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Starless skies added depth to the inky black air. Crickets and birds rustled in the trees while animals moved swiftly through the darkness finding their way using instinct rather than sight.

A branch shifted, unnoticeable to the human eye, but enough for James’s sensors to detect in the opaque stillness. James crouched closer to the ground. His knees tensed while he waited. 

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

“Down.” Deck’s voice crackled over his earpiece. 

James responded by lifting a thumb in the air, knowing Deck would see it with his night vision.

Night’s blanket, along with the pines and leafy deciduous trees, hid him as James walked over the forest ground. A layer of dense pine needles was underfoot, and the scent of dried sap clung to the air. If it had been any other night James would have taken the time to enjoy his surroundings, watch his breath in the dark cool air and relax. 

But it was not any other night. It was another night in the woods where his actions would shape the future. 

Focus, James thought, shaking his head and pushing the sweet thoughts of a fall without war from his mind. Time for that some other day.

Within minutes he was perched with full visibility of the camp. He caught sight of Kevin, a hundred and fifty yards away in his position signing at James:

Jon and Deck in position. Sentinels housed. Four minutes with cover.

Four minutes felt like a lifetime at this point. James took a deep breath and went over the motions in his head. His job was to take out the guards on the north and west sides of the camp. Jon and Kevin would follow to clear the middle while Deck took care of the south and east boundaries.

Simple.

James took a final deep breath and, before he could back out, started his move. In stride, James swiped the dial on the watch hidden under his wrist, setting his timer. They were on the clock.

Four guards with goggles on their foreheads wandered the grounds, keeping half an eye on the darkness. One walked towards the tree line near James who slipped behind a knobbed trunk and waited. His hand dipped to the ion knife sheathed on his belt. He thumbed the worn switch that would send a charge coursing through the weapon while he took deep breaths, controlling his heartbeat. The sound of a zipper being pulled down was followed by a splatter of liquid.

The guard hummed while he relieved himself against a pine tree. James ran his ion knife swiftly under the man's chin. He held the guard’s mouth shut, avoiding the teeth hidden by the prickly beard that scratched his palm. The body went slack. James laid the dead guard against the tree, wiped the blade on his pant leg, and returned the weapon to its place on his hip. With a glance at the other guards to ensure a safe approach James sprinted to the camp and posted behind an outcrop of shrubs.

Two of the remaining guards bunched together on the far side of the encampment talking and chuckling in voices too low for James to understand. 

Placing the lone guard by the northwest pole in his sights, he timed his shots with their laughter. Two in the chest. One in the head. 

Speed was of the essence as James left his cover and dispatched the other two guards while they were still distracted.

“Halfway down the hill,” Kevin’s voice floated through his earpiece.

“North side cleared,” James replied. “Headed west.”

“East side cleared. Headed south,” Deck announced.

Right on time, James thought exchanging his magazine and reentering the shadows of the compound’s lights. 

The five guards on the west side had more discipline. They were spread across the defensive front, keeping a keen eye on the horizon. James waited ten seconds deciding on his angle of attack before making his move. He stole silently behind the men, slipping along the edge of camp. James waited patiently in the darkness for his opportunity.

It came. Three heads turned in one direction, and with two quick shots, the first guards were down.

The third’s head burst into a display of liquid illuminated by the halogen lights while the fourth turned to make a noise. James stifled the alarm by lodging a bullet in the man’s frontal lobe. The fifth and final guard knew what was happening. James watched as the man’s arm went up and panicked at the thought of an alerted camp—sirens screaming, floodlights glaring, and a swarm of battle-ready Sentinels flowing from their holding cells waiting to be unleashed. Familiar nightmares of a clandestine attack. Instead, black liquid pooled in the guard's mouth, and he fell forward as Kevin’s knife glinted in the dim overhead lights while he wiped the blade on his sleeve.

James nodded at his friend. Too close. 

James’s heartbeat returned to normal, and they made their way further into the camp. 

Jon and Kevin floated past James in the darkness towards their mark. Deck emerged from the shadows pointing in the direction of his and James’s target. They walked, listening intently for the peppering sound of silenced gunfire over the hum of batteries and thermal extractors purring outside tents. They found the tent they needed and, after a sweep with their sensors, entered through the flaps. 

Racks of Sentinels stood in long rows. Extractors pulled from a source deep under the Earth’s crust to power the weapons, and humid air from the heated steel was captured in the dense canvas room. 

James inspected the walls, shaking his head. The magnitude of violence he had witnessed these devices create and the number of friends he had lost to such simple-looking machines was absurd. But Sentinels were the one thing the BZ could count on more than anything: perfect implements of war.

Mostly perfect, James thought, glad to strike back when he could. They had been lucky to catch a camp on the move. More established camps always kept a few of their pets floating around the boundaries. The power load for one Sentinel could charge an entire camp for weeks, and unless they were traveling with full battery complements, it was impossible for the BZ to keep the Sentinels running in transit. All the better for us¸ James reasoned, looking at the soft glow emitting from the racks. 

A tap on his shoulder told him Deck’s job was complete, and they exited the way they had entered, fastening the tent as they left.

The two made their way in silence to the meeting point. James checked the timer on his watch. 

Thirty seconds to go. 

He counted breaths waiting for Jon and Kevin. 

Ten, breathe in, nine, breathe out, eight, breathe in, seven, breathe out. Two shadowy figures skulked around the edge of the building, and James stopped his count. 

Kevin’s thumbs-up told him everything he needed to know. With a final glance around their surroundings, the team retreated with Kevin and Jon following Deck through the tents in a quick, but controlled gait. James covered their rear, counting his breaths. 

He let out a whoosh of air when they reached the tree line. They made their way into the forest, blending in with the night, becoming invisible again.

Regardless of the years and number of times he had gone on these missions, James’s mind always spun to the worst possible scenarios, imagining hordes of Sentinels swooping in on them, always having to convince himself everything was fine. He looked at his watch. 

+3:30

He tapped Kevin on the shoulder who tapped Deck. 

Deck nodded and turned uphill. They continued west, traveling deep into the dense pine forest. James kept an eye on his watch until they reached +10:00.

James stopped the team with another tap on Kevin’s shoulder, and they turned to look onto a blank abyss over a sheer cliff rising dramatically from nothing. 

The team was silent. Jon handed James an emitter and a HOLO screen popped up illuminating his camouflage-streaked face in its soft blue glow.

Fourteen minutes ago, the forest had been a blanket of comfort. Hiding them from the dangers of an enemy sleeping at the base of the mountain, unaware of the recent dose of lethal force delivered in the span of four minutes. Unaware of the charges set in the Sentinel operators’ tent. Unaware of the explosives tucked around and underneath the tents of their barracks. Unaware their lives hinged on the tap of a finger and numerals counting down on a digital clock.

James searched the darkness, unable to discern the camp he was about to incinerate, only able to sense its existence. He tapped the screen without a second thought. The long strands of hair hanging across his forehead swept back as the blast tore through the air. 

Fire burned in the distance sending black columns of smoke into the air. Animals in the area fled for cover as the explosion destroyed their lives of peace and solitude. 

James watched with an unwavering sense of calm. He knew what this was. He had been doing these things for too long to ignore it. This was war. 
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Fingers of terror circled his eyes brushing jagged nails across his skin. His breath quickened and he found himself in a jungle clearing. Dozens of bodies lay scattered across the ground, their blood-soaked wounds glistened in the sunlight. Their arms and legs were splayed unnaturally, twisted and torn. 

James’s body moved as if pulled by an invisible mechanism, inspecting each one. Wounds to the faces, necks, and bodies. Eyes open. Lips parted in a whisper. 

His stomach recoiled, and he was on his knees staring at the ground, his hands gripping the dirt, begging the moment to stop. He was underground in a cavern. His breath left him in waves, ebbing and flowing without control. He gasped for air when it escaped him and clung to the wind when it rushed back into his lungs. 

Panic swelled. It became tangible. Solid. Eternal.

Darkness and heavy breathing greeted him. James pawed at his chest heaving with exhausted fear. 

He stared at the roof of his tent, raw anxiety gnawed at his stomach. He hoped he wouldn’t revisit his tortured dreams the next time his body let him sleep.

Hours later, James knelt alongside a trickling stream as he splashed cold water on his face and the nape of his neck, sending a bitter chill down his forearms. Goosebumps prickled his skin while he dried his face, and he draped the towel over his shoulder.

Spreading his arms out, he stood and looked at the spotless sky. An azure backdrop broken by the speck of an odd bird greeted him. Fresh mountain air, tainted by a hint of woodsmoke, filled his lungs with a pine scent.

“Any more biscuits left?” Deck inquired, breaking James’s momentary solitude.

“Last one,” Kevin replied.

“Gracias, mi amor,” Deck replied.

James turned to the camp where Deck munched on the last of the biscuits while Kevin stirred the fire with a stick, poking at the remaining embers under a cast iron skillet suspended by wire above the heated rocks.

“I can’t wait for a real oven again,” the large chef grumbled. “These sausages would take half as long and taste twice as good if I could finish them the right way. Not to mention how much better I could make the biscuits.” 

Deck flipped an ion knife in his free hand alternating the power on and off with each toss.

“You know what they say, Kev, a poor carpenter blames his tools,” Deck chided between bites. “But if these are the last of the biscuits, I’ve gotta agree. What’re you seeing over there, Jon? Can we head back to Doll and my lady yet?”

“I think that was the last of them,” Jon replied. Their techy sat on the hard dirt ground leaning against a tree examining a 3D map hovering in the air. He manipulated the vast swath of land nimbly with his fingertips inspecting every angle. In a separate box, a set of coordinates hung loosely in a list with two columns of seven paired latitudes and longitudes. Most had strikethroughs with two pairs boxed and one circled. 

Jon dragged the circled set to the map, placing it in a spot designated with a star. “I’m about done here, needed to show the work buuut...” Jon released the title of the circled set of coordinates and the screen changed, actively flipping the coordinates to strikethroughs. 

“Got it!”

James let out a sigh. Finally. 

“You sure? I really need to get back,” Deck asked, standing and walking closer to Jon to peer over his shoulder. “I have a lady to see if you catch my drift.” Deck nudged Jon on the shoulder, who ignored the hint, but flicked the ionic blade’s power off.

“We all know what you’re talking about, and I don’t understand Cristina for putting up with you in the first place. Also, I’d like to go back to NOLA with two ears intact, so watch the knife. But that’s beside the point. These last coordinates and the ones that I erased were all at the same place and tied to the camp we took last night. I thought it was weird when they sent us the extra coordinates, so I backtracked them and found they all originated from the same camp. Somehow the sats must have picked them up as separate groups. Either way, we’re done, gentleman.”

“Fuck yes! Jon, I could kiss you.” Deck slapped the curly-haired tech master on the back.

“Please don’t.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll buy you a drink!”

“I own the same bar you do.”

“Well, how the hell can I pay you back?”

“Just get us home.”

“Right! Can you rig me up a map there, Jonny boy?”

“Always me,” Jon grumbled, pulling up a new 3D display for their scout. 

James grinned. He was as excited as Deck. The four of them had been isolated in the field for three months chasing five different Sentinel camps. It was stressful and they needed to get back home. Deck clearly missed his wife, Jon probably missed Rich, Kevin needed a good oven to make him happy, and James wanted to confirm the rest of the team had returned from their trip. 

“You’re sure, Jon?” James asked optimistically walking over to take a closer look. They had to be one hundred percent positive. No mistakes. Otherwise, the next group leaving HQ would get torn to pieces because of their error. James pushed the visions of limbless torsos and gore-drenched body parts from his mind. The BZ’s violence knew no bounds. Neither does ours, he thought grimly, as the harsh scent of oily smoke assaulted his senses for a brief second. 

“I’m sure. These three groups moved to the same coordinates through the valley here,” Jon pointed between the mountain ridges on the eastern edge of the map, “They came inland and made a break north.”

North? Too many of the Sentinel camps and raider teams were headed north. It made him nervous about the rest of the team traveling back to NOLA. They’ll be fine, James rationalized. Stacie’s got it under control, and they’re pure recon. We’re on the more dangerous missions here.

As if reading his mind, Kevin clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t sweat it, man. They’re fine.”

“All right, enough of this, what’s the word boss man?” Deck asked. His eyes pleaded and James took a glance at the other two team members. The sentiment was palpable, they needed a break.


“Let’s head home.”

“Thank God!” Deck exclaimed. “I’ll get the truck. Back in a few.”



Deck threw his water on the fire and left without waiting

for a reply.

“He’s a unique boy, isn’t he?” James said. The stones in the fire hissed as their scout walked away and hopped in the air, clicking his heels together. 

“That must be what Cristina thinks, too,” Jon replied.

“Poor girl,” Kevin said, taking a deep swig of water.

An hour later James drove down the mountain, crossed a final stream at the bottom, and was on the road. 

Jon had installed live-action radar on their truck that confirmed no Sentinels were in the area. They had learned that lesson the hard way, James thought, recalling unpleasant memories of testing the truck’s radar system in the wild for the first time. A mass of Sentinels pouring from the edge of a nearby woods flashed across James’s mind, and he gritted his teeth to rid himself of the vision. 

“Hey, boss, mind if I get some shut-eye?” Deck asked. His bucket hat was already pulled over his eyes. 

“Go for it.”

“That sounds good,” Jon added, leaning back in the passenger seat. 

“Kevin gave me the idea,” Deck chimed in. James glanced in the rearview mirror and saw their explosives expert fast asleep with his head against the window.

“I’ve got this trip. You all get some rest.”

Silent agreement answered James, and he settled in for a long drive.

He followed the pine bordered roads along the mountain high above long flat valleys where trees blazed in the early fall. 

Battle strategy had changed since the beginning of the war. Missions were standardized now. Dolly and the rest of NOLA HQ identified the Sentinel outfits traveling anywhere in the country and James led the elimination team. They had done the job often over the last few years. 

Midway, Lima, Rio, San Diego, Portland, LA, Seattle—the list of cities that had experienced the early wrath of the BZ ships preying on the coastal towns went on and on. Fire and brimstone attacks resulted in total annihilation and millions dead within hours. Cities transformed into husks of charred concrete and lakes of molten steel. 

The motherships, as Deck named them, remained as a constant presence skirting the coasts like man-powered mountains waiting for their next target. They followed a rotation, but no one had figured out the rationale yet, not even Jon and Stacie. No one could get close enough to try. The BZ had built its strongholds in the Northern Federation along the West Coast with the ships reinforcing their bases and anchoring solely in the Pacific. The invaders continuously expanded their reach in the Southern Federation, spreading like weeds across the continent. Unfettered growth and zero resistance allowed the BZ to dominate the land, and after almost nine years of war, they were the lone power in the former Southern Federation. 

Since their first attempt at taking the East Coast in the Northern Federation, the BZ had never tried again. Their failure at Midway focused their attacks on the West. Besides, James was sure the BZ understood that the motherships would have been useless there. Populations had fled the coast for inland fortresses leaving only outposts and small villages tangentially connected to NOLA and the Federation as coastal centers. The formerly peaceful gulf wasn’t an option either. Federation militia filled the basin with an underwater minefield, a cauldron of high-powered explosives. Not even a fission-powered ship the size of a small city would attempt to enter its waters. 

James thought back to the early years of the war. Their training, Midway, the trip to the Southern Federation, his brief imprisonment with the BZ, and eventually fleeing north with dozens of refugees from Rio Negro. They had spent weeks driving through fog shrouded mountains, untamed jungles, ghost cities, and arid deserts in a mad race north. James recalled their confusion while they watched the BZ stagnate in the Southern Federation after the Federation’s drone attack. He remembered panicked thoughts of a BZ mothership floating out of the gulf and lighting up the southern border where his team and the people from Rio Negro had settled, but it never happened. The BZ never attempted to chase them. They waited. The dreaded attack never materialized. 

Instead, the BZ propagated across the southern continent in the same fashion as they had Africa, building a military behemoth and global powerhouse over the diverse terrain. The BZ had taken the smart, slow approach again. They rebuilt and terraformed their newly acquired land to meet their needs. Their takeover was no longer a bombastic power drive, but rather a calculated, cold, and steady undertaking.

The BZ probed their way into the Federation. Cautious compared to their original attacks. Cities were struck with precision by groups of death squads exterminating entire populations without hesitation. This was not a war of POWs, but one of cleansing. The BZ used its mass-produced army to wage the second phase of the war. Eradicate what was left of the Federation. 

The Federation military was a decentralized mess. After relocating to Chicago as their home base, they were doing all they could to keep themselves together. Cities fell in mere days, extinguished by hordes of BZ soldiers with ease. It was the thing of nightmares.

For years the outlook appeared hopeless. Sentinels grew in number and were used by the BZ with alarming frequency. James, the team, and anyone who joined them fought a losing battle. 

Finally, an answer came. Jon and Stacie had picked up a signal over an open HOLO network from Dolly, a former member of Brandt’s command. She wanted them to join her group, called NOLA, based in New Orleans where she had consolidated troops. Without blinking an eye, the team made their decision and were there within days. 

Ex-Federation, former elite training members, new sign-ups, and anyone who needed a home could find it with Dolly in New Orleans. James had been surprised to learn NOLA stood for nothing. Dolly had liked the idea of using the city’s name as the symbol of their rebellion. 

Another positive break came after three years of hacking the data packet. Stacie, Jon, and the rest of NOLA’s brightest deciphered a chunk of the intel they found in the Southern Federation. Defensive strategies, new tech, and an implied history of the BZ revealed itself layer by layer. Thousands of terabytes remained locked and hidden away on the storied drive, and each step proved more elusive than the last. But what they had was enough. Tides started to turn. 

That was over five years ago. With NOLA’s support, James and the team carried out the missions he had envisioned when they left Rio Negro. Cities and towns in need of assistance requested help from NOLA. James, his team, and all the NOLA operatives crisscrossed the land on missions to stop BZ raider groups who threatened population centers. Their methods were clinically lethal and services crucial to keeping a semblance of the Federation alive. However, over the last several months fewer and fewer cities called for assistance. The occasional BZ group might be spotted doing recon or James and his team would be alerted to Sentinel forces in the area, but for the most part, it was silent. 

That worried James. One tactic the BZ had perfected was the ability to remain quiet while meticulously organizing behind the scenes. The largest army ever assembled would not stop and give up after decades of planning and purposeful decision-making when they were on the edge of victory. No, they were silent for a reason. It was only a matter of time until the BZ made their move. James hoped they could discover what it was long before they did. 

James shook his head when a snore from the backseat disrupted his memories. 

Lowering the window, he let fresh air into their stale quarters. Open fields with rich green grass became more abundant as James descended the mountains. He breathed in the thickening air, enjoying the dry, rich scent as he drove under golden-hued trees dropping early leaves to the ground. Fall in the South. Green was still the dominant color, but the changing of the seasons was clear. Normally his trips were marred with images of displeasure, death, and gore, but at least he was headed home. 

Already took care of the first part, he thought nudging the flames climbing against the dark backdrop to the back of his mind. 

He always imagined the terrified screams of the men and women in their tents realizing too late what was happening. Explosions outside their doors shook the ground, and other people in their barracks mouthed mutely in the darkness. Confusion reigned supreme. Then, sudden awareness as the earth shattered and their bodies tore apart, flinging into the sky. That delay. That moment between the target’s explosion and the barracks was James’s idea. He wanted them to understand what was happening. He wanted their final thought to be a realization.

A beep came from the dash. James launched the HOLO screen with the slip of a finger and tapped a pulsing red icon glowing on the map. He was directed to a new screen and the image of a flashing drone appeared. Air activity this far east was usually the Federation or a NOLA recon group, but he did not want to take any chances. The possibility of it being a BZ drone was not a risk he could afford. James punched a request into the map.

The system took a moment to respond before it directed him to a nearby overpass where he could take cover and wait. Five minutes later he pulled under a concrete overhang watching the skies.

The blue backdrop seemed so serene and peaceful, but possibly up there somewhere sat a machine capable of disintegrating James, their truck, and the whole structure in seconds. James watched the HOLO map patiently, counting his heartbeats as the drone neared.

Finally, it arrived. James slipped out the driver’s side door taking Deck’s tactical binoculars. He doubted NOLA had sent the drone. Dolly would have contacted us, James thought putting the binoculars to his eyes. Also, their sensor would have picked it up as a known craft. 

He scanned the horizon, looking in the direction the map indicated, searching for the mysterious aircraft to come over the tops of the mountains. James kept waiting. The binoculars grew sweaty against his eye sockets in the early afternoon heat and a bead of salty liquid stung his eyes. He was about to chalk the alert up to a system malfunction when he saw three drones trailed by a massive structure that blocked his view. James zoomed out until he could see the entire object overhead. It wasn’t a drone. It was a transport ship. James scanned its sides and bottom, looking for an indication of its allegiance.

Who the hell owns this thing? James wondered. The BZ shot anything that did not belong to them. So would NOLA if they could, but this was too far away from the HQ for NOLA to do much about. The Federation was quite a distance away, too—at least a hundred miles north—and this did not resemble their equipment. Not to James, at any rate. The design, size, and brazenness reeked of the BZ.

Why are they sending transports north? And to where? James kept his eyes on the massive plane casting a shadow across the ground as it sailed through the sky. 

Three drones flanked it on each side. Heavy defenses, he thought, musing over the ship’s cargo. He was trying to wrap his mind around the BZ’s plans when he felt a tap on his shoulder. 

“Can I see?” Kevin’s laconic voice echoed in the background, and James handed him the binoculars without letting the moving behemoth leave his sight.

“Flying pretty low for something that big,” Kevin mentioned.

“Trying to stay under the radar, I’m guessing.” 

“Makes sense. Must be the first flight over land in years.”

James nodded. His mind was still running in circles. 

“What’d we stop for?” Jon yelled from the passenger side.

“Transport plane,” Kevin replied, pointing at the sky.

“Transport plane? No way.” Jon’s cocky self-assurance was wiped away when he took the binoculars from Kevin’s outstretched hand.

“What the fuck? What the hell is going on?”

“I’ve got the same questions,” James replied. He returned to the truck, piecing the scene together in his mind. A BZ transport ship flying under the radar heading northeast up the coastline. It was avoiding any known Federation and NOLA outposts spread throughout the tenuously free countryside. But where was it headed? 

James entered the driver’s seat and closed the door with a bang. He pulled up the HOLO map. Deck woke and stretched his arms, taking a deep breath in the cramped quarters.

“Where are we?” he grumbled, peeking at the dank underpass. “This is not New Orleans, James.”

“Just got out of the mountains,” James replied, pecking at the screen while he worked to plot the aircraft’s route.

“Oh, great, so it’s only been a few hours. Now I’ll never sleep,” Deck mumbled in the back seat while James expanded his view. He needed to know where the plane was headed. That transport must be carrying at least a thousand troops. While the four of them had been focused on hunting Sentinel camps they had not had their radar operational. No telling how many of those had flown overhead during the last few days. The familiar sensation of battle readiness flowed through James’s veins. 

“Where the hell are my binoculars? Did I leave them back in camp? I could’ve sw—” 

“Jon has them.”

“And why, pray tell, does Jon have my goddamn binoculars?” Deck asked, affronted. “People taking my crap while I’m napping. Not right. I don’t take his stupid HOLOs.”

“Morning, Deck.” Kevin’s voice entered the tight space, followed seconds later by Jon, and both doors closing.

“Jon! Why’d you take my binoculars?”

“I didn’t take ’em. James did.”

“What?! Why do all of you have my binoculars? What is going on here?”

“We were looking at the transport ship. Chill, man.”

“Transport ship? What transport ship?”

“The one that just flew overhead.”

“I...what...I...” Deck stammered, confused and exasperated. James ignored him and pulled the HOLO map into the center of the truck for everyone to see.

“Here.” James indicated a point at the top of the map off the coast of New Brunswick and ran his finger down the screen tracing a line to their current position. “That’s where the ship is headed, and that’s the route it’s taking.” 

Jon and Kevin nodded silently while Deck looked lost and eyed the three serious faces.

“I’ll work on finding landing zones in the area. See what NOLA resources we have there,” Kevin said, taking out his HOLO emitter.

“I’ll catalog the ship. Maybe we’ve shot down one of these and can get info on what they could be carrying.” Jon put the binoculars into a helpless-looking Deck’s hands. The techy took control of the car’s HOLO and hooked them into the network.

“Good, I’ll get us back home. Hopefully, Stacie and the team learned something about this on their trip.”

James started the vehicle while Jon and Kevin diligently plugged into their HOLOs.

They pulled from the overhang to a sky clear of aircraft confirming the “all clear” message on the alert system. 

“I guess I’ll sit here with my thumb up my ass and wait for everyone to do their jobs.”

“Sounds good. Wash your hands when you open the door,” Kevin retorted.

James stifled a laugh while he listened to Deck grumble in the backseat. It was time to get back to NOLA. James hoped Stacie had some answers to the questions mounting in his head. 
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Humid air entered through the truck’s open windows as James and his team drove across the bridge into the city. The lake's mist washed over them, and James tasted the salt-tinged air. Egrets, seagulls, and terns floated in the estuary or sailed through the sky unaware of the military fortress hidden in the world around them. 

The city rose modestly from across the water. To the naked eye, the roads leading into New Orleans appeared as would be expected by someone traveling through a military base during wartime. Those who worked in NOLA knew surface observations were not to be trusted. It was the most secure wall-less facility ever created.

There was only one way in and one way out—the causeway. Ion shields ran continually and mazes of unmapped landmines, traversed only with the assistance of NOLA’s military tech, blocked all other access points. Already treacherous wetlands leading to the gulf were fortified with a web of trip wires, razor wire, and additional mines planted in the muck. To top it off, heavier artillery sunk into the grasses of the lowlands. Only the ion shields spread through the waterlogged grasslands were turned off to avoid interrupting the natural flow of the ecosystem, but their sensors could flip on at a moment’s notice. 

Enough C-4 in waterproof containers to pulverize the entire structure in seconds girded the causeway. Each section of the bridge was rigged with individual charges to facilitate capture if someone tried to infiltrate the city. A wealth of floating mines at various depths filled the lakes leading to the city creating impassable waterways. 

Obelisk structures towered at various points along the skyline functioning as defensive pillars intended to protect against any major Sentinel attack. They pulled their power from every electric source running in the city. The idea of these fortifications originated from their BZ data packet but had never been verified. It was one test James was fine waiting to try until the real deal occurred. If those were needed, everything else had failed. 

Radar sensors covered three-hundred-sixty degrees ensuring constant surveillance. At all times, pressure sensors and light-triggered alarms monitored any object coming close to the city. James knew Dolly and the rest of NOLA HQ were well aware of their arrival as they pulled up to the first set of guards. 

“Wrist,” a stout guard spoke curtly as he approached the driver’s side window holding a scanning device. James held his fist, palm up, through the window.

The guard placed the emitter device on James’s wrist and the HOLO wrapped around James’s hand with a thin sheen of light encompassing his appendage like a glove. A little much, James thought knowing a simple iris scan or fingerprint check would suffice. NOLA used a slew of biomarkers enabled with the new HOLO sheen tech Jon and Bob had helped create. From the little James understood, it was a new way to harness HOLO tech, allowing it to be interoperable with human biology at a deeper level—another data packet inspiration. The HOLO glove pulsed three times and retreated into the emitter. 

Removing the device, the guard nodded at James, “You’re good to go, sir.”

“Thanks,” James replied as he pulled his arm back into the truck. The scan was harmless, but reminded him too much of the tech Kyle and he had been tortured with during their imprisonment with the BZ. He liked it way more when the experience was over.

“Welcome back.”

James bobbed his head in response and put the car in drive. 

“This always takes so goddamn long,” Kevin grumbled when they arrived at the second checkpoint. 

“Cheer up, bud. Oven’s at the end of the rainbow,” Deck quipped cheerfully, offering his wrist to the guard outside the window. 

James hated the over-indulgent security measures too but understood the rationale. The BZ could easily fool a couple of sensors when entering the base and the Federation had built the rest of the tech NOLA used with some heavy influence from their BZ data packet. The extra precautions were necessary to stop uninvited Federation people from coming down and sabotaging NOLA’s operation. It was over the top, in James’s opinion, but he was fine going along with the process. 

James nodded at the guard who finished the fifth and final scan.

They pulled through the gates to the city. James barely noticed the artillery, pulsing ion shields, towering obelisks, and 24/7 manned military presence. The two sniper scopes trained on him at all times sent a chill up his spine every time he passed the fortress’s official limits. Dolly assigned everyone a personal entourage. “Just-in-case details,” as Dolly liked to say. Long before entering the city, each person was watched by a pair of snipers set a hundred to five hundred yards from the causeway. Another overkill move, James thought, but she definitely cares. He passed the point where his assigned watchers were released from duty and let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. 

Any notion of war hardly existed as they drove down the boulevard. Soldiers and military presence were everywhere, but the confidence and calm they exuded was deceiving. 

Bakeries, restaurants, bars, bodegas, grocers, delis, drugstores, and liquor stores were unchanged since the fall of the Federation. The tourist-driven economy of the old New Orleans with its mishmash of cultural influences was far different from the current setup with NOLA in charge, but its old charm still rang true. The team waved at friends as they made their way to the converted hotel they called home in the reinvented French Quarter. 

James parked in the truck's regular spot and flipped off the ignition. The team disembarked and he stepped onto the blacktop stretching his arms over his head, feeling an urge to pee.

He left his bags and hurried into the building. 

Cristina and Rich gave him a half wave as James sprinted through the bar doors towards the bathroom. He lay his forearm against the cool tile wall above the urinal while he relieved himself. That was close, he thought imagining the taunting from Deck for the slightest indication of a dribble. 

While he washed his hands he enjoyed the little things in life for a moment, the steamy environment outside and the crisp cool air when he walked indoors, the marble-cut sink, and the lavender hand soap. Rust-colored grime and dirt dripped into the pristine white bowl as he splashed water on his face. 

He admired the bathroom through its reflection in the mirror. The hotel had been a lucky find when they arrived to join NOLA. After the Federation laid its minefield in the gulf, they had used the city as a primary outpost. Ironically, to save this part of the Federation, they had precipitated its fall. Residents pushed back on the draconian measures put in place to protect the area, and the city fell into a power struggle between organized crime groups and the Federation. 

When James and the team arrived, Dolly had finished wrestling the city into some semblance of societal order, but from a visual perspective it was a mess. Entire neighborhoods were unlivable due to the city’s internal struggles. They were told to shack up wherever they could find space. Luckily, Deck had a nose for good bars and in his quest stumbled upon a beautiful empty hotel tucked around a maze of courtyards and gardens. It had been abandoned when the residents fled during the turf wars and the former proprietor’s lush flora had taken over, but James and the rest of the team recognized the value of the property. None more so than Rich and Cristina who, while the team was away on missions, spent months of back-breaking work transforming the overgrown gardens and tragically destroyed buildings into a livable home. 

They designed everything with comfortable privacy in mind. This included eight apartments, one for each team member, leaving the remaining rooms for guests. Cristina and Rich created unique areas for each person. Kevin had a massive kitchen, Stacie and Kyle’s space contained a workshop and a room full of HOLOs. Meanwhile, Clint’s was attached to an oversized garage for work on modifications to any sort of vehicle. Bob’s held an operating room where he practiced medical procedures on HOLOs. His lack of traditional medical training made him very self-conscious, and this feature allowed him to regularly drill, ensuring confidence in any situation. It was fine, but you never knew what to expect if you walked in while he was working. Once, to his dismay, James uneasily witnessed a HOLO simulated childbirth. During the reveals James had been unsure of what he would receive, but was pleasantly surprised by the thought put into his space. On the roof was a widow’s walk from where he could watch the city. Whenever he got a chance to relax he would sit carving wooden figurines or survey the activity of the bay at night. It was perfect. 

The best part of their renovations though was the bar. Marble had been scrounged from burned-out buildings, looted casinos, and other hotels in the area. The bar itself came from one of the oldest bars in New Orleans’s Garden District. Christina and Rich had carried most of it by hand across the city until Dolly noticed them. Next thing they knew a command of NOLA trainees was bringing the remaining pieces through the front door. 

Not only did the bar ensure a place for the team to relax and hang out, but it fulfilled the mandatory requirement of having gainful employment to live in the fortress. If you weren’t in the NOLA military that was a difficult task, but the bar kept Cristina and Rich plenty busy and therefore employed. The city began to feel like home for everybody, and NOLA grew from there. 

James studied the intricate details of the room and settled back into his life. He knew he needed to go see Dolly sooner than later, but for the time being, it was nice being home.

When he walked into the barroom, Cristina and Rich were welcoming their partners while Kevin sat on a barstool helping himself to a bowl of nuts. James slid onto a barstool near Kevin’s. 

“You guys are back early,” Cristina commented when Deck finally released her. The thin black-haired woman gave James a peck on the cheek, poking him with the stud in her nose as she went behind the bar. 

“We’re right on time. What do you mean?” Deck asked, taking a stool between James and Kevin.

“Dolly stopped by yesterday. Said you logged the last camp and were still in the mountains. We figured you’d take a couple days to get here,” Rich said. He took his place behind the bar and pulled one of the polished wood taps. 

“We ran into some things. Needed to get back fast,” James replied casually. He kept it short and the resulting silence from the rest of the team meant his message was clear. No one outside of them needed to know anything. Cristina and Rich had been around long enough to know when to stop asking questions. They’ll find out eventually, James thought, feeling bad for not divulging anything, but knowing he shouldn’t.

“Any word from the other travelers?” James asked. He accepted an icy draft from Rich and took a sip of the cold liquid brimming over the top. The beer left a refreshing aftertaste in James’s mouth as he placed the glass on the counter. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





