captain Emerson. They were ugh… They were found in Rescue Officer Lewis’s quarters; zip tied to the room’s beds. Their uniforms and all their gear had been taken. The individuals that drove the stolen patrol car into our garage were identified as Guardsman Sheroff, Captain Emerson, and Rescue Officer Lewis.” 
     Hernandez began trembling slightly, indignation spreading to every cell in his body. He looked up at Umoja Tower. He knew then the alarms were fake. 
     “Sir?” the guardsman in the control said into the unanswered radio. 
     “Listen to me,” shivered Hernandez, “divert everyone to finding Captain Emerson and his friends! Everyone! Now!”
     “But sir, what about the biohazard alar - ”
     “Don’t you see, you idiot?! Captain Emerson is the one setting these damn alarms off! He’s trying to distract us from himself. There is no anthrax!”
     Hernandez grabbed the attention of the nearest guardsman to him and said, “Pack it up, we’re leaving, now!” Then he turned his rage back into the radio. “Find him, with whatever it takes, with whoever it takes. Him and all those associated with him are to be considered armed and dangerous. They are Terra Novan collaborators assisting Base Commander Hammond and Colonel John Morrison. I want them found before Hammond’s arrival. You have authorization to shoot to kill. All of them.”
     ...
     “What time you got Lewis?” asked William. 
     “Mmm,” Nancy looked at her new Rolex, courtesy of the guardsman that used to wear her uniform. “It’s almost one in the morning.” 
     William waited with his arms crossed, sitting on the hood of the car next to Nancy. The location Jake had wanted them to go to turned out to be a large underground concrete holding tank on the scale of a small cathedral. Their car sat idle amongst cylindrical columns forty feet high and fifteen feet in diameter that supported the still under construction tank that was eventually going to hold seawater while it waited to be desalinated into drinking water. William and Nancy were at one end of the tank; the other end was at least three football fields away. Scaffoldings still surrounded many of the columns and no security cameras had been installed yet. Except for their echoes, they were completely alone. 
     “You know, Captain,” said Nancy quietly, “I thought this place would be better.”
     William looked over at her finishing a long yawn. “What do you mean?”
     “Somehow I thought in here, in UNIRO I mean, I thought we would be above the stupid stuff that goes on out there in the world. I thought we’d be safe here; that things would be different. I guess that was a little naïve of me to think, huh?”
     William shook his head. “It’s not naïve to believe people can be good, Rescue Officer. It’s what should be done, and it should be done more often. If you live your whole life in this world only seeing the darkness you’ll never believe there is any light, even if it’s staring you straight in the face. For a time,” sighed William, “that’s what happened to me.” 
     William reached out his arm and laid his hand on Nancy’s shoulder. “Don’t lose faith in us yet. Once someone has, it’s very hard to get it back. Trust me.” 
     A vehicle horn suddenly started echoing through the great concrete cavern. Nancy and William looked in the direction the honking was coming from. A white van came around a column in front of them, splashing through puddles. It was Jake. 
     Simba stuck his head out the front passenger window and yelled, “Yo Booooss!”  
     Jake pulled the van around right up to in front of the car. Simba opened his door looking ready to take on the world. Jake ran around the front of the van and opened up the van’s sliding door to let the team out. Shampoo jumped out with Amanda first. She ran over to William and jumped up to greet him wagging her tale, then she did the same to Nancy. 
     “Captain!” greeted Vinny. “What the hell is going on out there? Dams blowing up, spooky cyber messages, lockdowns, and now this nine foot three guy over here,” Vinny pointed to Jake, “drags me outta bed saying we have to save the world or something. This is one hell of a night, eh?” 
     “Gather around everyone, please,” shouted William. “Gather around!” 
     Everyone made a semicircle around the patrol car’s hood. Nancy moved to be with the circling team so William could be alone at the center. 
     “Wha-Whats going on, Captain?” asked Seong innocently. “The world a-a-above is falling apart. I’m a little sc-scared, sir.” 
     “Is there an attack on the base coming, Captain?” asked DJ. 
     William looked over at Vega. She had her arms crossed. Just by looking at her, William knew she understood exactly why they were here and what had to be done. She had been a soldier, just as he had. She knew they had to fight. 
     William took a deep breath as he rubbed his chin. He noticed his needed a shave, as he seemed to feel the last seventy-two hours drip off his face. He realized how exhausted he was but at the same time felt ready to stay awake for another seventy-two hours. 
     “I asked Guardsman Sheroff here to get you all because I need your help. But, before I continue I need you to know that if you choose to help me, you will be putting yourself in more danger than any UNIRO mission you will ever face. You will be arrested if you are caught helping me at the least, killed at he most. If you want to walk away, now is your chance. This request for help is not an order by any means, it is just what it is, a plea.”
     “Is it Hammond, sir?” asked Sergey, cutting to the point. 
     “No Mamedov. It’s Hernandez,” replied William. “Chief Hernandez is a Terra Novan. I’m almost positive.”
     “Almost?” questioned Abeo. 
     “Yes. I need two forms of confirmation to be sure and I need to be next to him to do so.” 
     Abeo began stepping away from the circle, slowly shaking his head. “I won’t do this,” he said. “This is not our battle to fight Captain Emerson. I have a family back home, waiting for me. I will not see them again in a body bag with them asking why I took up arms in a fight that wasn’t mine. You trusted Hernandez. You were his friend. You should have seen this a long time ago.”
     “Lawal,” Amanda gasped. “This is not Captain Emerson’s fault.” 
     “Maybe not, but it will be if I die senselessly today. I’m sorry; I will not partake in this. I will not become one of his war stories. I will not suffer the fate he gave to those he previously commanded.”
     William knelt his head in aching guilt. 
     “Lawal!” yelled Amanda.
     But Abeo had already turned around and was walking away behind the van, towards the service entrance of the tank that they had all used to get inside of it. His departure didn’t help anyone in the circle feel better about the situation. 
     William noticed headlights bouncing around at the end of the tank closest to them just over the hood of the van. Someone was coming down the service entrance. William lifted himself off the hood. His team turned around to see what he was looking at. Abeo saw the headlights and stopped. He had walked about forty feet past the van. 
     “Captain,” said Amanda with a chill in her voice, still next to him, “who is coming?”
     Shampoo started barking. The bouncing white headlights took on a red and blue glow. 
     “Captain!” Jake shouted. “We have to move now! It’s ISAF!”
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 73: Run
     
     Three ISAF patrol cars skidded around a far column, turning on their sirens. The squalling sound and flashing high pitches were deafening inside the tank. One car took the lead in front of the other two. All of them were accelerating. They were about 200 feet away and closing. A guardsman sitting in the lead cars passenger seat rolled down his window and leaned out of it. He drew his P90. A blue laser at the tip of the gun locked onto Abeo. 
     “No! Lawal!” screamed William. “Run!” 
     Abeo frantically began running back to the van. The guardsman lined up his laser onto Abeo’s back. 
     “Everyone down!” shouted Jake; physically grabbing everyone he could around him, pushing them down behind the van. 
     William grabbed his P90. He put his foot up on the vans right front tire and jumped over the hood. Vega saw this and raced after him running around the backside of the van. 
     “Abeo!” shouted William. He pulled up the P90 he had and aimed it at the approaching patrol cars. He squeezed the trigger but nothing happened. He remembered to his horror about ISAF weaponry and their safety mechanism, the bio-modules. It was not synched to William. He could not use the gun. 
     Abeo was no more than ten feet away from William now. William reached out his arm for his rescue officer. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Vega running towards them. He wished she wasn’t. 
     Five feet away. Once he grabbed Abeo he was going to force him under the van to crawl through to the other side. 
     “Come on, Abeo!” 
     The guardsman squinted down his sight and rested his finger on the trigger. He took a calming breath and fired a three shot burst. William lunged for his rescue officer when suddenly blood spewed out of Abeo’s mouth. Abeo arched his back in pain and flared his arms up. Abeo fell dead into William’s arms. William looked down at him in pure shock; not even realizing the blue laser was now on his own chest. 
     Vega threw herself into William, knocking him down away from Abeo, onto his back as three more bullets flew over top of them landing in the vans white aluminum. Using the van as cover, Jake began firing back with his handgun, the only weapon on him. Vega dragged William under the van and pulled him through to the other side where the team was hiding. Jake managed to hit the guardsman firing at them. He fell out of his window to the ground. He may have been alive but that chance disappeared when the following patrol car ran him over accidently. 
     “Stay down everyone and stay behind the van!” ordered Vega. 
     Jake kept firing his handgun until it was empty. The patrol cars were now less than 100 feet away. Instead of reloading it with his extra clip he dropped the gun and ran crouched over to the trunk of their stolen patrol car. Bullets started being fired again, riddling the side of the van, shattering its windows. 
     William looked over on the ground and saw Jake open the trunk of the patrol car and start fiddling with something inside of it. To William’s surprise Jake pulled out something he recognized from his military days, an AT4, a shoulder launched rocket weapon. 
     “You have a bazooka?” wowed Simba. 
     “Heads down!” yelled Jake. “Heads down!” 
     He gave himself clearance from the patrol car, steadied his legs, and aimed the weapon at their attackers. 
     “I’m sorry my brothers,” Jake whispered as he removed the weapon’s safety. He placed his right thumb on the firing button and pressed it. In a rush of yellow flames exuding out the back of the weapon, the rocket flew through the air at 950 feet per second, through the open sliding passenger van door and out the shattered windows of the other side. In less than a second the rocket hit the first patrol car and exploded just after coming through the dashboard. The speeding car flew apart in flames, its chassis spinning out of control and crashing into the car on its right. This car’s driver was killed on impact, causing the car to hit one of the tank’s columns head on. The third car skidded away and broadsided another column. Several pieces of all three vehicles slid past the team for several dozen more feet. 
     Jake tossed away the rocket launcher and ran over to the van’s trunk. He flung open the van’s double doors and pulled out two P90’s.
     “Captain,” called Jake. 
     William turned over. Jake threw him one of the guns. William caught it with one hand and got up. 
     “I’ve had its biomodule encoded to you. You can use it now, come on!” rushed Jake.
     “Wait,” said William, “give one to Sergeant Horbert. She knows what to do with it.” 
     Jake found the gun he had encoded for Vega and gave it to her. She cocked it. William did the same to his. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 74: Washing Our Hands 
     
     William, Vega, and Jake began walking towards each vehicle. Jake was on the left, Vega took the center burning car, and William took the right one, the closest one. 
     “Phillips tend to Abeo,” William ordered. “Get him behind the van. No one else moves until we give the all-clear.”
     “Yes, sir,” said Heather. 
     William kept his gun up and ready, pointing its laser sight on the mangled wreck. All four guardsmen in the vehicle were hunched over. All airbags had deployed. Every single window was broken. William walked right up to the car. He checked the pulse of all four guardsmen, putting two fingers on each of their necks. Vega and Jake jogged up together finishing their own searches. 
     “How are they?” Jake asked.
     “The driver is dead,” said William. “The other three are alive but unconscious. What about with you guys?” 
     “Neither of us found survivors,” said Jake, shaking his head.
     “We need to go, it’s not safe here anymore,” said Vega. 
     “How did they find us?” William asked Jake. “How could they know we were here? Were you followed?”
     “No. I’m sure of it. They simply shouldn’t have known we were here.”
     “Where could we go?” asked Vega. 
     “There is one more tank still under construction on the other side of the Port Section. We could go there.”
     “Okay,” said William. “Let’s go then. We - ”
     The guardsman in the back right seat reached out and grabbed William’s arm. Jake and Vega brought their guns up faster than a stroke of lightning. The guardsman was bleeding from under his helmet. 
     William remained motionless and just stared at the guardsman with anger and hatred. 
     “Why are you trying to kill my team and I?” he asked. 
     “Orders… Orders from, from Hernandez,” struggled the guardsman. “Just orders.”
     William leaned into the window. “But why? On what grounds are those orders based? My people are innocent.”
     “Hernandez…” The guardsman was struggling to breath. A piece of the door had impaled his abdomen. “He says you’re, you’re terrorist. You must… be, be eliminated… At all... costs.”
     William suddenly heard a subtle beeping noise. William noticed a grenade sitting in the guardsman’s lap with a blue LED light blinking faster and faster accompanying the beeping sound. 
     “Grenade!” screamed William. 
     The three sprinted away from the car back to the van. William turned back right when the grenade exploded, blowing out the interior of the car, killing all the remaining guardsmen. 
     “Everyone all right?!” yelled William. 
     “Yeah,” said Jake. 
     Vega nodded her head. 
     William walked back around the van to where his team was huddled. He pushed everyone aside to get to Abeo and Heather. He crouched down next to his fallen rescue officer. Abeo didn’t even have his glass tag for William to collect, Jake had told everyone not to bring theirs for security reasons. A blood pool surrounded Abeo’s upper body. 
     “There was nothing I could do, sir,” said Heather, closing Abeo’s eyelids. “He was dead before he hit the ground.” 
     William bowed his head into his chest. He grabbed Abeo’s hand. His eyes began to water and his nose sniffled. Heather started gently rubbing William’s back. A sad man however did not look up from this bow, an impassioned one did. 
     “Guess we have no choice but to fight now, eh Captain?” said Vinny.
     “We never did have a choice Rescue Officer Mckay,” said Vega. She looked around at everyone. “Evil is unfair. Evil is cold. It never gives its victims a choice. Rescue Officer Lawal wasn’t given a choice when they put bullets in his back.” 
     William stood up. “Sergeant Horbert is right, I’m afraid. We no longer have a choice as to whether or not we should fight because it seems that fight will come to us no matter what now. For as long as I have lived…” 
      William looked at his gloves. They were covered in Abeo’s blood. 
     “For as long as I have lived my hands have been stained with the blood of those I love, constantly reminding me of my failures to save them, to protect them. I’ve never been able to wash these stains off. I’ve never been able to, to clean my sins. Perhaps, I never will.”
     William lowered his hands and looked up at his team definitely. He made sure he looked at each and everyone of them in the eyes. 
     “But that doesn’t mean you stop trying, that doesn’t mean you rest. I rested once, for six years, thinking the blood would stop, that the pain would stop. That’s why I went to the woods of Canada,” William stammered, “to hide. That’s where the supposed great Hope Giver went. I left to kill myself…” 
     His team perked up in surprise. Some lightly gasped. 
     “That’s right,” William nodded shamefully,” that’s why I left, content and ready to take my own life. I was ready to just sit by from a lonely distance and watch the world burn. I didn’t care for what may happen to those in it. I didn’t care about the future of it and I certainly didn’t care for the future I had in it.”
     A tear rolled down William’s facing, landing on Abeo’s jacket. William crunched his teeth together and twiddled his fingers. 
     “And today, I am disgusted with myself for it. For too damn long this world and the atrocities and disasters in it have been because of people just standing by, as I did. For too damn long people having been willing to let the next person fight, hoping they would. For too damn long people I have been content with blood on their hands, selfishly willing to leave it there and just give up, as I did. Not anymore. I will never give up washing them! I will never give up trying to rid myself of their stain. I will never sit back again. I promise you, I will stop what is going to happen. I will stop Hernandez…”
     William knelt down again over Abeo and ripped off his jackets Velcro UNIRO seal. He held it up for everyone to see. 
     “I am a member of UNIRO, sworn to protect and rescue those in need from forces that may do undeserved harm and destruction. I think Terra Nova certainly counts.” 
     Some of his team members nodded. Others grinned with soggy eyes. 
     “If we win today we won’t have saved a people or a country, we’ll have saved everyone, not just the many as Terra Nova intends with their genocidal ways. We won’t only be afforded the chance to wash our hands but the world’s and that is worth not resting for.”
     Seong stepped forward. “For us…” He fought his stutter. “For us, sir, there was never a choice. We…” Seong took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “We stand beside you, together, or we don’t stand at all.” 
      William smiled, grabbing Seong’s shoulder. “Let’s get to work then.” 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 75: Individualistic 
     
     “I’ve just received some, disturbing news. Captain Emerson was just attacked and nearly killed… by your men. Is this true?”
     “Who told - ”
     “Is this true?!”
     “It is. He has become a threat to our operation. He is trying - ”
     “He is the reason for my existence. He is the reason for our entire existence! You dare try and kill our maker, our inspiration. I spent years searching for him, years. And you… you nearly just had him killed to try and cover up your own mistakes. How individualistic of you. How narrowed minded of you.”
     “No! I never meant - ”
     “Fail again and our system will adapt to no longer need you…”
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 76: Heading Back 
     
     “What time is it Colonel Morrison?” asked one of the subgroup generals as they stood at the top of their plane’s boarding stairs in Anchorage. 
     John looked at his glass tablet. “Its o-three thirteen hours, sir.” 
     “Did she not order you to leave if she wasn’t here by o-three fifteen hours?”
     “She did, sir,” John sighed. 
     “Then we will respect that order. The world is a shit show right now, and we need to get back to it. Global stock markets are already falling in response to this threat. The US has dispatched its Third Fleet to St. Lawrence. This is causing friction with the Russians who have already nearly had a midair collision between one of its recon flights and the US’s. The UN Security Council is going to hold an emergency meeting but we both know UNIRO isn’t ready to respond to anything Terra Nova may yet do. We’re powerless.” 
       John looked at the subgroup general and shook his head. “I’m sure someone will respectfully disagree with you, sir.” 
     The subgroup general grinned. “I hope so, Colonel.” 
     “Excuse me, sir,” called the plane’s copilot. “Tower says Base Commander Hammond’s plane is on final approach. She’s landing in less than two minutes.” 
     “Thank God,” John whispered. 
     Her plane landed and then taxied right up to the waiting staff plane, which had fondly come to be known as the Bus by its passengers over the last few months of its use. Hammond rushed down the boarding steps of her plane only to quickly run up the Bus’. The subgroup general tried to say hello but Hammond ignored him. She only acknowledged John.
     “Colonel, I told you to leave. It’s past o-three fifteen.”
     “Engine trouble, ma’am.”
     “That’s bloody horseshit and you know. Let’s get this bird in the air and back to base, shall we?”
     John noticed a reddened bandage over Hammond’s left eye almost concealed by her hair. “Are you alright ma’am? What happened?” he asked, trying to get a better look at it.
     “Fine,” snapped Hammond. “Give me a sit-rep, please.” 
     “Well, Commander - ”
     “Not from you Subgroup General, from Colonel Morrison.”
     Everyone began taking their seats. The plane’s cabin door was shut and locked. The hydrogen engines began to smoothly rev up.  
     “Oh, well,” started John, sitting next to Hammond, “St. Lawrence is still under threat from Terra Nova. All bases have gone into Sequence Red and have been so for some time now. But, we haven’t been able to contact Base Tranquility. All communications are down. We’ve had no contact now for about three hours. We have no idea why.”
     “Hernandez hasn’t said anything?”
     “No, ma’am. We’re in the dark. No base procedure involves a complete communications blackout so we’re a little baffled… and concerned.” 
      “With all due respect, ma’am, we’re also concerned over where you just flew off to and why you haven’t told any of us about it,” said an annoyed colonel two rows up. 
     Hammond glared at him with irritated frustration and impatience. 
     “Compared to current circumstances, Colonel, I wasn’t aware my travel plans had become the biggest issue of concern! Pilot!” yelled Hammond. “Get us in the air, now! Move it!” She looked back at the questioning colonel. “Do I need to order you to shut up if you are going to speak with such bloody stupidity?” 
     “Ma’am,” said John, leaning in close to here ear, “I was able to get a hold of Captain Emerson before the blackout…”
     “And?”
     “Reception was horrible and the call dropped pretty quickly but it sounded like he said we’d be coming home to a trap of some kind.”
      Hammond leaned back heavily into her seat and turned, looking out the window. She put her thumb in her lips and chuckled. “Well, you of all people, John, should know Captain Emerson. He does like to exaggerate sometimes.”
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 77: You Will 
     
     “She has the drive!”
     “What? How is that possible? She went to Nome?”
     “It appears so… Upon her arrival, find it, if it’s the last thing you do. Without it, we cannot pursue the scope of change we desire. We cannot function in the open.”
     “I will find it, Patrem. I swear it. I will initiate the drive’s contents here at Base Tranquility at the precise time originally intended, fifteen hundred hours Alaskan standard time, nineteen hundred hours eastern.”
     “Yes, you will. The land we desire is just over the seas, ready to be taken in hand, ready to be taken from a world that bleeds. You will…”
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 78: The Coup Of Civilization Begins 
     
     “Chief Hernandez,” called a guardsman over the radio. 
     “This is Hernandez, go ahead.” 
     “Airport terminal is evacuated and secure. Guardsmen are at every entrance and exit. We have two drones airborne and waiting to escort. And, as requested, Phoenix 27 has been fully fueled with traditional aviation fuel and is ready for takeoff upon your order.”
     “Good. You may begin preflight startup sequence for Phoenix 27. Once startup is complete you may send it on its way. Have it take up a cruising radius of twenty miles around the base holding at 10,000 feet.”
     “Yes, sir.” 
     “Any sign of Emerson and his friends?” 
     “Negative, sir. We’ve had no contact since one of our patrols found them in an unfinished seawater holding tank in the Port Section over six hours ago. As you know, they were gone when reinforcements arrived.”
     “Okay. Stay alert. He’s out there. Once we arrest Hammond and Colonel Morrison we’ll put full attention back to him.” 
     ...
     Five guardsmen came in through the base command center’s airlock. Two stayed back at the door, the other three made their way through the center, past the holographic globe over to a computer console. 
     The senior officer in the room, a major, ran up to the guardsmen and asked, “What the hell is going on? We’ve been stuck in here for nearly twelve hours with almost no information. We’ve got the US government and the UN Security Council calling us every three seconds asking us what the hell is going on. What is Hernandez thinking right now with this blackout? Why is Phoenix 27 filled with carbon-based fuel? I demand a further explanation to all of this!” 
     “That isn’t your concern right now,” said a guardsman bluntly. “We are on a communications lockdown at Sequence Red. That’s all you need to know.” 
     Reaching their intended computer console one of the guardsmen placed a gray plastic suitcase atop it with a thud and opened it. 
     “Bring Phoenix 27 online, now,” said another brutish guardsman to the UNIRO technician sitting at the console. “Begin preflight startup and all system checks. Interface your console with the computer inside this suitcase. It will have all the flight information you need.” 
     “Why?” asked the technician suspiciously. “Did that order come from Base Commander Hammond?” 
     “Base Commander Hammond is no longer in command here Rescue Officer. Chief Hernandez is in control of Base Tranquility now.”
     “I won’t carry out any order without Base Commander Hammond’s authorization. I’m sorry,” said the technician. 
     “Is that so?” said the guardsman hostilely. He pulled out his handgun from his thigh holster and aimed it at the technician’s head. 
     “What the hell are you doing, Guardsman? Are you insane? Put your gun away!” cried the major. 
     The technician began shaking and kept his head forward. Fear and intimidation seemed to suck the air out of the octagon. 
     “Begin preflight sequences now Rescue Officer,” ordered the guardsman. “You are no longer in control here. We are.” 
     ...
     A convoy of ISAF vehicles drove out onto the airport apron. The sun was rising through thick dark clouds, which were unleashing a downpour. It was 9:03 a.m. eastern time. Hernandez was in the cab of the third vehicle from the front of the convoy, in an armored personnel carrier that had been used over a decade ago in Afghanistan, now heavily modified to run off of hydrogen along with some other new tech advancements. 
     “Tranquility Tower, this is Chief Hernandez. What is the status of Base Commander Hammond’s aircraft?” 
     “Hernandez, this is Tranquility Tower. Base Commander Hammond’s plane is descending through 2,000 on final approach. We will divert her aircraft upon landing to parking space ten. It is away from the main terminal and is still under construction.” 
     “Copy, tower. We will head over there now. Over and out.”
     Hernandez switched radio channels to speak to the rest of the convoy. 
     “Attention convoy leader, head to parking space ten. Once there form a perimeter with the vehicles around the space. Dispatch our drones to begin escort of Base Commander Hammond’s aircraft immediately.”
      The lead patrol car turned on its blue and red warning lights that ran parallel on the edges of the car’s roof and began heading to the indicated aircraft parking space. Hernandez watched as two of ISAF’s fixed wing drones flew up into the low cloud layer, each one armed with four missiles. 
     ...
      “Commander,” called a subgroup general. “Look.”
      Hammond followed his vision out the right side of the plane. A drone appeared through the gray several hundred feet off their wingtip. 
     “Uh-oh,” John whispered. 
     ...
     Hernandez stepped out of his vehicle into a puddle. He threw his long white standard issue ISAF raincoat on, putting its hood over his helmet. He cocked his P90 and then let his hang off his vest. He cocked his handgun as well and placed it snugly in his thigh holster. Guardsmen began running out of other armored vehicles in the large semicircle they had formed, taking up positions behind each truck and patrol car. Some took up positions atop the armored vehicles with sniper rifles or on machine gun turrets. A group of twenty guardsmen ran to Hernandez. A quadcopter drone was sent up to record everything. 
     They were next to a large fenced in dig sight where hydrogen pipelining was being installed that would soon connect to the Airport Section’s hydrogen production facility. A bright yellow tower crane rose up from the dig sight. It was twelve stories tall with a boom nearly three quarters that length hovering over the parking space. 
     The twenty guardsmen lined up in two rows of ten behind Hernandez. Each guardsman also had long raincoats along with white fabric facemasks under their helmets that covered everything but their noses and eyes. Together with Hernandez, they all stepped into the middle of the semicircle and waited. The rain was torrential but Hernandez enjoyed it. It calmed him. He tried to feel every drop running down his body and listen to every drip that was made. 
     “Our purge will be greater than that of even Noah’s,” he whispered to himself with a grin. “Nothing will escape our flood. After today, the lie that is modern civilization will die and we’ll be free.”
     “Excuse me, sir,” said a guardsman who was suddenly standing beside him.
     “Yes, guardsman?” answered Hernandez, staring out over the gloomy airport runways. 
     “Can you please sign this sir?” asked the guardsman, holding up a glass tablet. “It is an approval form for allowing all data from the Phoenix 5 network to be downlinked to ISAF Headquarters.”
     Hernandez looked down at the tablet screen. 
     “I just need your username and password, sir,” said the guardsman. 
     Hernandez took the glass tablet, typed in his information. He then handed it back to the guardsman.
     “Thank you, sir.” 
     The guardsman went back into the two row ranks. A jet descended through the clouds with drone escorts. Hernandez smiled at it menacingly. He had longed for this moment. 
     “Everyone make ready!” he shouted. 
      
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 79: Kill Them 
     
     As the engines shut down, the cabin door was opened, slowly. Everyone around the semicircle perimeter drew their guns to it. Hernandez rested his hand on his holstered sidearm. As the door swung open Hernandez waved over some guardsmen to move in with a manually operated set of boarding stairs. Under the cover of the perimeter guardsmen, they placed the stairs against the open doorway and then retreated. Hernandez could not see anyone inside the jet yet. 
     “To all occupants of the aircraft,” shouted Hernandez, “please exit in a single file line with your hands up and behind your heads. I want Base Commander Alice Hammond and Colonel John Morrison first in line. You will be taken into custody on the charges of aiding and abetting terrorists involved in last night’s attack on the Bering Sea Dam and for covering up and deleting relevant investigation material regarding the death of Rescue Officer Samir Mamedov.” 
     A flash of lightning followed by the ringing of thunder resonated across the airport. A figure appeared in the doorway. They stepped out onto the boarding steps top platform. It was Hammond. Her hands were down at her side. John appeared behind her.
     “I will walk out of this plane however I chose, Hernandez!” she declared loudly. 
     “Commander,” scoffed Hernandez. “Please, it has been a long two days for us all. Don’t make them even longer.” 
     “It’s over Hernandez,” Hammond said, beginning to walk down the stairs. Hammond flashed Hernandez a small object in her hand at her side. “It really is over. With this, I can finally finish what needs to be done.” 
     Hernandez chuckled and started walking towards the plane about twenty feet in front of him. “Says the woman surrounded by a hundred guardsmen all equipped with evidence to the contrary of your innocence. It is you who are finished, Commander. You have had a long and distinguished career; why not end it with some dignity, hm? Come quietly with your head high, facing the world, showing us who you really are.”
      “The world can draw its own conclusions about me. Frankly, I don’t give a shit.” Hammond stepped off the stairs and onto the tarmac. “I don’t matter, at least not for much longer. I know what has to be done, what has to be sacrificed, to stop you and all those you belong to.”
     “I’m flattered I am so centric to your life,” smirked Hernandez who still had his hand on his gun. 
     The two walked right up to each other. Their body language from a distance could be taken as two ordinary people having an ordinary conversation. 
     “I know who you really are, Hernandez. I know who everyone really is. With this, I have the proof I have been searching for for so long.” 
     Hernandez looked down at the object in her hand. “Is that so Commander? Who am I then?”  
     “A Terra Novan, you son of bitch!” a man shouted from behind. 
     Hernandez swung his body around. “Excuse me?!” 
     A man in the middle of the first line of guardsmen threw back their raincoat hood. They unclipped their helmet and threw it down. Then they removed their fabric facemask and drew their weapon on Hernandez’s chest with its blue laser sight. 
      Hammond smiled as Hernandez frowned with anger. Perimeter guardsmen redirected their aim to the unmasked man.
     “Captain William Emerson,” loathed Hernandez. “Everyone, hold your fire!”
     “It’s over Hernandez!” William shouted, staring down the sight of his P90. “I know who this man really is, where his allegiances really stand. He is a Terra Novan!” 
     Suddenly, a lone guardsman in the formation behind William slammed their fists into the throats of two guardsmen on either side of them, sending them choking to the ground with crushed windpipes. Then the guardsman kicked the back of another’s knee out in front of them. As they leaned over, off balance from their crumpled knee, the guardsman was knocked out when the attacking guardsman jumped up and smashed their fist across their face. Hernandez watched as within seconds another three went down at the hands of this rogue, as if almost dancing amongst the formation. 
     Once six guardsmen had gone down the rogue stopped. The other remaining guardsmen in the formation quickly removed their own raincoats and headgear. It was the remainder of William’s team. The rogue turned out to be Vega. She and Heather took up positions on either side of William, joining him in his aim of Hernandez. The rest turned their guns outward towards the semicircle perimeter of shocked guardsmen.  
     “And I’m not alone in that belief,” said William definitely with his team behind him. 
     “A belief,” smiled Hernandez, nodding his head. “I warned you about beliefs and the emotions associated with them Will.”
     “You can lose the smug smile you bastard, I have the facts. You told me that as well, remember? You said to always trust myself with facts behind me. Well… I do.” 
     Hernandez opened his arms, “Please, enlighten us.” 
     “This man has been trying to cover himself up from the beginning. It was you who tried to cover up Samir’s death. You tried to frame him as a crazy drug addict. He wasn’t. He was a scared kid who wanted out of Terra Nova, who wanted nothing more to do with you! He was so frightened though that all he thought he could do to save himself and warn me was to take his own life. You deleted all the investigation files. You covered up evidence of his involvement and tried to frame Hammond as well. Her username and password couldn’t possibly have access to delete those files as you made it look; even she doesn’t have clearance. But, you do, and you just proved it to me.” 
     William could see Hernandez realized something in his head. 
     “That’s right, Chief, when I handed you that glass tablet it wasn’t to handover comms, it was authorizing the deletion of medical records. Mine, actually,” William smiled. 
     William sent out a loud whistle. Back at a patrol car in the perimeter a guardsman threw off his raincoat, revealing himself to be Jake. He opened the back door to the patrol car. Shampoo jumped out. She ran over to Amanda. Amanda removed a small vial from one of her pants pockets and let Shampoo sniff it. 
     “I noticed Shampoo here had a particular interest in your right forearm when she first met you,” William said. “For a rescue dog who can’t seem to sniff humans she sure did hit the nail on the head with this one.” 
     “Go find it Shampoo, go find it girl,” encouraged Amanda. Shampoo did a few turns in place, sniffed the ground, took a drink from a puddle, and then galloped towards Hernandez. She started sniffing the man’s right forearm. Hernandez ignored the presence of the dog. 
     “Miller,” said William, “the vial.” Amanda threw the vial over to William who caught it and held it up. “This vial contains fluorescent tattoo ink. We found this ink on Samir’s forearm as well. Tattooed to his arm were four triangles, the four symbols of Terra Nova. The same four symbols seen in Terra Nova’s cyber intrusion last night.”
     William dove into one of his pockets and took out a UV flashlight. He turned it on and threw it to Hernandez who caught it without even taking an eye off William. 
     “Show us Chief; show the world who you really are.” 
     Hernandez compliantly rolled up his right sleeve. He held up his exposed forearm to the perimeter and shown the light to his skin. The four symbols revealed themselves. 
     “My God,” Jake whispered.
     “No,” John muttered sadly.
     Hammond grinned. 
     Guardsmen left and right slightly lowered their guns and gasped. Shampoo ran back to Amanda. 
     “Good girl,” congratulated Amanda. 
     “But most of all,” shouted William, “your own words betrayed you, Chief. Yesterday at headquarters you said to me ‘this is only the end of the beginning’. Samir said those exact words to me just before he jumped, words one doesn’t often hear put together, words it seems only a Terra Novan would say.” 
     Hernandez started clapping. “The great Captain William Emerson solves yet another case for me. You may win today in facts, but not in force. Goodbye Will. Guardsmen, take aim at the traitors. Terminate them on my mark!” 
     Guardsmen raised their weapons again at the team and at Jake. William steadied himself.
     “I have a shot,” Vega said. “Let me take it.” 
     “No. Not yet,” William ordered. “Not yet.” 
     Hernandez began counting down. “Three…” 
     “Captain, it’s now or never,” said Heather urgently. 
     “Two…” 
     “Don’t fire Phillips. Trust me.”
     “One…” 
     “Captain!” 
      “Mark!” 
     Nothing happened. No shots rang out. Everyone remained still. Hernandez looked around in confusion at his guardsmen. 
     “I said mark! Kill them all!” Hernandez shouted impatiently. 
     William looked around. The guardsmen began pointing their weapons all at Hernandez. 
     “That’s it,” whispered William. “That’s it. We won them over. He’s finished.” 
     “Kill them!” 
     “It’s over, Hernandez,” Hammond said softly. 
     “No,” Hernandez moaned. “Noooo! Don’t you see, he must die!” 
     “Guardsmen,” ordered Jake, “take Chief Hernandez into custody!” 
     Hernandez quickly grabbed Hammond and threw her into a headlock with his right arm. She thrashed against it. With his left arm he took out his handgun and aimed it up the boarding stairs at John.
     “No,” shuttered William. 
     “Nobody move,” said Hernandez calmly. 
     “Hernandez don’t,” William pleaded. “You’re surrounded now!” 
     “You’re so naïve, Captain,” laughed Hernandez sinisterly. “I’m not surrounded, simply betrayed. It seems the sum of our cause is greater than those individuals in it.” Hernandez laughed even harder. “Any are expendable at the hands of efficiency I guess.”
     “What are you talking about?”  
     “Let John go Hernandez,” Hammond squirmed. “It’s me you want. Me.” 
     “No,” sighed Hernandez, “it’s about what they want. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, and I have just become a part of the few to them. This is their efficiency at its finest. This is their logical sacrifice of one, to save the rest.”
     “Was it worth it?” Hammond choked. “Hm? To find yourself as worthless to them as those they claim to hate.” 
     Hernandez looked down at Hammond in his arm. “It was worth it to know I was going to make a difference for a cause that was greater than my life. And,” whispered Hernandez, “I still will.”
     “Hernandez!” William called angrily. “Let them go!” 
     “You know Will, I thought you, of all people, would understand! Both of us have lived through hell. Both of us have endured suffering. We are men with lives cast from the painful molds of a system so corrupt that people no longer expect their governments to work, to do what is right. We are men born from the ashes of the past, daring to find our own futures. But, we can no longer rely on the system to build our future for us. Men like us, people like us, must forge it themselves, through any means necessary.”
     “It wasn’t the system that broke me Hernandez, it was simply nature and the brutality of man, things that will never be fully understood or controlled.” 
     “And where did that brutality come from, Will? Where did that vulnerability to nature come from, huh? You were a firsthand witness to such vulnerability in man’s ego. You are the very product of man’s weakness to adapt, set in your societal mold, and because of that, you have and always will, fail…”
     “Shut up you asshole,” Hammond gritted.
     William shook his head. “Hernandez - ”
     “You let them all die! Everyone you have ever loved has died because of you! When the levee behind your home in New Orleans broke, swamping your home…” 
     
     “Run Will, run! Get to the attic, now! Run…”
     
     “Stop,” William muttered.
     “She died in agony as you just watched and did nothing! You let her suffer! You watched her drown as she slipped away below the remains of your home!”
     
     “I love you, Will, I’ll always love you…”
     
     “Shut up!” cried William. “That’s not true!”
     “Oh yes it is. If it weren’t true she’d still be alive. And so would your grandfather…” 
     William felt his heart rate accelerate widely. His chest started to tighten and his breathing quickened in pace. “Stop!” 
     “Yes,” Hernandez grinned. “Your grandmother’s death wasn’t what really destroyed your life. No, it was something much more violent, much more intimate. Do remember what that moment was, Will? I know you do. It’s what’s really tormented you every single day of your life…”
     
     “Get away from him!”
     “Poppy, no!”
     “Get away, Will! Get away!”
     “Don’t hurt him, please! He’s all I have left… Poppy…” 
     
     “You watched him die at the hands of a boy for the food in his pockets. Everyone at the dome was starving weren’t they, starving because the system failed to send aid in time. He wasn’t very old was he Will, sixty-one right?” 
     William’s breathing became sporadic. He lowered his gun and grabbed at his chest. “St-Stop it! You monster! I trusted you. I listened to you. I - ”
     “After failing your grandmother, I would certainly think you’d try a little harder to save your grandfather but you didn’t even make a move to save him from the knife that plunged through his lung at the hands of a fourteen year old boy!”
     William collapsed onto one knee as he was overcome with dizziness and severe chest pain. Heather knelt down beside him.
     “Captain,” she called. “Captain!” 
      “As he bled out before you, drowning in his own blood, holding your hand one last time, you cried in the summer heat not understanding how it could have all happened. You cried because the system said you had to with no other options. You made their deaths meaningless, feeding the very system that killed them by becoming a rescuer of it. Countless more will die because of you for that. You don’t kill cancer with bandages. You kill cancer by killing everything…”
     “He is, is a hero!” shouted Seong.
     “You think he is a hero, Lieutenant?” Hernandez mocked. “Look at him. He can’t even stand. He is not a hero. He never will be until he realizes he is trapped within our system, trapped to do its bidding under the few who run it into the ground, trapped behind a veil of hope. Heroes don’t rise in this world. Heroes aren’t born. Heroes are simply products of their own perception.” 
     “I’m going to shoot him,” Vega said to Heather. 
     “No!” Heather cried. “He might kill the colonel if you fire. The captain wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.” 
     William hunched over as his chest continued to tighten. He felt waves of lightheadedness hit him. Drops of rain intermixed with sweat. His eyes began losing their sight, becoming clouded by horrific moments from his past.
     “And now, once again, you are left weak because of this system you swore to protect. Look at what a few words can do to the world’s Lost Hero, the great Hope Giver. You can’t save anyone, Will. I can’t help but notice you are missing a team member,” chuckled Hernandez. “Lose another one did we?”
     Anxiety swept William into its paralyzing grip. “No. N-Not now…” 
     “It seems that the world’s Lost Hero is still just that, lost. You can’t save anyone. Not your grandmother. Not your grandfather. Not your men. Not Samir. And now, not even your best friend…” 
     Hernandez fired his gun; a single shot that rang out louder than any concussion of thunder could. The bullet hit John in the chest. He collapsed instantly and rolled down the boarding stairs to the tarmac where he stayed. William looked up, shaking at the sound of the shot. He watched as John splashed into puddles, turning them red with blood.
     
 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 80: Let Go 
      
     “You are too hopeful of humanity, Will. Hope is not a strategy, it is an excuse!” shouted Hernandez quickly. 
     He swung his gun around and fired into the adjacent construction site through its chain link fence about sixty feet to William’s right. His bullet hit the release valve of a large hydrogen tanker truck at the base of the tower crane, releasing the gas with a loud hiss. He fired another bullet just below the hissing stream. The bullet grazed the metal tank creating a wisp of sparks. The sparks ignited the stream with an orange flame, which found its way into the tankers chamber.
     Hernandez grabbed the object in Hammond’s hand. He released his headlock only to punch her in the jaw, knocking her to the ground. He took off running out across the apron towards the airports runways. William watched as Hernandez sprinted away. 
     “Stop,” he stammered. “Sto - ”
     The tanker truck exploded into a tremendous fireball. The patrol cars closest to it were thrown over. Guardsmen’s uniforms caught fire. The explosion flash boiled rain falling around it into a cloud of steam. William and his team were thrown down by the shockwave. All of Hammond’s plane’s windows blew out, as did the rest of the vehicles in the dissolving semicircle. 
     William fell into a puddle, hitting the back of his head hard. He looked up and saw the boom of the crane moving violently. Within seconds he realized the boom was collapsing as the foundation of the tower crane buckled. He saw it was going to fall in the space between him and the plane. With adrenaline pulling him off the ground, he dashed over to Base Commander Hammond. The metal crane’s foundation snapped and creaked, smashing through the chain-link fence and through the overturned ISAF vehicles. Several guardsmen were pinned below its beams, crushing them. William dove and rolled just as the crane smashed into the tarmac beside him, cracking it. The boom buckled back on itself and landed on Hammond’s small plane, cutting it in half, igniting its fuel into another fireball.   
     William looked through the twisted beams. His team was okay; the impact had missed them by about ten feet. William keeled over once again in pain, panic, and fear. He couldn’t stop seeing his grandfather’s whitening face as life escaped him in the hot New Orleans sun twenty-two years earlier. The heat from the fires brought images of the nuclear blast he agonized through…
     
     “Help me, Lieutenant Emerson! I’m burning up! It burns! Help me…” 
     
     William caught sight of John again through the dispersing steam. He still hadn’t moved. He couldn’t be… Life couldn’t do that. Life couldn’t possibly be that cruel. William pleaded in his head for the sight in front of him to not be true, not to be another waste. John’s blood moved across the tarmac puddles, reaching William’s hands. Once again, they were doused in the blood of those he loved. 
     One of John’s fingers twitched, then another, and another. William began crawling over to him, his legs cramped with anxiety. 
     “John!” he cried. “John please, wake up! Wake up!” 
     John didn’t answer. William dragged himself up to the colonel. Blood was everywhere. An entry wound was just above his heart. 
     “John!” cried William again. “Wake up! Wake up damnit.” 
     “Captain!” 
     William looked back. Hammond was staring at him, clenching her right jawbone. 
     “Captain,” she said, “he’s not dead. He’s not dead. He’s not dead unless you let him be.”
     “Ma’am…” 
     “Don’t let John become just another aching memory of someone you failed. He will die if you do not fight. He will die if you accept this as your own fault as you have so many times in the past. The water in your life has already drowned. The knife has already killed. The bomb has already burned. That cannot be changed; but, the bullet has not yet killed, nor does it ever have to. Hernandez is still out there, running. He is death. He is your retribution to your past. Face him. Fight him. Stop him, for all our sakes!”
     “Ma’am… He, he was right. Look at me… The pain of those memories - ”
     “Your grandfather’s death was not your fault Captain! Your past was not your fault!” Hammond screamed. “It was life!” Hammond pointed out towards the runways. “That man is not life, he is mortal that, unlike life, can in fact be stopped. So do it!” 
     William looked down at John’s blood soaked body…
     
     I saw my grandfather fall into John’s place, on his back dying outside the Superdome, covered in blood. 
     “Poppy no, no, no, not you too,” I said to him, crying. “I’m sorry. This is my fault! My fault! Don’t leave. Don’t leave! I don’t want to be alone. Stay here! Please. Please Poppy. You promised I wouldn’t be alone anymore!”
     My grandfather took my hand, trembling. I remembered his next few words to be his last. But the memory changed. He looked different. He looked alive. Color returned to his cheeks and blood cleared away. A comforting smile swept his face. His hand stopped trembling. I settled in my breathing as I was overcome with peace. 
     My grandfather brushed my puffy cheek, looked me in the eyes, and said, “You’re my grandson, Will. You are never alone. Nothing was your fault. It wasn’t your weakness that killed me; it was just a knife being held by the hands of someone as scared and as innocent as you were.” 
     “But I didn’t even try to stop the boy, Poppy. I didn’t even try.” 
     “What we do in one moment of our lives does not define us, it is what we do after that moment and how we bear the consequences of it, that do. Let your grandmother and I go, Will. You saved us by just giving us the chance to have a child again. Your friend before you, and the world as well, are the moment you must attend to right now so that the consequences of it do not overtake the future you still deserve, of the future we always wanted for you, one in which you do not suffer and do not fear.”
     My grandfather squeezed my hand and wiped away tears from my eyes. 
     “It’s finally time to let me go, Will.”
     I smiled one last time at him. “Okay, Poppy. Okay,” I tearfully nodded. 
     “Now, go,” my grandfather smiled. “Be all that you can. Save all that you can, Captain William Emerson… Captain William Emerson… Captain Emerson…”
      
     “…Captain Emerson!” shouted Hammond, now kneeling beside William, shaking his shoulder. She was putting pressure on John’s wound with her other hand. 
     William suddenly grabbed her hand ferociously. “Where is he?” he demanded zealously. 
     The sudden change in William’s attitude startled Hammond. He was refocused and strong. 
     “Where is he?” William demanded again. 
     “He ran off towards the west. I think he’s heading towards the vertical landing pads. He’s going to try and leave the base.” 
     “No,” William shook his head, “he won’t. Get communications back online. Get a medical team for John.” 
     “They are already on their way.”
     William stood up but Hammond tugged his arm down. 
     “I need what he took back, Captain. I need the flash drive.”
     “What’s on it?” William asked. 
     Hammond scowled and looked over at the raging fires all around. “My mission.” 
     “Do you need him?” 
     “No.”
     “Thought so,” reveled William coldly. He ran towards the last intact ISAF patrol car on his side of the fallen crane and got in it. It was already running. He floored the accelerator and skidded out of the parking space onto the apron and headed west. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 81: Leading the Charge 
     
     “Lewis,” called William over his radio. 
     “Captain, are you alright?” she answered. 
     “Fine. Get me Hernandez’s glass tag. We need to track him.”
     After a second Nancy said, “Got it. According to my readings it is stationary, about fifty feet beyond where he started running.”
     “Damnit... He took it off.”
     William scanned through the car’s waving windshield wipers fighting against sheets of rain. Per the lockdown, no one was out across the airport, so Hernandez would be easy to see in the vast open concrete plain of the apron. The car’s radio began blowing up with chatter. 
     “Armed hostile is moving due west. Subject is Patrick Hernandez. Pursue with extreme caution. We are going to try and cut him off at vertical landing pad five. All units converge, repeat, all units converge.”  
     William was paralleling the terminal, passing its southern facing wing. Hernandez came into view about 400 feet ahead. He was still running, with the caliber of an Olympic sprinter. William pushed the car’s speed up to over one hundred miles per hour. William hoped between the car’s silence, the rain, and Hernandez’s own pounding strides he wouldn’t hear him racing up from behind to run him over. 
     But Hernandez stopped. He turned around and took to one knee, opening fire on William’s car with his P90. William ducked below the dashboard. The windshield shattered. Rain flew in. The hood of the car filled with bullets and shot off flaking paint. William swerved hard to the left, letting the right side of the car take even more bullets, shattering both right side windows. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 82: Facing The Enemy From Within 
     
     Hernandez regained his sprint after watching his pursuing vehicle swerve and skid away. He spotted his escape at a landing pad dead ahead, Phoenix 15. It was a CH-53K King Stallion, one of the largest cargo helicopters in the world. Hernandez only knew the basics of flying but he knew enough to set the autopilot and in a Phoenix that was all one needed. 
     In the distance to his right Hernandez saw flashing lights and heard a multitude of sirens. He tucked Hammond’s flash drive into one of his vest pockets and then checked his ammo count. He still had over half a clip’s worth. In the back of the helicopter through its open cargo bay door Hernandez saw a large rescuer transport vehicle being stowed. 
     He ran up the slippery ramp, squeezed past the bulky white vehicle, and into the empty cockpit. Throwing down his helmet, Hernandez switched on the helicopter’s massive rotors via the cockpit’s touchscreen displays overhead and in front of him. Phoenix 15 came to life. Controls lit up. As they did, Hernandez input coordinates into the autopilot. He disengaged the link to the base’s supercomputer that could be used to remotely stop the aircraft. 
     “Attention Phoenix 15-4, power down immediately. Repeat, power down - ”
     Hernandez switched off the radio. He readied to hit enter on the control panel to engage the autopilot when in the corner of his left eye he caught sight of movement. He looked over his shoulder just in time to see William’s patrol car careen into the helicopter’s front landing gear, tearing off the car’s right front paneling and headlight. The landing gear was torn off, pitching the helicopter down while leaning left. Airflow through the whirring rotor blades allowed them to gain lift, pitching the Phoenix further left, throwing it off balance. The tips of the blades made contact with the tarmac with dramatic releases of orange sparks. The blades broke apart into hundreds of pieces. Fragmenting shards became projectiles across the apron. 
     Losing the imbalanced lift from its disintegrated blades Phoenix 15 righted itself, its airframe pounding back down to rest on the ground. William skidded to a stop, facing the damaged Phoenix. He couldn’t see anybody inside the cockpit. Barely in view from his position, William noticed a large eight-wheeled truck dart out the back of the chopper and veer right, heading due south out towards the airport’s two runways. 
     William threw his car back into drive and drove around the mangled helicopter after the truck. The transport lumbered ahead. It had a flat nose protected by a cage that was covered in LED lights. Over its square cab were more lights and antennas. The windows surrounding its cab were small, as were the windows built around the rescuer holding area in the back. Each side had a ladder to reach the roof and compartments for holding supplies behind roll up doors. 
     Hernandez needed a new means of escape. He spotted the grass-roofed hangers across the runways bordering the base’s southern perimeter. Surely one had to have a plane to commandeer. In the driver’s side mirror he saw William gaining on him. He knew he could not out-run his patrol car. 
     William wasn’t sure if he could but he was going to try and do a pit maneuver on the truck. He caught up to its rear. Hernandez saw him in his driver side mirror again. 
     “Tenacious fool,” he muttered to himself. 
     Hernandez turned the truck hard into William’s car, forcing William to turn away momentarily. William retaliated by swerving back into the truck’s far back left wheel but it had little effect. The airless design of the wheel made it extremely durable and almost unbreakable. Hernandez turned his truck hard to the left, forcing William to turn with him onto the taxiway that led aircraft onto the airport’s north runway. They were now moving due east. William tried to ram the rear of Hernandez’s truck again but it was no use, it was just too heavy.
     William eased off the accelerator. Across the runways, over by the section’s southern hangars he saw something that gave him an idea. He called DJ over his radio.
     “Pate, you copy?” 
     “I copy, Captain!” 
     “I need your help and you’re probably going to need a copilot so bring someone along.”
     “Copilot, sir?” 
     “I know you like to fly, so I’m giving you the chance to… sort of. But you need to act fast. Hernandez is all over the place, and what I’m about to tell you may be the only sure way of stopping him.”  
     Ahead Hernandez saw Phoenix 27 making its way west towards them on the taxiway. The plane was a modified A380 that carried hydrogen fuel for other UNIRO aircraft for long duration missions over rescue zones. But, as it was today, it could also carry traditional jet fuel. Originally built to be manned, it had been modified to be completely autonomous, so it had no windows, just a polished smooth white fuselage all the way around. 
     Hernandez lined his truck up with the approaching plane so that he could drive under the plane’s right wing between its engine and fuselage. He was going to finish William here. Hernandez slowed so that he matched William’s patrol car’s speed. Once he did, he rammed hard into it. Metal screeched and grinded. Sparks burst through the rain.
     William tried to pull away, but he couldn’t, his car became hooked onto the truck. He realized Hernandez’s intention. Hernandez was going to smash his car into the approaching plane’s engine. He slammed on the brakes. The tires screeched and smoked. Nothing happened. William was being dragged. 
     Hernandez floored the truck’s accelerator. They were 800 feet away from the plane. William looked up at the truck and saw its side ladder. He grabbed his P90 and unbuckled his seatbelt. William climbed up and out of the car through its broken windshield. He balanced himself against the car and the truck. They were moving at least fifty miles per hour. William grabbed onto the truck’s side ladder and lifted himself completely off his patrol car. He didn’t know if Hernandez even saw him get out through the truck’s small driver side window. He climbed up the ladder but slipped. Hanging on with one hand, he looked left. Phoenix 27 dawned just ahead; its four huge engines sucking in misty air. William regained his footing and double stepped up the ladder and tossed himself onto the roof of the truck. Hernandez heard his clunk. 
     “No…” Hernandez mumbled. 
     The sound of the engines sucking in air became deafening. William felt the raindrops on his skin stop. The massive wing of the plane swept over top of him, as he lay flat on his back on the roof with his feet towards the cab. His patrol car broke free from Hernandez’s truck as it was crushed into the Phoenix’s engine. The roof of the patrol car was sheered off and sucked up into the engine, destroying its intake fan and sending shrapnel deep inside the turbine. 
     Hernandez cleared the plane’s tail as the engine exploded. William rolled onto his belly to see. The explosion spread into the wing above, igniting the fully fueled wing tanks. The entire wing blasted apart in fire. Debris pierced the main fuselage of the tanker and its interior fuel bladders. These exploded all at once, releasing an enormous detonation that formed an instantaneous condensation dome around its shockwave. It reverberated out across the airport, hitting William like a wall, nearly pushing him off the roof of the truck. Every window in the truck shattered. 
     With his ears still ringing, William composed himself. He swung around and crawled over the cab looking for his P90. It was gone.  
     “Get ready Pate, here we come!” he shouted over his radio. 
     William grabbed the top lip of the windshield and looked down. He saw the glass was gone. He threw his legs out over the front of the cab and swung them back in, pounding his boots into Hernandez’s chest. It caught Hernandez by surprise who gasped for breath from the hit. William kicked the chief down over into the middle seat. William quickly took his place at the wheel and turned the truck south into the adjacent runway. They sped across it only to come to the base’s second runway. 
     Hernandez drew his handgun but William grabbed his arm and knocked it down against the dashboard, dislodging the gun from his hand, sending it flying out the broken windshield. Hernandez drew his knife instead. He plunged it towards William’s right arm, striking through his uniform and into his skin. William didn’t even feel it though he was on so much adrenaline. He took his left hand off the steering wheel and grabbed Hernandez’s knife, driving it up into the ceiling of the cab. Hernandez picked his right leg up and kicked William in the face so hard a tooth came out. William fell against the driver side door, giving Hernandez the chance to get back up and try and take control of the truck. 
     He took his knife out of the ceiling and held it at William’s throat, slowly pressing it against his skin. 
     “Did she tell you to kill me?” he asked bluntly. “Did she?!” 
     “I don’t need Hammond to tell me to do that,” William scowled. 
     “Ha,” Hernandez laughed. “I would think she’d do it herself.” 
     “I trusted you as a friend. You used me. You used our friendship to distance me from Hammond, and even John! You tried to turn me against everyone!”
     “Hammond doesn’t care about you! All she cares about is finishing her mission of individualistic retribution,” Hernandez said through his teeth. “She is just a selfish old woman, who does not care for this world or for the many in it. All she seeks is for someway to have her own failures be forgiven while hiding the true reason for those failures.” 
     “W-What, what are you talking about?” William choked. “What is she hiding?” 
     Hernandez smiled. “History, in more ways then you know, belongs to Terra Nova. She knows this history, this secret; a secret about what this place really is…” 
     “What s-secret?” stuttered William. 
     “A secret that, should the world discover, would bring UNIRO down, and with it, her last chance for retribution.”
     “You’re lying,” said William, beginning to feel the knife slice into his skin. 
     “Hm. I wouldn’t expect a feeble mind such as yours to understand the bigger picture here. You are weak, Will. Your search for stability blinds you, just as it blinds this world. Civilization will trust anyone who comes along and promises greatness, even if they are monsters.”
     “No one w-will trust Terra Nova!” 
     “Who said anything about the world trusting Terra Nova?” Hernandez grinned. “You see, I don’t serve the monsters blindly, you do!” 
     Hernandez began moving his arm back to cut William’s throat but William kneed him in the stomach. Hernandez dropped the knife. He viciously grabbed Hernandez’s scalp and started repeatedly smashing his head against the dashboard. Blow after blow cracked the dashboard’s various monitors, cutting Hernandez’s head. William grabbed the wheel again with his left hand and took the truck out of the second runway and began heading over to the airports southern hangars. 
     “We’re in position, Captain!” DJ called over the radio. 
     William tried to answer, but Hernandez, now bleeding profusely from his head, tackled him, pushing him out through the driver side door. William held on to the doorframe with his right hand and the inner door handle with his left. His boots were dragging across the tarmac. 
     Hernandez kicked William’s left elbow, breaking it. William screamed in pain despite the adrenaline. 
     “How appropriate! Your grandparents were in the exact same position as you, with death so clearly ahead of them!” Hernandez shouted, looking down at William, retaking control of the vehicle. 
     “Maybe you should look and see what’s clearly ahead of you!” William shouted back. 
     Hernandez looked up to see the horizontal stabilizer of a Phoenix aircraft. He swerved hard to the left. The stabilizer tore through the roof of the cab, just missing Hernandez. It continued back through the length of the truck, decapitating the truck’s entire roof. The roof pillars of the cab, now twisted, held up nothing, letting the driving rain pour in.
     With his good arm William lifted himself up and bit Hernandez’s left thigh, breaking deep into his skin. Hernandez shouted in agony. As this was happening, the truck found its way in between two grass-roofed hangars. Through his pain, Hernandez looked around for his knife. William crawled his way back into the cab to where he could rest his feet on the runningboard. He punched Hernandez as hard as he could in the left temple with his right arm. William reached out of the truck with his good arm and grabbed a fire extinguisher just behind the doorframe. He pulled the pin and sprayed Hernandez with the extinguisher’s fine white powder, clogging his eyes, nose, and mouth. William then hit him over the head with it, knocking him to the seat. Hernandez was not unconscious, but he was severely dazed.  
     William shoved his groaning body over and took the wheel. He turned the vehicle right, running along the back of a hangar. William put his foot on the brake to slow down but nothing happened.
     “Crap,” he mumbled. He pressed the pedal again. The truck stayed at the same speed. “Pate,” panted William, “you copy?” 
     “Copy, sir. You coming?” 
     “I’m coming to you. There’s no going back now. My brakes are out.”
     “Copy, Captain. Are you sure about this, sir? Have you thought about how you’re going to get out?” 
     “No, but, hopefully very carefully.”
     Hernandez coughed some powder out of his throat. His daze cleared. On the floorboard Hernandez saw his knife protruding out of some debris. He silently grabbed it, squeezed it, then shot up in a cloud of powder and tried to savagely stab William. A bump in the pavement made Hernandez miss his mark of William’s abdomen though, instead making him stab William’s right shoulder just over his collarbone. Blood squirted out. Hernandez left the knife in and then punched William, kicking his head back to the corner of the cab. 
     Hernandez moved back over the soaked seats to the wheel. William opened his eyes to see the unbuckled seatbelt fluttering in the breeze of the open door. With an animal like groan William ripped the knife out of his shoulder, cut the seatbelt just above the clip, and threw the knife out the door. He elbowed Hernandez in the head with his right arm, giving him the quick opportunity he needed to extend and thread the belt through a series of zip tie handcuffs on Hernandez’s vest. William pulled the belt further and looped it through the steering wheel. He wrapped it around the wheel several times and tied it off. 
     William felt around Hernandez’s vest. He opened one of the pockets and found the flash drive Hammond desired. The truck passed hangar number seven. William was waiting for them to pass in between hangars eight and nine. They were a hundred feet from this location. 
     “Pate,” William radioed. “We’re almost there. Just a few more seconds!” 
     Hernandez grabbed the hand William was holding the flash drive with. Blood was dripping from his mouth, soaking into the fire extinguisher powder on his face. 
     “Change is now destined. No matter what happens after today, Terra Nova will win. It’s only a matter of time,” Hernandez warned. “We’ve made our first cut to society’s few… just the first of many. It’s their turn to bleed, their turn to be afraid…” 
     “No one is going to be afraid after today,” William said ardently, “least of all, me.” 
     The end of hangar eight was just feet away. They were moving at forty miles per hour. William removed his foot from the accelerator, and his hand from Hernandez’s grasp. 
     “Now, Pate! Now!”
     William jumped from the moving vehicle and rolled across the pavement, landing on his broken arm. 
     Hernandez lunged after him but was held back by the seatbelt wrapped around the wheel and through the zip ties on his vest. The zip ties tightened with the strain. It was too late by the time Hernandez realized his entrapment. He heard the thundering of jet engines. He looked over the dashboard to his right as the truck came out from behind hangar eight into the day’s first true sunlight. Phoenix 17, an Antonov An-124-102 four engine cargo aircraft, second largest by volume in UNIRO’s fleet, stood waiting, its tail pointing due south. 
     ...
     “He’s behind us, man!” cried Simba, in the co-pilot’s seat. 
     “Have a nice flight, bitch,” smiled DJ, throwing the plane’s four 51,000 pound thrust capable engines to full throttle.
     ...
     Hernandez shielded his face with his arms. The truck entered through the first engine’s jet blast, exposing it to a hot stream of air moving at well over a hundred miles per hour, even at fifty feet behind the plane. The truck shuddered violently. Its antennas were ripped off. Loose debris was stripped away. Rushing hot air got under the large truck and lifted it clear off the ground, flipping it in midair at a height of twenty feet. 
     William managed to watch the truck crash back into the ground cab first, crushing it. The jet blast continued to push what was left of the vehicle for another thirty feet or so until it came to rest against another plane’s fuselage. 
     As adrenaline faded, the pain across William’s body increased. He couldn’t move his broken arm. He tasted blood in his mouth, so he spat. More than enough came out. He put pressure on his stab wound. Sirens and flashing lights approached from the east. William turned on his back to see dozens of ISAF vehicles speeding towards him. He raised his right arm to show his position. The rain had finally stopped. 
     An ambulance drove up next to William. Heather appeared over him, as did Hammond with additional medics. Overhead, an ISAF helicopter flew by with that sound, the sound that had followed William throughout his life. Thump, thump, thump, thump. 
     “John…” William murmured. “How’s John… Where…”
     “Easy, Captain,” calmed Heather. “Your in a bad way. Just stay still. John is still alive. He’s still alive,” she smiled. 
     Hammond leaned down into William’s ear and whispered, “Do you have it?” 
     William glared up at her. “Destroyed,” he groaned, subtly hiding the drive in one of his pants pockets. “Destroyed.” 
     Hammond stood up, looking over at the mangled truck. At least twenty guardsmen were already circling it, their guns aimed at the cab. She sighed. 
     William felt himself being moved onto a stretcher. The world lost its sounds. His eyelids grew heavier and heavier with the tugging of exhaustion. Medics were checking his vitals. One was taking blood pressure. Another was holding his stab wound, putting gauze over it. Heather was wiping his face with disinfecting wipes and water. He felt someone grab his hand and gently squeeze it. William looked down his body to see who it was. He saw his grandfather, then, with a smile on his face, he passed out. 
     
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 83: We’ll Rebuild 
     
     William awoke to his team surrounding him in his hospital room. Jake and Nancy were there as well. 
     “Captain,” said Seong. “Captain.”
     “Lieu… Lieutenant,” William mumbled. He had a bruise on his swollen face the size of a tennis ball. 
     “How you feeling, Bossman?” Simba asked.  
     “I don’t feel anything,” said William, looking over his body. “Is that bad?” 
     “No,” laughed Heather. “Those are the pain killers, Captain. Be glad you can’t feel anything. You took quite a beating. You have a broken left elbow, a cracked rib, you’re missing a molar, and you lost a fair bit of blood. Fifty-seven cumulative stitches took care of that. Compared to you though, Hernandez got it way worse.”
     “He’s alive?” asked William. “What happened to him?” 
     “He is still alive… barely,” said Vega. “He is in the ICU. The crash broke over half the bones in his body they say.” 
     “How long was I out?” William groaned.
     “Just over a day. It’s Saturday,” Vinny informed. “Hurry and get better so we can have a weekend. We got training again on Monday!” 
     Everyone chuckled. 
     “You did it, Captain,” phrased Mario. “You stopped Hernandez from taking over this base. You stopped Terra Nova.”
     “My brother thanks you, sir. I thank you,” bowed Sergey.
     “Yeah,” agreed Paul. “And, an attack never came. Terra Nova was blowing smoke.”
     “The US and Russian navies have secured St. Lawrence; the world leaders are safe and returning to their home countries,” said Jake. “The feds are here now though. FBI and Homeland Security. They are taking Hernandez once he his healthy enough to move. I don’t think they trust ISAF anymore… or UNIRO.” 
     “That trust will have to be rebuilt,” said William, looking at Jake. “And it will. We’ll rebuild it, together.” 
     “Yes, we will,” smiled Jake, holding Nancy’s hand. 
     “Where is John?” William asked hesitantly. 
     “He is currently in surgery,” said Nancy. “His second surgery… The bullet just missed his heart.” 
     “I need to see him,” William moaned, trying to sit up. “I need to see him.” 
     His left arm was is in sling. He removed IV’s from his good arm with his mouth. Heather tried to stop him but Vega stopped her.
     “Capt - ”
     “Let him go,” she said softly. 
     William groaned as he stepped off the bed. DJ and Heather helped him catch his balance but he waved them away.
     “I’m okay, I’m okay…”  
     As William reached the door to the hospital room he said wholeheartedly, without turning around, “Thank you all. I didn’t save the base or stop Hernandez, we did.”
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 84: Our Sins Will Continue 
     
     Hammond watched through the glass window of the operating room’s adjacent observation area. She was alone. Doctors surrounded Colonel Morrison. She watched the electronic monitor that was displaying John’s heart rate. The room was soaked in gentle blue light. Through large screens above the room’s windows she could see the live feed from a miniature camera mounted on the end of a robotic arm that was maneuvering it’s way around John’s heart with unshakable grace. It was nearing the remains of the bullet.
     A commotion at the observation room’s door made her walk over to it. She opened it to find William outside. The ISAF guardsmen who had been assigned to watch over Hammond were not letting William enter. 
     “Stand down Guardsmen,” she ordered. “It is okay. Let him in. He deserves to see.” 
     The two guardsmen stepped aside. Hammond held the door open for William, letting him go in first. William hobbled over to the window, putting his right hand on the glass. 
     “I didn’t expect you to be up and about so quickly, Captain,” said Hammond, walking past William to where she had originally been standing, “especially after what you did yesterday. You’re fortunate you’re not in there with John.” 
     “Is he going to be alright, ma’am?” William asked with an uncaring tone for anything else.
     “They think so. This operation should remove the last of the bullet. It lodged itself several centimeters right of his aortic arch. He is very lucky.” 
     “Is he?” said William cynically. 
     “Yes,” said Hammond. “We all are, thanks to you, Captain.”
     After a long awkward pause Hammond sighed. She looked down at the floor. She held her hands behind her back. 
     “Listen, Captain,” she said, “I… I know our relationship has been… difficult, since you came here. There has certainly been tension; this is no secret. But, I hope, moving forward from today we can begin to remedy that tension and work together. We live in times that cannot afford tension amongst allies.” 
     “Is that what we are now ma’am, allies?” grimaced William. “You know far more than you pretend. Hernandez certainly believed so. He made that pretty clear in the cab of that truck yesterday.”
     “You’re going to trust the word of the man who nearly killed your best friend?” Hammond asked.
     William shook his head. “I don’t know who to trust anymore ma’am, least of all you. Whatever it is you’re hiding, it won’t stay hidden for much longer. The entire world’s attention has now turned to UNIRO, this base, and you. Questions will be asked and answers will be wanted. Are you prepared to give those answers?”
     “The world cannot know the truth. If it does, then we will lose.” 
     “What will we lose?”
     “UNIRO, Captain. We’ll lose UNIRO. I, will lose UNIRO,” Hammond whispered angrily. “I will die first before this organization is taken from me. It has come too far to fall. It is all that is left to redeem this world, to redeem me. I think you of all people can understand that, Captain.”
      “My God… Hernandez was right…” 
     Hammond looked at William with an ominous glare. “Sometimes to fight darkness,” she said, “you must search from within it. Despite whatever Hernandez told you, and whatever you think of me, you must know we are on the same side. Whatever I do is for the good of this organization. That is what I fight for. That is all that matters. UNIRO, as the world knows it, must not fall.”
     “What you did, what you hide, could still cost John his life,” said William. “If we can’t win with transparency then we are no better than Terra Nova.” 
     “They don’t care how they win, so neither should we. For all the nonsense they preach Terra Nova is right about one thing, current government is complacent. Those that ultimately control this place sit on their asses, debating endlessly while the world rips itself apart. We don’t have any more time to waste. It is time we fight Terra Nova with its own rules.”
      “Terra Nova is on the run after yesterday. We stopped them in the light, not the shadows, for the entire world to see.” 
     Hammond chuckled. “You think what happened yesterday will stop them? They will be back soon. They will not rest till the old world they hate is razed to the ground as a pile of ashes. That is why we must do everything we can, now.” 
     “But at what cost, ma’am? I used to think like you, complete the mission at all cost. I let good men die with that reasoning of recklessness. They were sacrificed in vain because of my selfish desire to amend for my past, my failures. How many are you willing to sacrifice in vain, ma’am?”
     Hammond slowly looked up at William. Half her face was in shadow, the other half tinted blue. Crossing her arms, she began to slowly walk towards the door. 
     “To win this fight,” she whispered, “as many as it takes.” 
     
 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The time to rise and stand for our future is now. There are those who wish to silence our progress, ignore our issues, and think only for themselves. But our challenges cannot wait, and we face a great many of them, none of which are impossible to tackle. With science, facts, unity, and hope, the human race can save itself. I have no doubt. The future awaits our present. What will you choose to do? 
 
      
 
    Be a part of the movement to save our world. Find out more at:  
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/changecanstartwithone/ 
 
      
 
    Or at: 
 
      
 
    https://www.theendofthebeginning.info   
 
      
 
      
 
    This is only the end of the beginning… 
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    My name is Zachary Eichholz. I have a Bachelor’s of Science in Sustainability Studies and I’m currently pursuing a Master’s degree in Interdisciplinary Sciences. With them, I intend to save the world. When I’m not writing or going to class, it’s a sure bet you can find me watching a movie, playing tennis, or driving to see a rocket launch.        The End of the Beginning is my first novel. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tragedy. Death. Loss. That is all retired U.S. Air Force pararescuer Captain William Emerson has ever known. Both nature and man have controlled his life, and taken all he thought he was. Reduced to a shattered shell, William is ready to end it all when, after years of isolation, he is unexpectedly approached with a chance to begin anew. With Earth’s ecological systems nearing collapse, society finds within itself one final gamble to find its hope for a better future in the form of a new United Nations organization, called UNIRO, designed to rescue and rehabilitate the planet and its people. Swept back into the business of saving others under this new organization, William must first learn how to save himself in a new position that sees him struggle to become a leader again. As he trains and rebuilds his life within UNIRO, he finds strength through friendship, inspiration, and sheer human will, realizing he is not alone on his endeavors of recovery. 
 
    But UNIRO is not the only organization preparing to fight for change. A new sect of terrorist, formed from the inaction and corruption of an unjust system that serves only the powerful few, rises from the shadows of desperation and take matters of change into their own genocidal hands. Attack after attack begins to challenge the budding UNIRO and brings the planet closer to the brink. William is thrown back into chaos as suspicions of allegiances arise from within his own ranks and terror finds its way into the very heart of civilization’s final hope for survival. 
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