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Prologue This World Is Truly a Hell
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Two years since the initial assault on our US borders on both the east and west coasts from Russian and Chinese forces, engineering specialists provided by Black Eagle have continued to rebuild. Debris removed and replaced with high-rises allowed the continuing of jobs to return back to their offices, stabilizing the economy. Today, Americans from around the region remember what was lost, and the sacrifices made, and many are paying homage to the relatives and friends that were lost.

Samantha Harris prepared scrambled eggs for her husband. Cracked them flawlessly, poured the milk in, and whisked, careful not to spill any out of her glass bowl. Her frying pan heated with butter slowly melted all over the surface. Just the finest butter for her husband, and only the finest eggs. The bacon sizzled on another pan. Brown and wavy, on its way to crispy, smelling savory on this fine morning. The sun was just rising through the windows, white curtains pulled back.

“Well, that smells heavenly.” Michael walked right through the door, closing it behind him with his beaming smile, she loved his smile. The most beautiful thing about it wasn’t his perfect teeth, or that carefully trimmed beard, but that it was genuine. He was genuinely happy to smell the food, regardless of who was cooking it, but she knew, above all else, her husband was pleased to see her. And as usual, even with all the horrible things in the world, that was something that made her feel warm and fuzzy inside, like little birds were flapping around inside her chest.

He turned on the coffee pot to prepare a few cups of pour-over coffee—none of that industrialized nonsense. Coffee these days was almost impossible to find, especially in the supermarkets. The war with Russia and China made things very difficult for shipping coffee internationally, however, in their little community, there were a few greenhouses with coffee plants, and produced no small amount. However, still due to basic economics, the price for coffee in these greenhouses were higher than the supermarkets when they were stocked. This was often the last resort for most people to make a decent cup of coffee. All things considered; she was happy they had that much.

Samantha swirled the now fully melted butter this way and that inside the scorching iron bowl; it ran down the edges like waves on the shore, simmering and spitting.

A vibrant squealing tire sounded from across the street, scratching at the innards of her ears, and it was all too familiar.

A large Humvee was right in front of her. A whistle in the air. A sonic boom pushed her to the ground. Warm blood trickled down her palms; glass shards sliced into her. Another sonic boom brushed her hair with warm air. The jagged metal that was part of the Humvee’s door crashed around her, and crimson water dripping down her face.

“Get down!” Canine cried out, pushing her into a ditch, laying atop her. Canine, in that fair face, turned her head briefly, her muscles tensing up, ready to move. “Get up! It’s do or die!”

Canine pulled Sam up from the ground. Sam heard gunfire roaring overhead, and the screeching tires chasing them, and watched as the vehicles nearly flipped themselves over the rubble of what used to be Massachusetts. But the rubble, broken glass, and shattered wood made it all but recognizable.

“Sergeant! RPG!”

“GET DOWN!”

Her grasp slipped, and she flipped the frying pan over the stove, eggs sputtering all over the sizzling bacon, and the rest of the counter.

Her body froze, her eyes rattling inside her head, and her body gave, caving onto the floor, screaming. Her legs pushed her away from the stove hastily underneath cover, and yet, still dirt debris splashed all over her face.

The flames cackled, roaring, and sputtering underneath the rage of blown up vehicles, piping hot metal, and shattered glass, carving at her face. Her own blood painted her face, and the crimson water was boiling hot.

A noise, muffled.

“Get it away from me!” she cried, bringing her hands over her ears, looking straight forward. “Get it away!”

“SAM!” she turned, and looking into her face, was that red head, that beautiful redhead with freckles.

“Erin! Get me out of here! Get me out! I’m scared!”

A hand firmly grabbed her shoulder.

“SAM!” A firm tone called her name. Her hands jolted right in front of her, feeling warm tears down her face, and she was looking right at Michael, not in a flaming rubble, but here she was, holding herself firmly in the fetal position, underneath the table. Cover. It’s safe. It’s safe here, under the table. Nothing can hurt here.

Except on that night when it all happened, the kitchen table was the first to go, shattered. It wasn’t the only thing that shattered that night.

“SAM!” Michael’s soft hand caressed hers, grasping it firmly, yet with a soft embrace. Real and warm, it was. Not hot. Not like that night when even the touch of snowflakes was boiling. He gently grabbed her wrist, pulling her out from the table.

The strength of her legs returned, now standing, she stumbled into him; his arms wrapping around her shoulders, hugging her tightly, firmly, and yet, in the way that only he could, softly. His breath matched hers, unable to see anything but the flames, but she felt the warm, stiff brush of his rustic beard, scratching her neck. “It’s a flashback. It’s a flashback. It isn’t real. Breathe with me.”

The warmth of the kitchen surrounded her, penetrating flames, slowly dying out, but the exploding debris continued, the dirt, iron hot on her bare legs. She inhaled. And the scent of the bacon reached her nose. She exhaled. Again. And again. And again!

“Tell me what you see,” tenderly he spoke.

Her head moved back and forth, looking at her kitchen, and the sun shining from outside. She saw the stove, the pans on the ground, bacon, and uncooked eggs over the floor. The stove was off. No flames rising from it, no smoke. “I see, I see the stove. It’s off. The pans and breakfast are on the floor. “Oh, Michael, I’m so sorry!”

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “I don’t care about the brunch. I care about you.”

She took several deeper breaths before turning her gaze to the paper towels. “I have to clean that up.” Now she understood, why Ted Anderson worked so much. Keeps the mind busy. Must stay busy.

She broke from his embrace and clumsily walked over to grab the paper towels. Michael’s hand touched her wrist gingerly, and without any sudden movements. She looked back to him. “Let go, Michael, I have to clean this up. I’ll make a new breakfast.”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she answered, turning back to the towel, and pulled some of the soft fabric off the sanded brown roll.

“Are you okay?” He repeated.

“Yes, I said I’m fine,” she said, and knelt to pull the pans off the floor, walking them carefully to the sink. She turned around with the paper towels, and Michael was right in front of her, frowning. His eyes were glazed over; he was crying. Why are you crying? Is brunch really that important to you? I said I was going to make more.

“Are you okay?” he repeated himself a third time.

A third time. Why does he keep asking? She didn’t know, but she knew one thing. She felt a large hole in the center of her chest. She looked down, seeing that there was no such hole in her chest, but her hand touched it to ensure her brain wasn’t fooling her. And then it hit her, the hole grew heavier. She felt a lump growing inside, and she looked to him again, eyes laser focused into his, daring and discerning gaze. Again, she found it hard to breathe, the windpipes in her throat tightening up.

“No, I’m not,” she answered, and she felt warm tears falling down her face. “I’m not okay, Michael, I’m not!” He slowly approached her. “These flashbacks always come. They’re there when I’m awake. They’re there when I’m asleep. They’re there when you’re away. I keep seeing things, and the one thing that haunts me the most, is the trigger I pulled.”

“Sam, you didn’t kill anyone,” he replied, hugging her tightly. “You saved someone. You saved me.”

“But was it the right thing to do? I see his face as clear and vivid as I see yours, and there are times when I’m looking at you, and I see his face, and whenever I see his face, I feel the urge to clean my blood-soaked arms when there’s nothing to clean!”

She wept into him, dropping her paper towels on the floor.

“I know. I know,” he said.

“Do you think, what I’m seeing, what I’m going through was what Ted was going through?”

“I’m afraid he’s no longer with us to answer that, Sam. You know that,” he answered. “But he gave us a chance at life now, and he’d want us to live the best lives we can.”

Ted. Even after all this time, you and I are seeing the very same thing. I can see it now. Truly, this world is the Hell we’ve made. We made this Hell, we chose it willingly, and after we’ve chosen it, there’s no hope to fix it.
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Chapter 1 Touchdown
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Anonymous reports suggest the Russian Navy is removing its shipyards.

We don’t know why Russia is moving toward the west, but the Eastern Front seems a likely vantage point for them if hostilities grow. The ships appear to be mostly carriers, with some destroyers. Among these carriers, there are a number of super carriers, the likes of which dwarf our USS Carl Vinson. At this time, we don’t know what kind of equipment is on these vessels, Secretary of Defense Brown reports.

Ted Anderson, the man with an unknown past best left buried. Jennifer knew this as she watched him, finger hastily tapping on her arm as she waited for him to finish making himself at least somewhat presentable. After much fuss, he was finally—himself, if that was the appropriate word for such a man. He at last had his jacket and some pressed khakis and donned his gloves. Typical. She knew much more of him after speaking to him over the last several months.

To bring up the past only brings pain to him. She knew that all too well, but she didn’t even need to bring it up. His nightmares did that, and he came running to her, calling to her when they do. She’s the first person he speaks to. The only person really. He had to be treated with the care he never knew, to overbalance the amount of instability that was forced into his past, instability he didn’t ask for nor wanted.

But the reason Ted was in her Seaport apartment today, was because Michael’s brother was coming into town. Flying in from deployment from overseas, or so that’s what Michael told her. They would be picking them up by Michael and Samantha shortly, to go greet his brother at the airport. She previously arranged for Ted to be here for that very purpose. But of course, whenever it would be a bad day for Ted, it would be a good day for Jennifer. And like so, she noted especially, she was having a particularly good day.

Ted carefully put a hat on his head, while Jennifer tied up her hair wrapping it in a black scrunchy. She looked at him closely, still trying to piece together all his little intricacies. After all, he was a very complex person with multiple layers that she knew even he wasn’t aware of. She noticed his hand trembled as he hastily retracted it into his pocket.

“Tedward,” she walked over to him briskly, clasped his trembling hand with hers and pulled it out of his pocket. She gazed down at him as he tilted his head up. No smile upon his face, for which she was exceedingly thankful, for this meant he did not feel the need to lie to her. She was grateful for that. Truly. That alone was progress. “What’s wrong?”

“What is—what is the name of the man we’re picking up?” he asked.

“Jeff Clemens, I think,” she said. “He’s Michael’s older brother. By a lot, I hear. Nearly fifteen years or so.”

“That name sounds too familiar,” he said. “What does he do?”

“Army. Like you,” she said. “Tedward, I understand if you don’t want to come. You can just hang out in my apartment until I get back. Would you like that?”

Tedward appeared to be deep in thought, his eyes watering ever so slightly as he blankly stared at her blue fall dress. She knew enough not to interrupt him during these moments. Whenever he did this, he was considering all possibilities which laid before him. Carefully thinking. Taking into account all possible consequences of his actions to come. What would happen if he came? How many different scenarios could he piece together? To him, maybe it seemed safer for him to not do anything. But what about the possibilities down the road? A week from now, a month, and so on. Of course, Jennifer only speculated this.

Jennifer squeezed his hand tighter, waiting for him to finish. He exhaled heavily before returning his attention to her. He wiped the tears away with his fists. “I think, it is best that I come.”

“Okay.” She nodded.

Her phone rang. It must be Sam. Outside already, but we’ve just decided Ted would come. Dear Tedward, my sweet Tedward, why do I feel filled with a certain kind of dread? “Hello.”

“I’m outside. Is Ted coming?” Sam replied on the other end.

“Yes,” she answered. “We’ll be right out.”

Jennifer led Ted by the hand. She covered her eyes as the sun shone into them but noticed that Ted bothered not to shield himself from the harmful rays.

She found Michael’s SUV was in the parking lot.

Sam rolled down her window, “Hey, you two, come on, we don’t want to be late. Michael already has lunch reservations!”

Jennifer sighed, sighing with Ted following behind her, trying to prepare herself for whatever manner of dread was to follow. “Hi!” she said, drawing out her friendly greeting; she glanced back over to Ted, she saw his hands shaking to adjust his seatbelt before it finally clicked locked. Just another layer to unravel, dear Tedward. I have my reservations about this. Is this, okay?

“Hey, man, how’s it going?” Michael turned to his seat to offer a hand to him.

Ted’s lips stretched into a fake smile, even if they all knew it wasn’t real. “I’m doing well, Michael, and yourself?”

“Great! I’m excited to see my brother for the first time in a while. Military type. I’m sure you understand.”

Ted chuckled, “that I do.”

Careful Michael. Be careful of the words you say, we don’t want to start all over again, Jennifer thought.

Jeff Clemens looked out the window as the plane landed. Restlessly, his eyes scanned the ground level of all the personnel, the equipment, and of course, the open doors. There were many open doors. TSA will have fit over that. He sighed, waiting for the plane to dock. The lights flickered on, and he stood to remove his carry-on from the overhead bin.

The hallway out into the airport was gray, boring, and unsurprising, the way he preferred it; honestly, didn’t want any surprises. Exiting the terminal, and into the airport, he checked his corners, looking swiftly to the left and to the right. Carefully watching people and all their activities as he walked down the escalators, and into the baggage claim. Military personnel stood upright by the baggage carousel: heads jerked left and right as they checked each corner they passed, just like his does. Every corner must be checked, and every stone turned. Never know when a suicide bomber might come in and blow everything to shit. Especially with those open doors.

He stood out by pickup, his luggage on the ground. He held a piece of paper as he read the address of the hotel he would be staying at for a few weeks before he redeployed written upon it. Folding the piece of paper, he forced it to retreat into his wallet. He peered to the overhead pass, hearing the number of vehicles honking their horns. It was nice and chilly here, made up for the balm and sweat on the cursed plane with other military corps returning to their loved ones. Those troops really know how to perspire on a plane.

Bored, he cracked his fingers with his thumbs on each hand, feeling the strain on his fingers. It reminded him of the single-most irrefutable fact—he is getting too old for this shit, in his late thirties. He was already beginning to feel it, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t in great physical condition. After all, he had to be to continue fighting for Black Eagle.

Much plagued his mind, thinking ahead of himself, the news, which was never good these days. Hell, it was never great to begin with, everyone lying by omission, no one knew what fact or fiction was anymore. He stopped listening because it was the same day after day, just a different player on the field as global lines crossed from between nations, and last minute alliances were made. Although he stopped listening to the news, he could never escape it. His colleagues always made a point to remind him by sending him unwanted emails. War loomed over his notifications everywhere, reminding him he wanted to get out, but of course, getting out with a pension was ideal. Only three years left. And he was done. Forever, and hopefully to escape forever the chains that bound him, the orders he followed which led everyone he fought with to a certain Hell. His hands weren’t clean either. His hands weren’t clean. They never will be. He knew this, accepted it as part of his history, should the world find out about everything he’s done, the general populace will march right on beacon hill, calling for him to be hanged.

His vision barreled down his.50 cal, aimed down the desert plains. Soldiers around the vicinity of Area 51 pushed themselves further into the collapsed building, tripping over dead carcasses of other soldiers, trying to finalize the execution of Task Force Seven for their collaboration with Germany to overthrow the US government. A single man, swiftly dispatching soldier’s left and right, sweat beading down his face, and dripping on his blood-stained uniform. The man he recognized as Ghost, arguably the most dangerous person who ever walked this earth.

Ghost, lit up by blue veins, struck, shot, and stabbed, until even the vehicles were nothing more than skeletons of their former selves. Ghost entered his sights, and finally stopped moving. Jeff took a deep breath, exhaled, and squeezed the trigger. The recoil pushed against his shoulder as the bullet left the barrel, bearing down on its target. The bullet struck Ghost in the chest, pushing him back a step, and blood sprayed out his back still drooling out of him like molasses from a strainer. The blue veins all over Ghost’s body faded, but the body still stood defiant.

Ghost, of course, had the audacity to place his hand over his chest as he glared directly at him. He saw those words form on those accursed lips; that traitorous bastard recited the Pledge of Allegiance.

The bomb’s dropped, and the corpses were scattered. Smoke encapsulated the top of Area 51, and flames rose from the ground. When the dust settled, before he could confirm if Ghost was truly dead, his radio coughed: “Exit the vicinity now,” Malcolm called. “Area 51 is about to go nuclear, evacuate now!”

Shit!

Jeff turned his back on the carnage, running away from the devil, and the bodies left behind. It wasn’t long until he was picked up and transported safely away by another Humvee before an even larger explosion shook the ground, gas pumping out of the earth like an erupting volcano and casting nuclear ash across the skies. It poisoned the air, and anyone within ten kilometers had their life cut drastically short.

And to think, we’ve managed only two years after achieving world peace. Funny how fragile it can be.

Jeff bit his lip, gazing over to the many people getting picked up by other passenger vehicles, and others jumping into larger shuttles, driving off to go rent a car. He patiently waited for his brother Michael to pick him up. Considering the exorbitant costs involved with achieving peace, it was a worthy price tag. That transaction, the lives spent, the funerals, it was all worth the cost. And there shouldn’t be anything stopping us from doing it again.

An SUV drove by and parked in front of him. It honked obnoxiously, and the window rolled down. A beautiful blond-haired woman with a ponytail smiled at him, waving, Michael was on the other side pressing a button releasing the trunk door. The windows were tinted, but there were outlines of two more people in the back. The doors opened, and a woman pushed herself inward to make room for him, and another man, head downcast crawled out of the vehicle.

“Jeff,” Michael called out from the driver’s seat. “Hurry up and get your bags in the trunk. Ted will help you.”

“Thanks. Late as usual, Mike.” Jeff shrugged, turning his attention to the overpass, cars honking like tuba players.

“Yeah, well, especially now, come on, we don’t have much more time before we lose the reservation!” Michael shot him a smile.

Jeff turned to grab his bags and didn’t notice the other man climbing out of the SUV, until he stood right in front of him. He saw scars on his face and slight burns on his arms. He knew this man, and this man was supposed to be dead. His heart rate shot up immensely. Exhaling thickly through his nose. The man smiled at him with a gleam in his eyes. Jeff, finding himself trapped with nowhere to run, traded a smile.

Ghost!

“Sergeant Jeffrey Clemens, I remember you. How the hell are you?” said the other man enthusiastically.

“Fine, forgive me.” How the hell are you still alive? I blew a hole through your damned chest. A bomb landed on you. There’s no way in Hell you outran a nuclear meltdown. “I can’t seem to remember your name.” Play dumb. He doesn’t know you know yet.

“Sorry. Ted Anderson. 75th Ranger Regiment,” he replied, stretching out his hand for a firm handshake. “Now, you remember?”

You know he’s dead right? You’re not fooling me. “Ah, yes, now I remember. I seem to remember you falling off the grid after the little, accident,” Jeff shook his hand firmly, and he felt the hand, a firm shake with inhuman bone cracking strength. He’s gonna fucking kill me. “How have you been?” Shit!

“Fine as I can be, after you know what happened. I would like to chat about that some time, whenever you have a minute. It would be nice to catch up with an old war buddy,” Ghost had a smile on his face, ear to ear it was.

Why’d you take his name of all people? He was the real hero in all that mess, as unbearable of an ass he was. “Sure, but not right now. Not the best place around it, and besides, you ought to know much of what happened was classified.”

“Not talking about the operation, itself. Shall I?” he flashed a grin, but this was no normal grin. Jeff knew it. He’s seen this grin far too many times to not know better. This was his little way of saying, ‘I know you’re not buying my little act, and I know you’re acting yourself.’

“Please,” he yawned, covering his mouth. “It was a very long and irritable flight.”

“I don’t need specifics,” said the man masquerading around as Ted Anderson. He reached around him to grab his last duffle bag and moved it around to the back.

I’m going to die! I guess I can’t put this off any longer now.

Jeff walked around to the other end of the SUV, and he sat in the back. The trunk door shut. Ted stepped into the SUV, closing the door, and secured his seatbelt. He carefully scanned Ted for any kind of weapon. Who am I kidding? It’s Ghost. He doesn’t need one.

Jeff’s heart was pounding inside his chest, his heartbeat pumping behind his ears. Michael, how do you know him? Do you know how dangerous your position is right now? And now that I’m here, it only makes the situation that much worse.

Jeff retracted his hand into his pocket, trembling profusely.

“What time is the reservation?” The woman in the front asked before interrupting herself with a raised finger pointed to the roof of the car. “Hold that thought,” she turned to look him in the eyes with a warm smile. “Sorry. I’m Samantha. Nice to meet you, Jeff. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Jeff chuckled. “Probably nothing worth noting, I’m sure. I’m barely around.” He smiled to her before focusing his gaze back to Ted, who without a doubt, already knew he was being watched.

“We’re going to the Grendel’s pub. We are just on time to be late,” Michael smirked through the rearview mirror at his brother, and they drove off.

Jeff bit his lip at that one. Late to pick him up. Late to lunch. Will you be late to my funeral too?

Ted and Jennifer spoke, while Jeff pretended to doze off in the back, keeping a close eye on anything Ted might do. After all, he was the dangerous one here.

The SUV stopped at a parking garage. Great. He yawned again, hoping to force Ted to let his guard down, because that was the only way to beat a man like him. He did it once. He can do it again. However, something tugged at him. There wasn’t anything remarkable about Ghost this time, nor did he do anything suspicious. He merely spoke and laughed with Jennifer, almost like they’d been dating for years, and he might pop the question at any moment. But Ghost was a liar of all liars, and none of those feelings were true. How could they be when he didn’t give her his real name? But you don’t have a name. Do you?

The trees were bare, planted along the sidewalks, and people walked about, careless and happy with one another. Meanwhile, Jeffrey checked every corner of every building they walked by. Can’t be too careful—overseas or back here.

“Ted,” he didn’t force a yawn this time. “How did you come to meet Michael?”

“Well, you better talk to Samantha about that one, really,” Michael interjected, turning his head to him. “After all, he is really only a part of our—”

“Dysfunctional little family,” Jennifer finished, turning her head back to face him, grinning politely.

“Right, our dysfunctional little family here because of her,” Michael continued. “But more on that later. We are almost too late for it to be fashionable anymore.”

“You need to get better with time, Michael,” Jeff said, turning his head back to Ted, who offered a generic ass smile. Go to Hell, you lying sack of shit. Malcolm would know what to do.

“Hey. I’m early for business, not personal or family matters. I thought you’d have known this by now.” Michael led the way down the slanted pavement into the warm array of sunlight, beaming down on them. “Come on before we lose our reservation.”

Jeff shook his head. They crossed the walkway and descended the brick stairs into the dark lit place.

“Reservation for five,” Michael announced to the smiling hostess at the wooden stand.

“Good of you to show up. I was about to give away your table.”

“I like to be fashionable.” Michael jeered, elbowing Sam in the side. “Isn’t that right.”

“Can you be normal for once?” Sam rolled her eyes.

“Right this way.”

The hostess led them to a table in the back of the room. A dangling chandelier overhead cast an orange light over the space. Jeff sat on a cushioned seat, followed by the others. A server placed five glasses of water in front of them. On either side of Jeff was Jennifer and Michael. He scanned the room, careful to watch for anything, looking for an out to call Malcolm. He would want to know about Ghost being alive, after all this time.

“So, Sam, do you care to explain?” Michael asked.

“Hmm?” she sipped some water. “Oh, right. How do we know Ted? Several months ago, I saw him in the Boston Public Garden during one of our little picnics, and at the time I thought nothing of it. Something weird was going on with the weather.”

“It is New England,” Jeff replied.

“You see!” Jennifer said, pointing across the table. “That’s exactly what I said.”

“Well, anyway, it wasn’t until the following Tuesday that I formally introduced myself to him as we all happened to be at the same bar at the same time. I started talking to him about that strange weather occurrence, and the rest of us, Jenn, Michael, and Erin, huddled around him. The rest was rather,” Samantha’s voice trailed off.

“It was rather turbulent,” Jennifer finished. “Really, I don’t think we need to say any more than that.”

“Only a few months huh?” Jeff turned to Ted. Well, you always were the convincing liar, but what are you planning here? Sabotage the Federal Bank? No. “So, Ted, how long have you been in the area then.”

“What Sam said was the long and short of it. I haven’t been in Boston for very long.” Or so you tell everyone.

The waitress came by, refilled their water glasses, dropped off two pitchers of water, took all their orders and scurried off to give the orders to the kitchen.

The bathroom. Perfect.

“So, how long are you going to be around?” Ted asked from across the table, giving him an amiable yet fake smile.

Bullshitter. You and I both know you aren’t happy to see me. “I’m only going to be around for about a week before I get deployed again.” Of course, the fact that you’re here complicates matters exponentially.

“Well, you two seem to know one another quite well,” Sam commented as she brought her glass to her lips. “Same regiment?”

“Not exactly,” Jeff swiftly replied, scanning everyone around the table. Ghost, how will you reply?

“I suppose one could say we were,” Ghost answered.

Shit! Jeff tilted his head and forced his lips to raise in a smile. “Often times we found ourselves on the same battlefield. But never within the same unit.” Still as sharp as ever.

“Jeff, have you heard anything from Mom at all?” Michael asked.

Jeff turned his attention to his brother. He didn’t want to take his attention off from Ghost, who sat too close for comfort, yet he knew in maintaining such attention, eyebrows would be raised; he didn’t need that. He sucked in the air through his teeth. “Unfortunately, no. I’ve been way too busy with planning for—future efforts.”

“Are you referring to the Collapse?” Michael asked.

“Is that what they’re calling it?” Jeff thought his brother was referring to almost all of Europe, Africa, and Asia being engulfed in flames of war. He didn’t even know why this was all happening. It hasn’t reached the Western Hemisphere though. Yet. It’s coming far sooner than anyone thinks.

“Yeah.”

“Well, yes,” he waved his hand palm up. “Classified.”

“Yeah, too bad we weren’t able to repeat what we did last time for that, wouldn’t you agree?” said Ghost.

What do you want me to say? “Well, whatever it was, the price was worth it, and we should do it all over again. It was deemed necessary. The price wasn’t too high.”

“Really?” Michael asked incredulously. “I’m certain that’s classified too.”

“Yup,” Ghost and Jeff replied simultaneously.

Not a moment too soon, and the waitress came by, and asked them if they needed anything. Perfect.

“Where’s the bathroom?” he asked. She directed him down the hall and to the left at the brick sign.

“Thank you.”

“I have to go too actually. Great idea!” Ghost said, putting his napkin on the table to stand up.

Damn it! That isn’t something men do. Is he—going to kill me in the bathroom? A convenient enough place. Perhaps feign that I slipped, struck my head hard against the sink to break my neck in half. But I—but I shouldn’t be surprised. He is The Ghost after all, always seventeen steps ahead of everyone, minus that one little incident. He’s like a virus, and a very adaptable one at that.

“Great, I wouldn’t want to get myself lost along the way. You’ve always had a better sense of direction than I ever had,” Jeff said.

Jennifer removed herself from the booth to allow Jeff up. He followed Ted, scowling the entire time; he carefully monitored Ted’s hands, both of which were in his pockets. He has a pocket-knife tucked in there doesn’t he? Just my luck.

The door into the bathroom was a swinging-door on hinges, swung both ways. The two entered the bathroom together, and much to Jeff’s dismay, it was empty.

“Good to know you haven’t lost your edge, you dirty little bastard.” Ghost said to him, and he wasn’t smiling. This manikin of a man frowned, and his eyebrows tilted upward. There’s the Ghost I know.

Any hope of reporting this to Malcolm was destroyed with Ghost looming over him. Probably thinking I’d do exactly that. He sighed. “What do you want me to say, Ghost? What’s done is done, and we can’t take back what happened.”

“You have no idea what you did to us, do you?” Ghost asked. “Do you know what was in my mind these last several years?”

“I don’t care to know. You were never a soldier, not a brother in arms to me.”

“What were we to you except monsters? The fact is, you being here is a bit of a problem for me.”

“And you being alive is a problem for everyone. I’m not going to ask how you survived all that. You wouldn’t tell me anyway.” Jeff scowled and walked to the urinal. “You’re right. You’re a monster. A dog like one who lost control, you deserved to be put down, and yet here you are.” You all were.

“Well, the truth is partially out. Some of it, anyway. Tell me, why?” Ghost stood to the adjacent urinal. “Why were we executed? All these years, I still can’t figure out why. All the codes of conduct, I obeyed them all to the letter.”

“Classified,” Jeff said.

“So, that’s how it is then. You won’t tell me why, so I guess I’ll go on returning back to my nightmares.”

“Nightmares? What are you talking about?” Jeff flushed the urinal.

“I supposed a cold-hearted son of a bitch like yourself wouldn’t experience it. Never mind. Forget I said it,” Ghost replied.

Jeff turned the faucet on, put soap on his hands as he washed them underneath the hot water, and he saw Ghost looking at him through the mirror. “What now?”

“One more thing. If you so much as think of doing something that is going to force me to start over, I will rip your fucking limbs off.” Ghost scowled at him through the mirror.

Those eyes. Those fucking eyes! I’ve seen those before, but they weren’t in your heard. Butcher’s, was it? She went on a killing spree last I saw those eyes in her. You really expect me not to do anything? Forget it.

He looked down, and his hands, both trembled erratically as they bathed in the faucet’s waterfall. Knowing entirely who Ghost was, only added many questions, some he already asked, others, well, they’d be bubbled up to the surface soon enough. Death was certain, almost like taxes, but here, death was more important taxes, and his poor little brother now attached to the moral quagmire. Michael had no business in this. It was for the better really.

He finally heard the door creaking behind him, and then he was alone. But he couldn’t stop shaking. His heartbeat raced. Michael, you’re in the middle of this.
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Chapter 2 Brothers
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Russian trade reports state that the commodity tariffs are unjust, leading to a hike in transportation costs for the following imports to the US: mineral fuels, metal, stone, steel, iron, fertilizers, and inorganic chemicals.

Press Secretary Jenna Walters reports: The tariffs are in place to bring in revenue to move the country in a more stable direction for the economy and combat climate change effectively. These tariffs will reduce the supply and demand for such commodities, and we will resort to more home-grown materials to further employ Americans.

Jeffrey sat on his couch. The one person he didn’t want to get any closer to, was the one person he needed to always stay within earshot. The consequences of someone loose in Task Force Seven was a calamity waiting to happen. Even still, for a monster, a killer, he seemed to be fitting in quite nicely.

This reminded him ostensibly of the common witticism for getting someone out for Halloween who didn’t want to dress up, or who hated it; ‘Just go as a serial killer, they look like everyone else.’ And Ghost fit the bill perfectly, behaving like everyone else.

Meanwhile, alliances were crumbling to dust all over the world, and the world was nowhere near safer. What did ten years of relative peace mean when it crumbled apart so easily? The lives lost. The tragedy meaningless, and of course, the needless blackmail from that bitch, Nakamura.

J. Nakamura.

Of course, Jeff knew Ghost had no clean slate. He wasn’t a good boy, as she would often refer to him. ‘Good little boy,’ she would say, and for what? Blowing up an orphanage? Though, if he was being honest, Ghost only ever did those things because the creepy bastard only watched him do it. Blackmailed by the bitch of course. Jeff would go down in history as a murderer and a baby killer. Hell, even a rapist if the world knew the truth, all because of that dreadful bitch. Hell is too good a place for you, but you better be burning there all the same!

She’s dead though, strangled in her office. No one really knew who did it, but no one bothered to send word to the authorities. Perhaps they should have, because it wasn’t much longer until her husband was found, chopped up in pieces, no doubt in a fit of rage. Likely by the same person, whoever that was. They did suspect Sergeant Ted Anderson to be the culprit, but after they went searching for him for answers, they only found him hanging from a noose, strategically swinging on creaking rope over a kicked over chair. The trail went cold after that. The military was filled with murderers these days, all with something important to lose, and would do anything, even stage a coup, to hide the truth.

Jeffrey was no exception to that. He knew. His crimes swept underneath the rug, and it needed to stay that way. His parents and especially Michael would never forgive him for all he did in Area 51, or over in Bagdad. Sure, the great of the cause, but what of the cost to others? His family valued certain things above their own freedom. They would never truly understand what was at stake here, or why he did the things he did. It was all in the name of America’s freedom, and if that freedom cost the lives of some reluctant animals, so be it. In this case, it was a traitor, anyway.

But onto more necessary and urgent matters. The fact was that if Ghost was still alive, there was a possibility, no, a certainty that the truth would come out. And Jeff had to protect it, no matter what cost, even at the cost of his brother.

A simple call should suffice. That’s all he needed. Questions he needed answered before anything else. How long has Michael known this fake Ted Anderson, how does he know him, and what other connections does he have? He must push for this information to even think about being in the same room with him, which now seemed all but inevitable.

He took his phone out of his pocket, exhaling and dialed Michael. By your phone always. How convenient.

“Hey, Jeff, what’s up?” Michael’s voice sounded hurried.

“It seems I got you at a bad time,”

“No, you didn’t wake me. I’m just on my way to drop Samantha off. What’s up?”

“I have a few questions about some things as they are alarming to me.” He spoke coldly. “I hope you have a moment to answer them.”

“Rather unusual timing, but sure,”

“How did you come to know Ted Anderson?”

“Sam already told—”

“I need to hear it from you,” he pushed.

“Fine. Sam was experiencing some hot flashes when she started noticing him, and as it happened, we just happened to be at the same place at the same time,” Michael answered.

I don’t know why he would go out of his way to find you—not when he wouldn’t have known our relation. Maybe I’m just paranoid.

“Anyway, he had just moved here a few weeks ago at that point, so it’s been several months now.”

“Uh huh,” Jeff replied. Two questions answered in one. “Does he meet up with anyone, like from his army days? Anything like that?”

“Jeff, what’s this about?”

“Nothing at all, just curious,”

“Well, if you really want anything more specific than what I told you, you’re gonna wanna talk to Jennifer. He’s closest to her. Not that we aren’t friends, but there are things he only tells her, so even if he was meeting someone other than her, I wouldn’t know.”

So, I must step in the Lion’s Den, eh? Shit. “Okay, thanks Michael.”

“No problem,” he replied. “Anything else?”

Yeah. “Oh, and one more thing. Do know you someone renting an apartment?”
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Chapter 3 New Orders
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Opinion: Janica Williams of the Houston Press.

President Samuel Snells is a joke of a president. Repeating mistakes that the nation made years ago during the first and second world wars, remaining at ease, and not stepping in to help allies overseas during the struggles. With tensions around the world at an all-time high, it remains likely that President Snells, true to form, will sit back until one of the hostiles reaches our borders here in the USA, effectively, bringing a conflict directly to us: War.

It’s a tale as old as time, and this time, the USA is not a world power anymore. Russia and China have grown their influence within global markets and military prowess over the last ten years with research, development, and innovation. Our conservative president will not change for the sake of balancing the budget as his highest priority.

The American people don’t need a balanced budget right now. They need services, and action. The likes of which our president refuses to give us.

Jeff peered outside the transparent glass of his hotel room, gazing downward into the empty 2:00 a.m. streets. The raindrops on his window blurred images of puddles and parked cars under the streetlights. He drew the curtains closed.

He went over to his bedroom door and listened. No footsteps. No breathing. Good. He didn’t follow me here. But then, Ghost sat close to him the entire time; he could have planted a bug on him.

Jeffrey checked his coat pockets, pants pockets, took them off, shook them until all the lint poured out, and no bug. No wires, no other electrical devices. On to his briefcase. Jeffrey took to his luggage, poured everything out of it, checking all the pockets, the surface area, combing it with his hands to look for anything out of place. Grabbing hold of all his clothes, shaking each one of them. Same thing. Nothing. He checked his keys, and wallet, opened them out, inspected each card and crevice before taking to his phone. Same thing: nothing.

Wow. I’m honestly disappointed.

He took his phone into his room, the furthest place from the door on the off chance, and presumably unlikelihood, of Ghost listening in to the other side of the door. Don’t be hasty. Be thoughtful and stay ten steps ahead. That’s you Ghost, always telling me those things, and yet here you are dropping the steps like they’re flies. Even the best makes mistakes, eh?

For good measure, he got on all fours, looking at the carpet floor, ensuring there were no tears. Nothing to indicate this room was tampered with. Of course, how would Ghost know which room he was staying in? But it’s Ghost. He knows everything. Seeing nothing of note, he sighed, sat on his bed, and took out his phone to finally dial Malcolm.

It rang a few times.

“Come on, pick up! Pick up!” he tapped his shoulder repeatedly with his index fingers, one of his many nervous habits.

“Clemens, you have any idea what time it is?” said Malcolm.

“Yes, but you’re going to want to hear this,”

“Spit it out!”

“Ghost is alive,”

There was silence on the other line.

“You don’t mean, Task Force Seven Ghost, do you?” he said.

“Yes,” he answered. “He’s living as Ted Anderson. The Ted Anderson.”

“How is that even possible? That Ted Anderson is dead. He hanged himself.”

“I don’t know. But he is. And I saw him today. I’m sure the grimy little bastard had to stop himself from killing me out in the open.”

“Shit. How positive are you?”

“One hundred percent.”

“He’s like a cockroach,” he hissed. “New orders. You don’t have vacation. Stay there, talk to me if you need funds for procurement of any supplies. Big players afoot, and we’re getting real friendly with Russia, but we can’t have Ghost on the loose. Stay close but stay reasonable. Don’t provoke him. Periodically, check in with me, and no one else. Nakamura better be burning in Hell for this.”
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Chapter 4 Senseless Insanity
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Suicide rates have spiked more than 200 percent in the last year, says expert magazine, Psychology Analysts. Among those within the population, teens suicide rate spiked, as did the following demographics: Veteran, Black, and Hispanic American. Meanwhile, the Caucasian suicide rate dipped by 3 percent.

Mental health professionals are in need of help. They are over booked, and the US may see a decline when it comes to the mental health of psychological professionals as they are over worked. Additional experts argue that the rise in the suicide rates is related to the lack of government assistance related to health care, pulling funding from Medicare and Medicaid services across the US to reduce the amount of coverage to professionals, and related to higher co-pays for individuals, again, spiking up since 2023. These issues extrapolate the effects of undiagnosed mental illness among Americans.

After saying goodbye to Jennifer this evening, Ted closed the door behind him so she could rest. She was doing lots of resting these days. He didn’t know much about the treatment for leukemia, but whatever it was, whatever chemical she was being induced with was taking a toll on her. She was bursting with energy before, but now, while still having sprints of that energy, by the end of any given day, she was left exhausted utterly.

His feet took him down the hall, and he pressed the elevator button. He exhaled as the doors opened, and he stepped into the threshold of this metal box, this prison, before selecting the main lobby button. Leaning back, his hands retreated into his pockets. His anxiety escalated, body shaking amid the stress Jeffrey now put him under.

His eyes narrowed and he gritted his teeth, scowling at nothing in particular.

He wanted to kill him. No. That’s putting it lightly. He wanted to break every bone in his body. Make him squeal and bleed out black blood and watch him suffer till the lights in his eyes fade. See how he likes it, the son of a bitch. He deserves nothing better, and yet he’ll be buried, family will miss him. Better than he deserves.

I could kill Michael and make Jeff watch him bleed out. No, Sam would never forgive me. Just calm down. It won’t solve anything.

The doors for that claustrophobia-inducing container opened its doors and he passed through the threshold, and left the building, running to the parking lot to his car yet again, pushing past the street, and avoiding oncoming traffic, as only he could, nearly getting side swiped by the car as he inhaled a mixture of essence. That alien form of matter coursed through his veins, black veins forming as the part of the car that would have hit him but instead just passed right through him. He was a Ghost after all. Nothing about him made him inherently human.

Finally, he arrived at his car. He jumped inside, fastened his seatbelt, and revved the engine a few times. Funny, he knew how machines worked, just as he himself was nothing more than a machine, a tool created for the sole purpose of taking lives, but he didn’t understand people as well as he wanted to. Sure, he could masquerade as one to play the part of one’s identity for a day, but that was the limit.

He pressed the gas pedal, edging forward and onto the street. Driving through the oncoming traffic of Boston before taking a number of different turns through various streetlights, tunnels, and one-way streets which made Boston, as a general rule, one of the worst places to drive in the world. As they say here, if you can drive in Boston, you can drive anywhere. Boston drivers were an aggressive bunch, able to drive through the worst of calamities. Pothole? No problem. Detour? Yeah right. One-way? Drivers only ever drove one-way.

One day to masquerade as a person. That was his limit. But here he was, completely lost in the identity he chose to make his own; polite, patient, and calm. Of course, inside, he was none of those things. Patient, maybe. Not calm—his nervous anxiety told him that. He was not polite, not with the expletives that roam around his mind, especially not since earlier today; he threated to rip someone’s fucking arms off.

No matter. He’ll continue to play this part. It’s the part that Jennifer knew, rather, she was aware of the façade all too well, and Sam, too.

They knew him to not be the polite person, but the crude individual who had a questionable past on which he could speak nothing of. Not because of the confidentiality of it, but for their own safety. If President Sam Snells knew he was still alive, he would send the entire military down on his head, which, undoubtedly, would put Jennifer and Samantha in harm’s way. Those were the two he truly cared about. They went out of their way to save him from his own darkness, and because of that, they were worth protecting. No matter what the cost.

He arrived at the relative safety of his place of residence. He pushed the door shut, and one by one, locked each lock to the door, including the chain lock, the bolt, and the knob.

No one’s getting through that.

He knew that was a lie. All it would take was a damn battering ram to shatter the wooden door, finely painted white. He leaned against the back of it, hands trembling. He exhaled, stepping forward into the room toward the display case that held Ticker’s spear and Slither’s bow. Unharmed.

“You had your chance!” A voice cried out from the corner.

He jolted, turning toward it. Roach. She was in her BDUs, of course, still whole, no loss of limbs—not yet anyway. She scowled, teeth gritting, and her fists trembled at her side.

“You had your chance. Why didn’t you take it?” She shouted. “He was right there.” She pointed an angry finger at him, tears glazing over her eyes. “After everything he did to us, all of us, why did you let him live? You should have ripped his fucking arms off.”

He sighed and walked into the kitchen. The nightmares again.

“Don’t you ignore me!”

Steps hastened behind him. Her arm grabbed him, pulling him firmly to the ground. The wrench was like an old burn. “Don’t walk away from this. You need to kill him. Kill. Him.”

He looked into her eyes; the hair that was once tied back now framed her face. His hand grew cold, trembling in her grip, her firm grip. Tears glazed over, streaming down her face as she was crying. “You have to do this. Who else can?”

“No
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