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DAY 844

They’re all gone. Jeremy’s still breathing but he won’t be much longer. I can see it in his eyes. It’s the same look a lot of the others had before they died. It’s hard to describe. If I had to, I’d probably say it’s something like a look of quiet surprise. A sort of noiseless bewilder-ment, as if they’re thinking, Okay, okay, this is really happening, this is it, this is my death, I should take notice, I should be present to this. And then, at some missed microsecond—because the actual moment can never be seen, no, not really, not ever—they just stop being. They’re simply there, and then they’re not. Like a sound you don’t notice until it’s gone. And then there is quiet.

Of course, the hours, days, or weeks leading up to that moment aren’t very quiet. They’re usually ugly and loud, or violent, or bloody, brutal, terrifying—but for the briefest of moments, just as they near the end of breath, after the grappling and the writhing and thrashing and denying, there seems to be, in their dimming eyes, beauty.

She unraveled the strip of torn shirt from her fingers, and the pen slipped from her hand. It rolled across the table and fell to the floor. She let it lie. She pried her fingers open as far as she could, trying to stretch them wide, but it was too painful. She let go and they crimped back into a twisted gnarl. The whole of the hand was discolored now, swollen past the point of function. She looked at it closely in the dusky half-light of the room. It seemed as if her hand belonged to another. And perhaps it did, for she barely recognized the woman she had become. The bandage on her palm was filthy, the blood already dried black. She lifted a corner of it and pulled. It stuck to her skin. She tugged at it, gently, then not gently, and worked loose the scab-encrusted cloth. Dust and blood had mingled, clotting up the edges of the wound.

A sound then, from the corner of the room, low-pitched and wet. She limped over to the boy and turned him onto his side, tilting his head down. Pink-tinged mucus drained from his mouth. “It’s just me,” she said, wiping clean his lips. He reached out, grabbing at the air. She let his small hand find hers, and she held it and it seemed to calm him. “Shh.” His eyes were open, staring at something only he could see. She ran her broken fingers through his hair, his hair so light and fine, and long now. He’d said he was going to cut it when he turned ten.

She brushed back his bangs.

The boy quieted.

She made it back to the table and sat.

She picked up the pen and snugged it into the crook of her thumb and tied it in place again, pulling the knot tight with her teeth. She took up her journal and pressed flat another page, when a thin line of light fell across the table. She looked up. The sun was just beginning to swell the horizon. The sun that never changed. The sun that shone but never warmed. The sun chosen from a drop-down menu of a dozen other suns. The recorded sun that rose and set in an endless loop on the digital-screened “window” embedded high on the wall of the room.

False dawns.

Pretaped yesterdays made to look like todays.
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TWO YEARS EARLIER. ECUADOR.

FIFTY KILOMETERS SOUTH OF QUITO, BEFORE DAWN.

SUMMIT TRAIL ON THE EASTERN SLOPE OF MOUNT COTOPAXI.

¡Regresen! ¡Regresen!” the guide yelled, a violent crosswind nearly knocking him off the cliff edge.

He flattened himself against the rock face, waving Julia and Flynn back. “¡Regresen!” The wind had caught them unawares, squall-like, a sudden microburst rushing out of a still-dark sky. Flynn, trailing behind Julia, grabbed her jacket and traversed backward down the muddy slope, slick now with snowmelt and wet ash. Crouching low, he sidestepped into a shallow outcropping and pulled her in with him.

“Holy shit!” Julia yelled above the wind.

The guide stumbled in, crowding between them. “¡Ay mierda!” A crystally mist of rain glinted in the beams of his headlamp. “Los vientos, ¿eh? La montaña está muy inquieta hoy.” He peered out, shaking his head and shouting above the wind. “¡Es muy peligroso!” Julia, more thrilled than frightened, hoped they wouldn’t turn back. Winds this dangerous usually didn’t last long, and besides, she’d climbed in worse. “Escalemos más, ¿sí?” she asked, but before the guide could answer, Flynn stepped in.

“¡No! ¡No más!”

“Oh, come on! It’s not that bad,” Julia said, sure that Flynn didn’t want to continue anyway. He never hid the fact that he didn’t like hiking or climbing. “We can wait it out.”

“I’m sorry, no.”

Julia was fed up with being told what to do every step of the way, even from Flynn. Yes, he was new; yes, he was probably just trying to please her father; yes, she was too young to be traveling alone—whatever—it still pissed her off. Besides, she was better at mountaineering than Flynn and the guide put together. She’d been climbing since she was six and had been the fifth youngest person to scale Denali when she was fifteen. She’d chosen Flynn to chaperone because it was the only way her father would let her travel the world to climb. It didn’t hurt, of course, that she found him ridiculously hot, but still, she didn’t need to be treated like a child. She’d be getting five percent of her trust in a few months when she turned eighteen, and then she could do whatever the hell she wanted.

Julia peeked out of the outcropping. Dawn was barely breaking. Up the mountainside, a canopy of steel-colored clouds mingled so thickly with the volcano’s ash plumes that neither was distinguishable from the other. A charcoal sky. She stepped farther out, squinting into the wind, and turned back to Flynn.

“Well, if we’re not going up …” she said, and took off at a jog down the mountainside.

“Wait!” Flynn called after her. “Miss Brandt, don’t—!”

“You want to go back, I’m going back!”

“Slow down!”

“Keep up!”

The slope steepened quickly as she descended and the trail turned icier, slush-coated, and mucky. She slowed her pace, still well ahead of Flynn, as an unseen sun began to gray the horizon before her. Twenty chilled minutes later she was at the base of the mountain, the ground there leveling off into a slate-gray expanse of pumice and ash, like the bleak terrain of another planet, all soot and cinders. There was a tiny café—thatched roof and stone—just off a gravel road where they’d parked that morning, and Julia was desperate for a cappuccino. She broke into a sprint, a rainy wind at her back pushing her along, and reached the café before Flynn. Struggling to open the door, she leaned back, yanked hard, and slipped in sideways just as an angry gust slammed it shut behind her.

The room hummed with windlessness.

It was warm and empty and still inside and smelled of woodsmoke. Flynn blustered through the door a moment later, windblown and breathless; his fair skin, slightly freckled, flushed crimson. He dropped his gear and the backpacks and bent over, hands on hips, wheezing.

“You okay, old man?” He was only twenty-six but Julia liked teasing him.

Flynn looked up at her—not happy. “Please wait by the door.”

“There’s no one in here.”

“Please wait by the door, Miss Brandt.”

He stepped past Julia and checked the side windows. Looked behind a counter. Felt the stones above the fireplace. He approached a doorless back room with a curtain of jeweled beads dangling before it, one hand resting on the Glock 19 strapped to his thigh. “¿Hola?” he called out, and stepped through, the beaded strands tinkling as they parted. “Buenos días?”

Julia unzipped her climbing suit, a candy apple–red GORE-TEX onesie from Patagonia, and wondered when Flynn was going to kiss her. She knew he wanted to, from the first day he’d been assigned to her. He avoided looking at her so much that she knew that all he wanted to do was look at her. She would catch him sneaking glances at her lips almost every time they talked. He was pretty transparent for a personal protection agent, as he liked to call himself. Instead of a bodyguard. Which he was. And besides, he wasn’t that much older. Only nine years. Her dad was fifteen years older than her mother. What’s the big deal? Anyway, she was pretty sure they’d be having sex right now if it weren’t for her father—who’d kill him if he ever found out—and Mr. Cooper, who would fire him on the spot.

Flynn emerged from the back room with a confused-looking young man—boy—Julia couldn’t really tell. He looked like a fifteen-year-old who had just woken up and was late for school. Flynn whispered into a shoulder-mounted microphone on the inside of his jacket, “Safe, secure.” A moment later the scrunch of car tires on gravel, a car door slamming, and another agent entered the café. He unslung a semiautomatic rifle from off his back and took a position near the front door.

“Excuse me,” Julia said to the kitchen boy. “¿Café?”

He was staring at the agent’s rifle.

“Perdón,” she said. “¿Tienes café?”

Startled, he said, “Sí, sí, señorita.”

“Cappuccino?”

“Lo siento, ahora solo café.”

“Well—okay, fine,” she said, disappointed with the service, and fell into a seat by a window. “Michael,” she called out to Flynn. He was talking with the other agent. “Michael, come and sit with me.”

“A moment, Miss Brandt.”

Julia tugged her wool cap off and shook out her hair, loose-waved and long, loving the way Flynn always called her Miss Brandt. She ran her fingers through her hair, scrunching some body back into it, hoping he would notice. He didn’t, and she said, “Michael, don’t you think we—”

A piercing alarm—high-pitched and cutting—shattered the room. Julia, instantly dragged from the table, was flung into a corner—Flynn covering her—his satellite phone pinging, pinging, pinging. The other guard sprinted over and blocked her body as Flynn answered the call.

“Yes,” he said, his voice sharp, efficient. “Yes, sir.”

Julia was too annoyed to be scared. What was it now? Another extraction drill? She was getting sick of them. The demonstrations in Quito? The war in Argentina? The satellite phone was only for state-side emergencies, so if it—

Her heart dropped.

The riots back home.

Her family. Her little brother.

Flynn ended the call. “Get the car,” he told the other agent, who sprinted out the door.

Julia tried to speak, but Flynn held a hand up, grabbed the back-packs, and hurried her outside—a blast of sleety rain lashing at them as they stepped out the door. The Land Cruiser skidded to a stop in front of the café, and Flynn, shielding Julia with his jacket, rushed her into the back seat and jumped in front. Seat belts buckled, doors locked. Julia held tight to the grab handle above as the car spun sideways—kicking out spits of gravel—and bucked and lurched down the rutted dirt road.

“Make a right at the bottom of the hill,” Flynn said. “The airport.”

The driver swerved onto a paved road and sped away.

Julia, catching her breath, wiped rain from her eyes. “Michael?”

Flynn looked in the rearview. “Yes, Miss Brandt?”

“Where are you taking me?’

“Sanctuary.”
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SAME DAY, THE UNITED STATES.

CAPE ROYALE, FLORIDA.

INTERSTATE 75 NORTH.

It was an oil fire. Cooper was certain. He lowered the passenger window and leaned out, trying to get a better look. Behind a line of palm trees in the distance, clouds of black smoke, thick and roiling, tumbled skyward, orange flames bursting sideways—an active, angry fire. Thirty years ago in the desert wars, he’d have hardly taken notice. But not so here. Not along Florida’s Gulf, where the ultrarich flock to hide their money, avoid taxes, and winter wealthily within iron-gated, hedge-hidden mansions.

Cooper’s baseline hypervigilance, which ran high to begin with, ticked up a notch.

“Get off the highway.”

Schaefer flipped a blinker and swung into the right lane.

Cooper checked his phone for traffic, news. “We need a different route.”

“Ocean Avenue, south. Runs along the coast.”

“Do it,” Cooper said, grateful Schaefer thought as fast as he did, if not faster. A soldier’s soldier in his book, Hallie Schaefer could fly, drive, navigate, and fix anything with a wing or wheel. Mississippi born, she ran away to the Air Force at seventeen, gave them twenty years, survived six deployments, and managed to make it through a decade of hellhole oil and water wars without losing her soul. Or limbs. The smartest of Cooper’s team, and the most experienced, she was his second-in-command—no one else he wanted.

“Exit coming up,” she said.

Cooper raised his window, shutting out the grueling heat that had been sweltering Florida and most of the country for nearly eight months now. He and Schaefer had sweat completely through their gray suits, large dark blotches of wet pooling beneath their arms and down their backs. He cranked the AC, made sure the windows were locked, and then reached across the dash and tapped the navigation screen to enlarge the GPS.

“Bottom of the ramp, make a left,” he said.

Schaefer exited the highway, the GPS promptly trying to reroute her back onto it. Cooper shut the damn thing off and took out a map, a real map, made of paper.

“Ocean Avenue …” he said, finding it, “west for three blocks, then—”

“Already got it,” Schaefer said, braking for a red light at the end of the exit ramp. “I know the route.” Idling there, she glanced over at Cooper and gave him a not-so-subtle look.

“What?” he asked.

She shook her head and smiled. Kind of. She had one of those quirky smiles that only turned up at one corner of her mouth, as if the other half were deciding if it was really worth the effort. “You should say something, you know.”

“I was about to.”

“No, sir, I do not think that you were,” she told him, the twang of her Southern drawl dipping just a little deeper, as it did whenever she was pissed off, a little drunk, or being a wiseass. She was being a wiseass. She reached overhead and toggled down a circuit switch and the driver-client partition lowered and locked into place.

Cooper twisted around in his seat. “Excuse me, ma’am.”

Mrs. Brandt looked up from her phone. “Yes, Mr. Cooper?”

“We’re taking a different route home, ma’am.”

She paused longer than necessary. “And why is that?”

“There’s an accident of some kind up ahead. I thought we should—”

A small face popped into the partition opening. “Where? What happened? I want to see!”

“Seat belt, Mr. Jeremy,” Cooper said.

“But I want to see.”

Jeremy scampered from one side of the car to the other, smacking aside the blackout curtains and peering out windows. He barely had to bow his head to run about. With four of the six bucket seats in the back folded up, the rear of the armored Cadillac Escalade was about as big as a normal seven-year-old boy’s bedroom. Jeremy, however, was no normal seven-year-old, and the Cadillac was no normal auto-mobile. The car’s interior resembled something more like a private jet than an SUV, complete with button-tucked white leather walls and a forty-eight-inch TV. The modified exterior included run-flat tires, tinted windows, two-inch-thick ballistic glass, and a sound-proof car body made of carbon composite panels able to withstand armor-piercing bullets.

The light turned green and Schaefer headed west, a sunset beginning to glare the Gulf. She grabbed her aviator sunglasses off the dash and slipped them on.

“Please sit down,” Cooper told Jeremy, looking to Mrs. Brandt for help.

None was forthcoming.

“Mr. Cooper,” she said. And waited. For emphasis. She had a habit of doing that. “Mr. Cooper.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’d appreciate not being late.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cooper said. He turned front again and reached overhead to raise the partition wall.

“Leave it down.”

“Ma’am?”

“Some natural light for a change?” she said-asked with a pleasant but half-quizzical, half-disappointed look, as if Cooper should have already known what she wanted, and was he really going to make her describe it all in detail?

Cooper ignored her tone. A large part of surviving a career as a personal protection agent, he’d learned, was not so much the dodging of an occasional bullet fired, but the fine art of letting a whole lot o’ shit slide. Deescalation was a tactic he practiced more on himself than others.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and left the partition wall down, managing a smile in the rearview. An attractive white woman, yes, Cooper couldn’t deny that. Too pretty for the husband she had, that was certain. Fit. Always at the gym, running, yoga. Honey-colored hair; skin professionally tanned to a never-varying golden brown. I don’t do sun, she’d once told him. Primrose was her color this season: yellow linen shirt, buttercup jeans, cream-colored sneakers, which altogether probably cost more than Cooper’s first car—the casual billionaire mom look. Stealth wealth, as Cooper heard it called. Money talks, they say, wealth whispers.

Rebecca Brandt had one loud fucking whisper.

“Can I see the binoculars?” Jeremy asked, still bouncing around the back of the SUV. He held his hands to the sides of his face and cupped them against the windows, trying to see out the dark-tinted glass. “Please, can I see them?”

“If you sit down.”

Jeremy climbed into his seat.

“And buckle up.”

He did, and Cooper handed him binoculars.

“Can you put the window down?” Jeremy pleaded. “Please, can you put it down, please?” He was starting to get anxious, Cooper could tell by the slight tremor in his voice. A nervous boy, he teetered often on the edge of frantic. “I can’t see anything!”

It was against protocol to travel with an open window, but Cooper created the protocol in the first place, so he broke his own rule and unlocked it and opened Jeremy’s window. It retracted down only about halfway due to the thickness of the safety glass, but it was enough for him to poke his binoculars through.

“Thank you,” Jeremy said, scanning glimpses of the coastline flitting by between clusters of lavish terra-cotta-roofed homes along the waterfront.

Schaefer slowed the car and eased through a palm tree–fringed roundabout and entered the southernmost tip of Cape Royale, the homes there abruptly transforming from residential to palatial. Ultraexclusive estates of unimaginable opulence and unthinkable expense. Billionaires’ Row, as the locals called it. Massive, sprawling mansions hidden behind impenetrable walls of bay laurel and box-wood hedges, as if the homes themselves, aware of their own osten-tatiousness, were too embarrassed to be seen.

Schaefer slammed on the brakes.

Cooper looked up to see what—

“OUT! OUT!” he yelled. “GET US OUT OF HERE!”

Schaefer rammed the car into reverse as the streets flooded with people. Hundreds and hundreds of people, spilling out from every corner—masked, angry protesters, racing toward the car, chanting, screaming. “THERE IS NO WEALTH ON A DEAD PLANET!” Placards dripping wet with crimson-colored slogans. “WATER IS A HUMAN RIGHT!” Schaefer, speeding in reverse, skidded the car into a one-eighty, but the streets behind were teeming with scores of pipe-wielding protesters. “AGUA ES VIDA!” Rocks and bottles rained down from every direction, pummeling the hood and windshield. Paint balloons burst against the windows, spitting out viscous liquids the color of blood and oil. “REBUILD EARTH, NOT MARS!” Schaefer smacked on the wipers and gunned the engines and sped down a block to her right—again slamming the brakes to a screeching stop. Mounds of flaming car tires were stacked across the road, a fiery barricade of burning rubber. Mrs. Brandt screamed as Schaefer hammered the car into reverse again—too late—a chaos of bodies everywhere, lead pipes smashing and shattering the bulletproof windows. Then, cutting high above the madness, a thin-pitched shriek from inside the car. Cooper swung around in his seat. A gloved hand flailed wildly through Jeremy’s half-open window, groping, clawing at the boy’s head and face. Cooper flung himself sidelong over the open partition wall and grabbed hold of the man’s hand. He yanked it farther through the window and wrenched it downward till he heard a wail of pain and the crack and snap of bone.

“SOUND!” Schaefer called out. “SOUND!”

“WAIT!” Cooper yelled. He shoved the broken limb out of the car and hurriedly raised Jeremy’s window. “CLEAR!”

Schaefer activated the car’s acoustic cannon, a hellish siren-like squeal, 145 decibels of pure undulating sound, enough to compress the body, blur the vision, and vibrate the lungs. The streets erupted in hysteria, protesters spinning and hopping in grotesque dances of anguish, faces contorted, heads gripped in pain. The crowd staggered away blindly, except for those closer to the car, who dropped instantly to the ground and lay there quivering.

Cooper tended to the Brandts as Schaefer inched the car forward, weaving a slalom-like path through the mass of bewildered bodies. He crawled to Jeremy first. The boy’s eyes were dilated, darting about erratically—skin color, good; hands, warm. He didn’t appear shocky, just terrified. He checked the boy’s head for injuries, running his fingers through hair so fine and golden white it seemed almost see-through—no wounds, no blood. “Hey,” Cooper said to him. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay.” The boy’s eyes remained restless, unfocused. Cooper held Jeremy’s head, the boy’s small face so pale between his dark hands. “Jeremy. Look at me. Everything’s okay.”

Slowly, the boy returned to himself.

“SPEED!” Schaefer called out.

Cooper braced himself as Schaefer, free of the demonstrators, floored the accelerator and sped away. “I’ll run us up the coast,” she said. “Maybe get to the house from the north.”

Cooper turned to Mrs. Brandt next, rigid in her seat, lips pressed together tight, the right side of her face dripping blood—shit!—no, no, it wasn’t blood. It looked like blood, but the color was too bright, texture too thick. One of the viscous liquids hurled by the protesters had splashed through Jeremy’s open window.

Cooper gently motioned to the side of his own face and said, “Mrs. Brandt … you …”

She understood and fumbled a pocket mirror out of her purse and dropped it. Cooper picked it up and handed it to her. She looked at herself in the mirror for a moment, then clenched her jaw as if trapping something there and reached out to Cooper with a give me something, quick gesture. He took out his handkerchief and pressed it into the palm of her hand and pretended not to notice how badly she was shaking.

Cooper climbed back into the front seat. To the east, he could make out a dozen or more fire plumes blazing along the horizon. He took out his phone and searched the internet for breaking news—Key Biscayne, Miami, Sarasota, Coral Gables, Boca Raton, Longboat Key …

Florida was burning.
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DAY 128

ETYMOLOGY

Cataclysm

From the Greek, “to wash clean.”

Catastrophe

“A reversal of what is expected, a sudden overturning.”

Apocalypse

“An insight, an uncovering.”

Can’t sleep. In the library again. It’s so quiet this time of night. Nobody ever comes down here. I’m in a long, curved reading room with peacock-blue sofas and chairs. A half-dozen lacquered-wood reading tables are scattered about, with green shaded lamps on them. The bookshelves are glossy and honey-colored—pine, I think—and they curve around the inner wall, so you walk in a big circle when you’re looking for a book. About 120 steps in all. I was bored one night and counted.

I have my new favorite book in front of me: The Accidental Etymologist: Overlooked Origins of English. I found it on the shelves a few nights ago. It’s a quirky book about some of the strange origins of words. At the back of it there’s a list of some really unusual abbreviations. Some of them are pretty funny. Here’s one that’s not: TEO-TWAWKI.

The End of the World as We Know It.
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THE DAY AFTER THE FLORIDA RIOTS.

CAPE ROYALE AIRPORT, FLORIDA.

LATE MORNING, ON THE TARMAC.

Cooper grabbed a suitcase and flung it into the open entryway of the jet. “Please, get on the plane, Mrs. Krajic!” he said. “Please! We’re not leaving. We’re just—” She took off down the runway. Cooper ran after and grabbed her arm. “Mrs. Krajic, just get on the plane!”

“NO!”

The woman’s daughter, who was on the extraction list, hadn’t arrived yet, and Mrs. Krajic was refusing to get on the plane without her. Cooper had sent another member of his security team, Agent Torres, to pick her daughter up at her dorm in Fort Myers earlier that morning. They were almost an hour late, and there had been no word from them.

“We need to be ready to leave,” Cooper said. “We have other rendezvous spots if—”

“NO!” Mrs. Krajic yelled, writhing beneath his grip.

Late fifties, square-shaped and solid, she was the estate manager of the Brandts’ Florida mansion. A hard-looking woman, small and strong, she had wiry black hair with hints of a deeper gray beneath. Like her disposition.

“GODDAMN IT! LET ME GO!”

Cooper took her with both hands and drag-walked her back to the jet.

After escaping the Cape Royale riots, Schaefer had managed to navigate the armored Escalade along back streets to the Brandt mansion, but Schaefer never stopped the car, never even slowed down, just sped up, sped past the home and the hordes of rioters swarming across the yard, running in and out of splintered doors and broken windows—arms full of food, liquor bottles, paintings, clothing—cascades of furniture pouring down from above, flung from balconies and windows. A banner—red-lettered on a bedsheet—hung between the two massive Corinthian columns that framed the mansion’s front door. BURN THE WEALTHY, NOT MORE OIL!! Mrs. Krajic—as had been rehearsed many times before—had escaped through the servant’s entrance and rendezvoused with Schaefer and Cooper at the Naples City Dock, not far from the house.

“Lund!” Cooper called out, unable to get Mrs. Krajic up the steps of the private jet. “LUND!”

Fitted out in full combat gear, Torsten Lund, chief weapons officer, filled the plane’s entryway.

“Sir.”

“Get her on the plane.”

“Sir.”

Lund ducked to exit the plane. He stepped with heavy purpose down the short run of stairs, took Mrs. Krajic from Cooper, and “assisted” her up the stairs and into the cabin.

“Easy with her!” Cooper called over a scorching wind that swept the tarmac.

“Sir?”

“I said, EASY WITH HER!”

“YES, SIR!”

No longer gray-suited and nondescript, Cooper and his team were turned out in full “battle rattle” now: desert-camo fatigues, body armor, M4 carbines, and Glocks. Even in the endless fucking heat, Cooper preferred being in battle dress. The weight of it, the burden of it, felt like him. Felt right for whatever it was that was happening. He knew in his bones that these riots were not just riots. He had sensed something coming for a long time now. People pushed to the coasts because of drought, people pushed inland because of floods, consumption laws, fuel shortages, the fucking water barons—people thirsty—in this country, people thirsty.

A gust of wind blew swirls of burning trash across the asphalt. Somewhere beyond Cooper’s sight, the strangled sounds of mayhem could still be heard—sirens and screams, gunshots, chaos, and the crack of glass. He shifted front the M4 strapped across his back and gripped it tight, his fingers slick with sweat. He peered through his binoculars, looking for a black SUV, looking for the car that Agent Torres and Mrs. Krajic’s daughter would be in. He searched the deserted tarmac. In the background, Cape Royale Airport was in flames, gray-black smoke coiling out its shattered terminal windows.

Where the fuck are they? he thought, and tried Torres’s cell phone again.

The jet’s cockpit window scraped open and Schaefer stuck her head out, her short-cropped bangs whipping crazily about her head. “Cooper, we’re running out of time here! These crosswinds get any worse, I won’t be able to get us out of here!”

“Five more minutes!”

“Come on, Coop! Torres knows what to do!”

“All right!” he said, still scanning the runway.

Schaefer was right. Cooper had trained his agents to have backup plans for their backup plans. Everyone knew what to do if they had to deviate. Cooper knew better than anyone that sometimes shit just happens, shit you could never dream of, and no matter how well a thing is planned, or how well a team is trained, things can go south in a heartbeat.

“COOPER!” Schaefer yelled, pointing out the cockpit window. “Three o’clock!”

Cooper spun to his right—the far end of the runway—a blur of figures running toward him. He dropped to a knee and raised his M4—sighted—and just as quickly lowered it. He grabbed his binoculars. It was them. Agent Torres—her face matted wet with blood—and Mrs. Krajic’s daughter, half dragging a heavy backpack. Torres had a hold of the young woman’s arm and was running her toward the jet—when suddenly she stopped. Torres pushed the girl in the direction of the plane—“Keep going!”—unslung the AR-15 from off her back, and turned back to the burning terminal.

A mob of rioters was racing toward them.

“Schaefer!” Cooper called out, but she was already on her way down the jet’s stairway. She leapt the last few steps and hit the tarmac, rifle ready. Lund started down after her, but Cooper waved him back—“Stay with the plane! Stay with the Brandts!”—and he and Schaefer took off at a sprint. They ran past Mrs. Krajic’s daughter, who was running toward them. “Get on the plane!” Cooper yelled at her and continued on, Schaefer at his side. Torres, just ahead of them now, was trying to hold back the crowd.

“GET THE FUCK BACK!” she screamed at them. “I WILL FIRE ON YOU! I WILL FIRE! GET BACK!”

Cooper and Schaefer fell into positions on either side of Torres—the swarm of rioters hedging as a whole at the sight of their weapons. Torres wiped blood from her eyes, her pupils wide with adrenaline, and said, “Sorry, boss, hit a little snag on the way here.”

Cooper saw the mob more clearly now—a seething mass of clubs and rocks, crowbars, baseball bats. Crowds didn’t frighten Cooper. A woman in a burka approaching with a grocery bag in her hands, a schoolboy carrying a book satchel and asking for chocolate—that was the shit of nightmares, but crowds, crowds were cowards.

“Push ’em back,” Cooper said. “High and loud.”

Rifles hip-high, the three ex-soldiers advanced, slow stepping together, firing short bursts of gunfire above the crowd. Clumps of frightened bodies flinched as one, huddling closer, but didn’t retreat, so Cooper emptied half a magazine into an abandoned luggage cart beside them—suitcases exploding, splitting open with every round—which sent the mob scattering.

“LET’S GO!” Cooper yelled, waving Schaefer and Torres to the jet.

A loud crash then, the crumple and scrape of metal. Cooper turned—“Fuck!”—a fire truck had smashed through a fence at the far end of the tarmac, dragging beneath it a sparking tangle of twisted steel, speeding right at them.

“MOVE IT!” Cooper yelled. “MOVE!”

They bolted for the plane, Cooper dropping back and holding rear guard. Schaefer reached the jet first and helped Torres up the stairs, handing her off to Lund, who pulled her inside.

“Cooper!” Schaefer said, running back for him. “Let’s go!” But the truck was closing on them too quickly—not a fire truck, Cooper had been wrong, but the stubby red cab of a semi, steel push bars welded to its front end.

“Get in the plane!” he ordered Schaefer. “Get in and throttle up!”

Schaefer ran for the jet as Cooper turned and walked directly toward the truck, raising his M4. The truck braked and hissed to a stop. Cooper sighted dead–center chest on the silhouette of whoever was behind the wheel. His body stilled. His mind calmed. He could see the shot. A justified kill. He didn’t want to do it, but if the truck moved another fucking inch, he would. He’d killed before. Too many times. But never a US citizen. Never on American soil.

The truck revved its engines, smoke coughing out its chrome exhaust pipes.

Cooper, slowly, began taking small steps back, toward the plane, his rifle still sighted on the truck’s driver. At the bottom of the airstairs he felt a hand on his back. “Got you, boss,” Schaefer said, and guided him backward up the steps, Cooper’s aim never faltering. At the top step, Lund pulled them both in, and before the stair unit had time to fully retract, Schaefer had the jet taxiing down the runway.
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MOMENTS LATER.

THE JET, EN ROUTE TO AN UNDISCLOSED LOCATION.

The plane roared at a steep climb. Cooper, leaning forward, walked up to the midsection of the jet. Torres was laid out on a leather sofa in the executive lounge, a blood-soaked towel beneath her head, a first aid kit splayed open on the floor, bandages strewn about. Mrs. Krajic’s daughter was on her knees cleaning a wide gash on Torres’s forehead.

Lund looked to Cooper and shrugged. “She said she’s a nurse.”

“Student,” the young woman corrected.

Cooper knelt and introduced himself. “Wesley Cooper.”

“Maia Krajic,” she said, eyes focused on what she was doing. She pushed aside a fringe of Torres’s hair and examined her head, the clotted blood turning her dark hair nearly black. “It’s pretty deep,” she told Torres, dribbling saline onto her scalp and forehead. She flushed the wound and sealed it as best she could with Steri-Strips.

“It’s not too bad,” Cooper said, knowing it was going to leave a nasty scar, which Torres really didn’t need any more of.

Mrs. Krajic, buckled into a club seat, leaned forward and said, “The head bleeds a lot.”

Torres sat up. “What, everyone’s a fucking doctor here?”

“Stay still,” Maia said, trying to wrap a gauze bandage around her forehead.

“What’d you do, anyway?” Cooper asked.

“Got hit.”

“With what?”

“A fucking brick or something, I don’t know. They blocked off the interstate—never seen so many people—throwing shit—rocks, bottles. We ditched the car and made a run for it. Got about a block away from the airport when the—”

A TV blasted on full volume. Lund, the controls in hand, apologized and lowered it.


… in what appears to be a series of coordinated attacks. Violent demonstrations and rioting have also been reported in Manhattan; Washington, DC; and Baltimore. On the West Coast: Seattle, Port-land, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. In local news, the governor of Florida has issued a—



The news reporter paused, pressing a shaky finger to her ear-piece.

She said, “Excuse me,” and turned away.

Then looked back to the camera.


I apologize for, um … events are unfolding quickly here. I’m being told that—just a second …



A crew member ran to the reporter’s desk and handed her a piece of paper. She studied it a moment and then read it to the camera.


The president of the United States, against the will of Congress, has deployed military forces throughout the country in an effort to restore public order. Martial law has been declared.



The reporter placed the paper down on her desk.

The newsroom fell silent.

He’d been waiting for this, Cooper thought, just waiting for a reason to put US troops on American soil. A blind man could have seen this coming. Now, under martial law, anyone defying him would be subject to military tribunal, not a civilian court. Cooper knew his military history well. It was textbook. The fucking Reichstag all over again.

“I’ll get us an ETA,” Cooper said, thinking, This is really happening, this is actually happening in my country. He made his way forward, toward the cockpit, having to pass through Mrs. Brandt’s private suite as he did so. He stopped outside her door and knocked. It cracked open, and a small set of eyes peeked out.

“Hey, Jeremy.” The boy stepped back, a timid look on his face, frightened. “It’s just me.” Jeremy pulled the door open farther. Cooper stayed outside the room and asked him, “Are you okay in here?”

Jeremy nodded.

“We’re safe now,” he told the boy.

“Mr. Cooper?” Mrs. Brandt said from inside.

Cooper leaned into the doorway. Mrs. Brandt was sitting in a club chair wearing the same light yellow jeans and shirt she’d worn the day before, although neither was very yellow now, both stained with whatever the protesters had flung into the car the day before. She’d had no clothes to change into, no luggage of any kind. When they’d seen that the Florida mansion had been overrun, Cooper arranged for everyone to spend the night at a hotel. Not a Ritz-Carlton, not a Regency—luxury hotels having also been targeted by the rioters—but a Best Western, ten minutes from the airport where the Brandt private jets were kept. She had tried washing her clothes in the hotel sink, but the oily red blotches merely smeared pale pink.

“Sorry to disturb you, ma’am,” Cooper said, “but I need to walk through to speak to Agent Schaefer.”

“Please do.”

“Thank you.”

Cooper stepped through the doorway.

“They’re here, you know,” Mrs. Brandt said.

“Ma’am?”

She held up her iPhone. “Julia and the rest of your team. They’re back in the country.”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m aware.”

“They landed in Omaha three hours ago. The text just got through.”

“Electronics have been in and out, ma’am.”

“Yes. And my husband?”

“Sorry, ma’am, no word yet.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

Cooper continued on to the front of the plane. He keyed open the cockpit door and poked his head in. “Any word from Brandt yet?”

“Radio’s still out,” Schaefer said, looking more than a little worn.

Cooper imagined he did too. They’d hardly slept the night before—keeping guard at the hotel, monitoring Julia Brandt’s extraction from Ecuador, trying to make contact with Mr. Brandt, arriving early at the airport to prep the plane. He ducked into the cockpit, cramped for a man his size, and buckled into the copilot’s seat.

“So,” he said, settling back, “how we doing?”

Schaefer craned her neck and slipped off her headset. “Well, aside from the fact that we may have actually fucked our country and the planet and maybe even ourselves as a species … not too bad. How ’bout you?”

“Been better.” He looked out the side window. “It’s a shit show down there.”

“It’s a shit show everywhere.”

Cooper woke to a gentle shaking, as if the cockpit seat were one of those airport massage chairs that vibrate and buzz your body to sleep. It felt soothing and easy and good and Cooper wished he could go back to sleep and so he closed his eyes and tried to return to the dream he’d been dreaming, but the gentle shaking turned into a buzzing which turned into a whirring which grew and grew and swelled outward and under and turned into a shuddering and then a trembling and—

Cooper was thrown violently forward—seat belt cutting across his throat—alarms blaring, engines whining, the plane plunging downward, slamming him sideways, Schaefer screaming, “FUCK! FUCK!”

And just as abruptly, it stopped.

Completely.

“Stabilizing …” he heard Schaefer say to herself, “thirty-three … thirty-three … climbing …”

The engines strained, pulling the plane fitfully upward.

“Thirty-five …” she said, a calm returning to her voice. “Thirty-eight … forty …”

Cooper straightened himself in his seat.

“Forty-one … forty-two …”

The plane found itself again and settled.

Cooper gave Schaefer a What the fuck was that? look and said, “What the fuck was that?”

“I have no idea.” She checked the wind-speed indicator. Checked the radar. “It wasn’t a downdraft, wasn’t wind shear.” She toggled on the intercom to the main cabin and grabbed the microphone. “This is Agent Schaefer. We’re running into some turbulence at these lower altitudes. Please remain in your seats and stay buckled in for the remainder of the flight.” She turned off the mic, throttled down, and banked slowly to the west. “We’ll be landing soon.”

“Do I have time to check on the Brandts?” Cooper asked.

No answer from Schaefer now. Focused, silent, one hand clenched around the throttle, the other grappling with the steering yoke, which shuddered beneath her grip. Buffeted by random blasts of wind, she fought to keep the plane steady as they began their descent—an erratic roller-coaster ride downward, rough and bumpy and graceless—engines revving, decelerating, revving again, more like falling than flying.

Cooper watched from the cockpit window as the plane dropped lower.

No matter how many times he flew over this part of the United States, the view never failed to strike him with a kind of wonder. The enormous breadth of land, the majestic, endless sweep of it. He was having that same feeling now as he gazed out at the measureless expanse of the American Great Plains. The country widened before him, beyond the limits of sight. Millions and millions of acres of once verdant farmland, once inexhaustible in abundance, once teeming green with alfalfa, corn, winter wheat, and hay, all of it now reduced to a monochromatic vastness of brown.

A beige wasteland.

Suddenly, emerging out of the barrenness—a great block of color—growing more vivid as the plane descended—a squared-off plot of wheat-green waist-high prairie grasses within the fenced-off, guarded, and gated Nebraska compound of Mr. John Aaron Brandt.

Sanctuary.
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DAY 71

“And when the night shut in, in the mist and darkness about us, we knew that, standing apart from this world of anxious hearts, we were ourselves alone in the wild woods.”

Some poems I can only read a sentence or two at a time. I have to sit with them awhile. They seep in sideways and set off tiny thought explosions in my brain. They walk you down an unknown path—and then gut you mercilessly.

I grabbed some of my books during the extraction. Thank God I did. The library here is impressive—the entire twelfth floor, deck to ceiling—but the poetry section is sorely lacking. Actually, it sucks. It’s not even really a section, two curved shelves of collections written by white, mostly European, men—with the obligatory nod to Sylvia and Emily, of course, but no other voices. If this is the only poetry that survives … well, that’s a frightening thought.
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AN UNDISCLOSED LOCATION,

SOMEWHERE IN NORTHWEST NEBRASKA.

SANCTUARY PRIVATE AIRFIELD.

Gusting winds and low visibility made for a hard landing, but Schaefer managed to set the plane down safely. Cooper unbuckled his seat belt and smacked her on the shoulder.

“Nice job,” he said. “You scared the shit out of everyone.”

“Glad to be of service.”

She taxied the plane toward the airfield’s hangar, thick clouds of dust moving across the airfield like rolling ocean swells of brown. Cooper leaned in closer to the windshield and looked up. The sky seemed a rust-colored fog. It was only four o’clock, but it looked like dusk had fallen.

“This fucking dust,” Schaefer said. “Must have blown in off the fields. Radio and half the instruments are out.” She pointed outside the cockpit’s side window. “And that’s why.”

Cooper peered out. “What?”

“Top of the perimeter fence.”

Surrounding the Sanctuary bunker, and the airfield and its hangar, was a twelve-foot-high max-security fence—thick vertical bars of black steel topped with coils of braided razor wire.

Cooper scanned the fence line.

“There,” Schaefer said. “See it?”

Cooper wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at. Wiry threads of blue flames darted across the top of the fence, tiny synaptic leaps of fire flashing along the spirals of razor wire.

“What the hell?”

“Static electricity.” Schaefer flicked a toggle on and off. “It fucks with everything.”

She slowed the plane to a stop in front of the hangar, a low, wide building with three electronic doors, the LED fixtures above each of them casting down muddied shafts of light through the dust, like amber cones cut out of a brown haze. She pushed the nose of the jet up to the center door. It opened creakily, and she eased the plane into the building, set the brakes, and powered down the engines as the hangar door closed behind them.

“Flynn beat us here,” Schaefer said, nodding to her right. “Looks like they flew through the same shit we did.”

Cooper glanced out the side window. Another of Mr. Brandt’s private jets was parked in the bay beside them, having just returned from a mission to retrieve Mr. Brandt’s daughter from Ecuador. The plane, usually well buffed and glossy white, was lusterless and coffee-colored now. Thin jets of water strafed the fuselage, bursting into sprays of mud and mist, as one of Cooper’s agents—in rain gear and an N95 mask—power washed the plane.

Cooper checked the time. He stooped low and backed out of the cockpit. “I’ll meet you in the command center,” he told Schaefer. “Seventeen hundred.” He made his way through the cabin to the plane’s aft exit door, where Lund was already lowering the retractable stairs. Torres stood behind him awaiting orders, her head oozing drips of blood through the bandage. Cooper looked to Lund. “Take her to the infirmary.”

“I’m fine,” Torres said.

“That wasn’t a suggestion.”

“Yes
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