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The nightmare scenario has come to pass. America has fallen. In the aftermath, one woman
becomes the last hope of a nation and its people in New York Times bestselling author John
Gilstrap’s electrifying new Victoria Emerson thriller series.West Virginia Congresswoman
Victoria Emerson has always put the needs of her community before the power games of
Washington, D.C. Then an Army officer appears on her doorstep, deploying the code words
“Crimson Phoenix”—meaning this is not a drill. The United States is on the brink of nuclear
disaster. The major will escort her to a secure bunker. She cannot bring her family. A single
mother, Victoria refuses to abandon her teenage sons. Denied entry to the bunker, the family
somehow survives the unthinkable. In the aftermath, the nation is in chaos. The grid is gone.
Food is scarce. Civility gives way to desperate survival. Against this total collapse, Victoria
creates a new home in a small Appalachian mountain town. The community she builds around
her shines like a beacon in a dark wasteland. Now she must defend it with her life—to give hope
to a new America.“A gripping page-turner.”—Taylor Stevens, New York Times bestselling author
of Liars’ Legacy“An explosive story that locks you into your chair until the final page.”—Jamie
Freveletti, international bestselling author of Running from the Devil and Robert Ludlum’s The
Janus Reprisal“Snaps with action from the very first page. It's certain to hit the 10-ring with old
and new readers alike.”—Marc Cameron, New York Times bestselling author ofBone
Rattleand Tom Clancy’s Chain of Command 



Praise for JOHN GILSTRAP and his thrillersCRIMSON PHOENIX“A nonstop roller coaster of
suspense! Crimson Phoenix ticks every box for big-book thrillerdom.”—Jeffery Deaver“Don’t
miss this powerful new series from a master thriller writer.”—Jamie Freveletti“A single mother’s
smart, fierce determination to protect her sons turns this vivid day-after-tomorrow scenario into a
gripping page-turner.”—Taylor Stevens“Crimson Phoenix snaps with action from the very first
page. It’s certain to hit the 10-ring with old and new readers alike.”—Marc CameronTOTAL
MAYHEM“Propulsive . . . Not everyone survives the final confrontation, but series fans can rest
assured that Grave will fight again. Straightforward plotting, amped-up action, and amusing
banter keep the pages turning.”—Publishers WeeklySCORPION STRIKE“Relentlessly paced as
well as brilliantly told and constructed, this is as good as thrillers get.”—The Providence
Journal“A sizzling beach read for military action fans . . . the perfect summer read for thriller
fans.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)“The series deserves attention from anyone who
enjoys plot-driven thrillers. . . . Grave is, as always, a solid series lead.”—BooklistFINAL
TARGET“Fast-paced and well-plotted.”—Booklist“Exciting. . . . Fans of epic adventure stories will
find plenty to like.”—Publishers WeeklyFRIENDLY FIRE“If you only read one book this summer,
make sure it’s Friendly Fire, and be ready to be strapped in for the ride of your life.”—Suspense
Magazine“A blistering thriller that grabs your attention and doesn’t let go for a second!”—The
Real Book SpyNICK OF TIME“A page-turning thriller with strong characters, exciting action, and
a big heart.”—Heather GrahamAGAINST ALL ENEMIESWINNER OF THE INTERNATIONAL
THRILLER WRITERSAWARD FOR BEST PAPERBACK ORIGINAL“Any John Gilstrap novel
packs the punch of a rocket-propelled grenade—on steroids! Gilstrap grabs the reader’s
attention in a literary vise grip. A damn good read.”—BookReporter.com“Tense, clever. . . . Series
enthusiasts are bound to enjoy this new thriller.”—Library JournalEND GAMEAN Ebook Tops
EDITORS’ FAVORITE BOOK OF THE YEAR“Gilstrap’s new Jonathan Grave thriller is his best
novel to date—even considering his enviable bibliography. End Game starts off explosively and
keeps on rolling.”—Joe Hartlaub, BookReporter.comDAMAGE CONTROL“Powerful and
explosive, an unforgettable journey into the dark side of the human soul. Gilstrap is a master of
action and drama. If you like Vince Flynn and Brad Thor, you’ll love John Gilstrap.”—Gayle
Lynds“Rousing. . . . Readers will anxiously await the next installment.”—Publishers Weekly“It’s
easy to see why John Gilstrap is the go-to guy among thriller writers when it comes to weapons,
ammunition, and explosives. His expertise is uncontested.”—John Ramsey Miller“A page-
turning, near-perfect thriller, with engaging and believable characters . . . unputdownable!”—Top
Mystery Novels“Takes you full force right away and doesn’t let go. The action is nonstop. Gilstrap
knows his technology and weaponry. Damage Control will blow you away.”—Suspense
MagazineTHREAT WARNING“Threat Warning is a character-driven work where the vehicle has
four on the floor and horsepower to burn. From beginning to end, it is dripping with excitement.”—
Joe Hartlaub, Bookreporter“Threat Warning reconfirms Gilstrap as a master of jaw-dropping
action and heart-squeezing suspense.”—Austin Camacho, The Big ThrillHOSTAGE
ZERO“Jonathan Grave, my favorite freelance peacemaker, problem-solver, and tough-guy hero,



is back—and in particularly fine form. Hostage Zero is classic Gilstrap: the people are utterly
real, the action’s foot to the floor, and the writing’s fluid as a well-oiled machine gun. A tour de
force!”—Jeffery Deaver“This addictively readable thriller marries a breakneck pace to a
complex, multilayered plot. . . . A roller coaster ride of adrenaline-inducing plot twists leads to a
riveting and highly satisfying conclusion. Exceptional characterization and an intricate, flawlessly
crafted story line make this an absolute must read for thriller fans.”—Publishers Weekly (starred
review)NO MERCY“No Mercy grabs hold of you on page one and doesn’t let go. Gilstrap’s new
series is terrific. It will leave you breathless. I can’t wait to see what Jonathan Grave is up to
next.”—Harlan Coben“John Gilstrap is one of the finest thriller writers on the planet. No Mercy
showcases his work at its finest—taut, action-packed, and impossible to put down!” —Tess
Gerritsen“A great hero, a pulse-pounding story—and the launch of a really exciting series.”—
Joseph Finder“An entertaining, fast-paced tale of violence and revenge.”—Publishers
Weekly“No other writer is better able to combine in a single novel both rocket-paced suspense
and heartfelt looks at family and the human spirit. And what a pleasure to meet Jonathan Grave,
a hero for our time . . . and for all time.”—Jeffery DeaverAT ALL COSTS“Gilstrap builds
tension . . . until the last page, a hallmark of great thriller writers. I almost called the paramedics
before I finished At All Costs.”—Tulsa World“Gilstrap has ingeniously twisted his simple premise
six ways from Sunday.”—Kirkus Reviews“Not-to-be-missed.”—Rocky Mountain NewsNATHAN’S
RUN“Gilstrap pushes every thriller button . . . a nail-biting denouement and strong characters.”—
San Francisco Chronicle“Gilstrap has a shot at being the next John Grisham . . . one of the best
books of the year.”—Rocky Mountain News“Emotionally charged . . . one of the year’s best.”—
Chicago Tribune“Brilliantly calculated. . . . With the skill of a veteran pulp master, Gilstrap weaves
a yarn that demands to be read in one sitting.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)“Like a roller
coaster, the story races along on well-oiled wheels to an undeniably pulse-pounding
conclusion.”—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)ALSO BY JOHN GILSTRAPBlue FireCrimson
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JoyPART ICHAPTER ONEMCCREA CHECKED HIS WATCH AS HE PRESSED THE
SMARTPHONE against his ear. Ten-fifteen. He knew she was home, and he’d give her three
more rings before he kicked in the door. Finally the connection clicked. He started talking before
the other side had a chance to speak. “Is this Victoria Emerson, U.S. representative for West
Virginia’s Third Congressional District?”“Who is this?”He recognized her voice and heard the
annoyance. “Please respond to my question,” he said. His tone sounded as urgent as he
intended.“Yes, it is,” she said. “Now, who is this?”“Major Joseph McCrea,” he replied. “CRIMSON
PHOENIX is active. This is not a drill.”A moment of silence on the other end. “CRIMSON
PHOENIX?” Her voice trembled. “Not Crimson Shield. CRIMSON PHOENIX?” The difference
meant everything.“Yes, ma’am, CRIMSON PHOENIX. I am here to escort you to safety.”“You’re
here?”“I’m standing on your front stoop. Please open the door for me so I don’t have to open it for
you. My way will be too loud for the neighborhood at this time of night.” He heard footsteps from
the inside. A chain slid, and the door opened a crack. Even though he could see only an eye and
a cheek, he recognized the face that had been made famous on so many talking-head
shows.Victoria Emerson first focused on him, but then her eyes widened as she saw the soldiers
he’d brought with him. Her blank expression showed the enormity of it all. “Is this really real?” she
asked.“Yes, ma’am, it is. You’ve got five minutes to get your stuff together.”The United States was
at war. DEFCON 1. Release of nuclear weapons imminent.“I–I don’t know that I can be ready
that quickly.”McCrea had expected that. And he had an answer. “Ma’am, I have orders. I’m taking
you to safety. You do not have a vote in this.” He splayed his fingers. “Five minutes.”The
congresswoman spun on her heel and made a beeline to the split-level staircase of their modest
Arlington, Virginia, home. McCrea figured it had to be a rental.“Luke!” she yelled. “Caleb! Out
here, right now.” She disappeared upstairs. “Luke and Caleb, now!”Doors opened and
adolescents protested in unison: “Mom!”“How about a knock?” one of them said. His voice had
changed. McCrea heard the teenage self-righteousness loud and clear.“Both of you,” Mrs.



Emerson said. “Grab your go bags and be ready in three minutes.”“I’ve got a math test tomorrow.
Can’t I skip this one?”“No,” she said. Her tone left no room for discussion. “We do these things for
a reason. And I wager that math had nothing to do with the way you snapped that computer shut
so quickly.”“You heard me, Luke?”“I’m doing it now,” a younger voice said. “Where are we going
this time?”“Three minutes,” she repeated.He heard the sounds of hangers scraping on closet
rods and of thumping against the walls. The go-bag reference had not been lost on him. It’s as if
she’d been preparing for the moment.“I hate bug-out drills!” the older boy yelled.His mother
yelled back, “I don’t care!”A good-looking blond-haired kid of about thirteen materialized at the
top of the stairs. He wore a long-sleeve shirt, jeans and hiking boots. He’d shrugged a good-size
jungle camouflaged rucksack onto his back. Maybe a little too heavy for him, but he seemed to
be handling it okay. “I’m ready!” he announced.The boy trotted down the stairs, then stopped
short when he noticed McCrea in the foyer. He slung the ruck off his back and started reaching
for what McCrea now recognized to be a taken-down Ruger 10/22 rifle. “Mom!” he
yelled.McCrea backpedaled a couple of steps and held out his hands, fingers splayed. “Whoa,
whoa,” he said. “Easy there, cowboy. I’m the good guy. Which one are you? Caleb or
Luke?”“Mom!”McCrea became self-consciously aware of his own M4 rifle, which was slung
across the front of his body. He slid it around his back. “I know this is startling,” he said. “But
you’re really not in danger.” You’re also not coming along. He considered that last part to be news
that was better broken by the mother.“Mom!”Victoria Emerson appeared at the top of the stairs
dressed identically to her son, complete with rucksack and weapon. “Relax, Luke,” she said.
“That’s Major . . .”“McCrea, ma’am.”“That’s Major McCrea. He’s coming with us.” As she walked
down the stairs, she called over her shoulder, “Caleb! Now!”A gangly sixteen-year-old appeared
at the top of the stairs wearing a T-shirt, shorts and flip-flops. He’d be handsome one day,
McCrea thought, once he grew into his hands and feet. McCrea figured the outfit to be a silent
thumb in his mom’s eye.“Caleb Morris Emerson,” she said in the tone that still inspired fear. “Put
the correct clothes on and be ready to go.”“Why? All we do is drive around and—”She
sharpened her look and he backed away.“Okay, fine.” Caleb stormed back into his room. Coat
hangers clattered against the walls again, boots thumped against the floor.“Are you okay, Mom?”
Luke asked. “You seem . . . nervous. And why is he here?”Mrs. Emerson ignored the question,
and it wasn’t McCrea’s to answer. “Is this really real?” she asked him.“Ma’am, given your
position, I imagine that you know more than I do. I have my orders, and you are them.”Caleb
arrived at the top of the stairs. This time, his clothes matched those of his mother and little
brother. “Who the hell is this?”“My name is Major McCrea. Pleased to meet you, Caleb. Ma’am,
we have to leave right now.” He reached out to grab her arm and she pulled away.“How dare you
touch me,” she said.Caleb rushed forward. “Hey, asshole, what are you—”“Quiet, son,” McCrea
said. “Ma’am, I already told you. You don’t have a say in what follows. I would love for you to
follow me, but if I have to carry you, that’s what I will do.”“You can’t talk to my mom like that,”
Caleb said. “She’s a member of Congress.”“Caleb, hush,” Victoria snapped.“But you’re his
boss!”Mrs. Emerson held up a hand to calm her son. “Caleb, we’re going with the major.”Luke



looked as frightened as Caleb looked angry. “Mom?”Apparently, she was really going to make
McCrea do this. “Just you, ma’am. Not the boys.”“Bullshit,” she said. “I’m not leaving
them.”“Ma’am, you know the rules. I am authorized only—”“Major McCrea,” she said. “I
understand that you have your orders, but if you try to separate me from my kids, one of us—you
or me—is going to wake up dead in the morning. Do not try me on this point, sir.”McCrea saw fire
in her eyes. His instincts told him she was speaking the truth. His orders were clear. He was to
deliver Representative Victoria Emerson to the U.S. Government Relocation Center—the Annex.
The rules said no family, but the facility’s rules and his orders were different things. He decided
to let the Annex staff sort out their own problems.“Very well, then,” McCrea said. “All of you. But
we have to move now.”Mrs. Emerson put an arm around each of her boys and ushered both out
the door into the humid August air. “You heard the major,” she said. “Time to go.”“Go where?”
Caleb protested. “This isn’t how a bug-out drill works. Who is this guy?”“I’ll explain in the car,”
Victoria said. “We have to go.”Once they were all out on the front stoop, Victoria closed the door
behind them. Then she pulled up short. “Dammit,” she said. “I forgot my keys.”“Keep going,”
McCrea said. “I’ll personally replace anything that might get stolen.” He used a gentle touch on
her backpack to keep the parade moving out into the yard.Luke craned his neck to look at
McCrea. “Are you really going to do that?” he asked. “Replace anything that gets stolen?”“No,”
McCrea said. “What’s in the rucksacks?”“Survival gear,” Victoria said, and recited the list.Ah, so
they werere preppers. Interesting. “Any electronic gear in them?” McCrea asked. “Phones,
tablets, e-readers, laptops?”The boys stared, clearly a silent yes.McCrea made a beckoning
motion with his hand. “Hand them over. All of it. Cell phones too.”“Why do you need them?”
Victoria asked.“Because my orders tell me to confiscate them. And, ma’am, you can bet that I
have orders will be my standard answer to every question you might have. I’m not making this up
as I go along.”“What are you going to do with our stuff?” Caleb asked. He hadn’t moved.McCrea
felt his patience thinning. “Caleb, here’s the thing,” he said. “You can take them out carefully and
hand them over, or I can have my troops take all of your stuff and leave it behind.”Caleb looked
wounded. “Mom?”Mrs. Emerson showed annoyance, but it wasn’t clear with whom. McCrea
would understand if she didn’t like him very much under the circumstances.“Do what he
says.”“But, Mom—”“Now, Caleb. You too, Luke. Take out all of your electronics and hand them
over to the major.”Victoria unslung her pack and set the example for her boys. When Caleb
complied, Luke followed suit, handing over a lot of gear. Game cartridges, game players,
laptops. If nothing else, their rucks would be a lot lighter.McCrea said, “Thank you. Now, what’s
with the rifles?”“Do your orders say to confiscate those, too?” Victoria asked.“No, ma’am, they
don’t.”“Then the rifles stay.”McCrea wanted to argue, but she had a point. Why not let them have
their rifles? If they survived what was coming, a little firepower might go a long way. “We need to
get going.”Soldiers formed a security corridor that dead-ended at a black Suburban idling at the
curb. The entire detail was armed with rifles, but they mostly looked terrified.As they reached the
curb, Caleb pulled up short. “No,” he said. “This isn’t the way it works, Mom. This has never been
the way it works. We go in our own car because that’s where the extra provisions are.”His mother



pulled on his arm. “Not this time, Caleb.”“Stop!” Caleb yelled. He was far louder than he needed
to be, and McCrea knew this was his way of getting the most attention. “Tell me what is going on!
I am not getting into a car with a guy in a uniform who says he’s a general or a major or whatever.
Jesus, Mom, you’ve trained us not to do that very thing.”This was going to spin out of control.
Neighbors would soon be peeking out windows, and maybe they were already calling the
police.Mrs. Emerson shot her hand out like a striking snake and cupped Caleb’s neck at the spot
where his spine joined his skull and she pulled him close. “Do not shout,” she said. She looked to
the men who surrounded her, then dropped her voice even lower. “The reason this is different is
because this time it’s not a drill.”He stiffened. “W-what are you telling me?”“I’m telling you to get
in the car,” she said. “We can talk all you want in there. But not out here.”To her left, Luke stood
very still. A shadow engulfed his face, but glistening eyes shined through. “Mom, I’m scared,” he
said.“We’re all scared,” she said, cupping the back of his head, too, and urging him toward the
Suburban.Mrs. Emerson looked to McCrea, but he kept his expression blank. Next to him, a
young soldier looked close to tears. “You should get home to your family,” Mrs. Emerson said to
him.The soldier stiffened and shifted his eyes to the ground.McCrea added more pressure to her
back. “Inside, ma’am,” he said. “It’s not a short drive.”McCrea helped them doff their rucks and
handed them to the E-8, who would be slumming as their driver. “First Sergeant, put these in the
back, please.” Once the family was inside, McCrea closed the door behind them, then climbed
into the shotgun seat. The driver closed up the cargo bed, slid behind the wheel and they were
on their way.“Mom, you said we’d talk about what’s happening once we were in the car,” Caleb
reminded. “We’re there now.”Mrs. Emerson ignored her son. “Major McCrea?”He turned in his
seat to look at her.“Why are the roads clear? Why haven’t our phones squealed with an
emergency alert? Why don’t things seem more urgent?”“I’m not the policy person,
Congresswoman. Congressperson?”“Victoria is fine in private,” she said. If this were a different
day, she’d have asked to be called ma’am, but not tonight. While she was senior to every military
officer in the country, and they needed to know that, this was going to be stressful enough
without adding unnecessary formality to the mix.She was tempted to press for an answer when
a piece fell into place for her. The NCA—National Command Authority, collectively the president
and secretary of defense—wanted the elements of the federal government ensconced in safety
before the possible retaliatory strike could be launched. They couldn’t alert the media or the
general public without alerting the enemy.“Oh, my God,” she said. “We’re launching the first
strike, aren’t we?” She directed her words to the back of McCrea’s head, but she was surprised
to hear them spoken out loud.She’d almost nailed it. Actually, Israel was going to launch a strike
on Iran, but McCrea hadn’t been briefed on what she was cleared to know. He stayed
silent.“Mom?” Luke said through a choked voice. “What are you talking about?”“Are we going to
war?” Caleb asked. He sounded even more frightened than his brother, but a kid couldn’t
possibly understand the ramifications of war.“I think we might, sweetie,” she said.“You’re a
congresswoman,” Caleb protested. “Don’t they have to get your permission first? We studied
that.”“Only for a declared war,” she answered. “The president has wide discretion short of



that.”And we gave her that power, McCrea thought. The United States had not fired a bullet in a
declared war since Japan’s surrender in 1945, but it had nonetheless sent thousands of its sons
and daughters to die in conflicts all around the world.Victoria was only in her third two-year term
in the House of Representatives, having won each time by huge margins in her district, and
while she was as aware as any news junkie of the growing troubles between the U.S. and Iran
and Russia, with Israel being the focus of all, she was nowhere near the top secret inside scoop
on impending war.“What about Adam?” Luke asked.Victoria gasped. “Major, I need to contact
my son,” she said.McCrea cast a look to the driver, but said nothing.“Major McCrea, did you hear
me?”“I heard you,” he said. He felt a flare of anger in his gut.“I need to call him.”“That can’t
happen,” McCrea said. “Operational security is paramount.”“But my son is in jeopardy.”Again,
McCrea said nothing. He knew that if he spoke, it might get ugly.“Major, I need your
phone.”“Ma’am, I can’t allow you to use the phone. I can’t allow you to use flares, smoke signals
or loud screams. The rules for CRIMSON PHOENIX are very clear on this.”Victoria leaned
forward in her seat, grabbed a handful of McCrea’s uniform shirt. “I’m not asking, Major, I’m
telling you—”That was it. McCrea whirled in his seat, taking her on, face-to-face. “You’re telling
me that your son is in danger!” he growled. “Yeah, I get that. So are my daughters. And my wife.
And you know what? They’re entirely unaware that they’re likely to die tonight. Three hundred
fifty million American sons and daughters are in danger of dying, Representative Emerson. You,
of course, have a free pass to a safe bunker, because you’re more important than the rest of us.
You’d be wise to remember, though, that you and your colleagues define the lucky eleven
hundred. Countless sons and daughters are about to die. I pray to God that yours and mine are
not among them.”Victoria started to say something, but McCrea wasn’t done.“I think there’s a
very good chance that I won’t see tomorrow, ma’am, and I don’t think there’s a chance in hell
that I’ll see next weekend. But I have orders to deliver you to safety, and that is what I am going
to do. I have orders to maintain strict electronic silence on this, and I’m going to do that, too. If I’m
remembered by anyone for anything I’ve done, it will be that my last act on earth was to obey my
orders. Are we clear on this?”Victoria felt stunned. The heat in McCrea’s eyes was blistering. His
words infuriated her, but less for the delivery than for the reality of their meaning. America was
going to war.And millions were likely to die.CHAPTER TWOTHE HILLTOP MANOR RESORT
HAD BEEN A PART OF THE WEST Virginia landscape for nearly a century. Located on fifteen
hundred acres atop a mountain that afforded unparalleled views of the Catoctin River Valley, the
Hilltop boasted two world-class golf courses, miles of riding and hiking trails, its own bowling
alley and concert venues, and even skeet and trapshooting ranges. Having recently hired an
executive chef who had her own Food Channel television show, it was even more famous now
than ever before. Wedding parties commonly spent $400 per head for receptions, and guests
were lucky to get away for less than $500 per night to stay.As House Speaker Penn Glendale
sped past the massive white marble structure in the company of his security team, the center of
a three-vehicle motorcade, he remembered the weeks he had spent here as a child with his
parents as they escaped from New York City to enjoy the quiet, fresh air. He had no idea then—



as few had any idea now—what secrets were protected inside the sprawling complex.
Colloquially known as the Annex, top secret, sensitive compartmented information (SCI)
documents referred to the resort as the United States Government Relocation Facility, its
construction necessitated by a reporter’s decision in 1994 to reveal the location of the previous
GRF that had been built in the 1950s about a hundred miles south of here. That one decision by
a journalist, with the support of his newspaper, to release the information to the world threatened
the continuity of the U.S. government for nearly twelve years as a new location was found and
construction completed.Strapped in the seat next to him in the back of the Suburban, Arlen
Strasky, Speaker Glendale’s chief of staff, pleaded with his wife on his cell phone. “Greta, my
God, why aren’t you on the road yet? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. You’ve got to leave now. I’m
sorry, I know I’m being cryptic, and I don’t mean to scare you. I mean to impress upon you the
importance of getting on the road. What? No, toward West Virginia. I can’t answer that question,
honey. Soon, I hope. The destination doesn’t matter. Just get on the road . . . Hello?” Strasky
brought the phone away from his face and looked at the screen, then shot a glance to his boss.
“I’ve got no signal.”“It’s part of the plan,” Penn explained. “A lot of traffic is going to be filing in
here over the next few hours. That’ll attract people’s attention, and we don’t need loose lips
sinking our ship.” No matter how many times he re-read the laminated red card that he’d been
carrying in his wallet for the past eighteen years, he couldn’t drive it all into his memory. The
government relocation protocol was a complex one.“When do we let the world know what we’re
about to do?” Strasky asked.“When the Homeland Security secretary gives the order,” Penn
replied. “And I presume he will get the order from the president.”“Don’t you think they should
have done that already?”“To what end?” the Speaker asked. “If this goes well, the whole thing
will be over before there’s anything to report. The Israelis launch, Iran ceases to exist and the
war is over.”“Mr. Speaker, you can’t possibly believe that it will be that simple. If you did, we
wouldn’t be about to climb into a bunker.”“Protocols exist for a reason, Arlen. This is a formality.
When nuclear forces are in play, the government relocation protocol goes into effect.”“And the
retaliation?” Strasky asked.“NCA doesn’t expect one,” Penn said.“And if they’re wrong?”“Don’t
even think it,” Penn said. “That would spell the end of everything, and then an alert wouldn’t
make much of a difference, anyway.”“With all due respect, Mr. Speaker, I think this is a bad
idea.”“A lot of people who’re on their way here think this is a bad idea. But Helen Blanton is
president of the United States, and this is her call. She fully supports Israel’s right to defend
itself.”“A preemptive strike.” Strasky said the phrase as if it were poison. “You know we’ll get
blamed for this. Our weapons, our strategy. Israel is merely a vector. History is going to tear us a
new one.”“Not all decisions are purely political, Arlen.”“If you ask me, there’s no decision that
could be more political than declaring war.”“We’re not declaring war,” Penn corrected, stating the
obvious. “Israel is. If Her Majesty, Madam President Blanton, had alerted the House, we would
have said no.”“Then why don’t we take it public? Leak it?”“You know the answer to that.”“Yeah,
we’d lose the element of surprise,” Strasky said.“Exactly.”“And if we did, then we could pump the
brakes on killing a couple million people. How is that a bad thing?”Penn felt his face redden. “Are



you hearing yourself, Arlen? There comes a point when the train is too far out of the station. Our
only response at this point is to say yes, ma’am, and then get with the program. It’s time to start
praying for startling success and utter destruction of Iran’s ability to make war on its
neighbors.”“And the Russians—”“Won’t do anything,” Penn snapped. “Look, it’s not like this is
unearned. Iran is a terror state that has promised to destroy Israel. Now that they’ve got their
nukes, their rhetoric is only getting hotter. Israel has no choice but to react, and we’re going to
support them.”“What about the Pakis?”“India would love the opportunity to barbecue their
neighbor,” Penn said. “I don’t worry about that at all.”“I just think this is wrong,” Strasky said.“Duly
noted.”“Zero notice!” Strasky raised his voice. “Jesus, sir, we deserve more than a couple of
minutes to get on the road.”“That’s all security,” Penn explained. He wasn’t thrilled about
springing this on members and their staffs—for heaven’s sake, as Speaker, he was brought into
the loop only an hour before the others—but he understood the president’s concerns.
Washington leaked information like the Titanic leaked water. For CRIMSON PHOENIX to
succeed, surprise was the single-most critical component.In the front seat, the Army colonel in
the shotgun seat turned to face his VIP passengers. The Velcro patch over his pocket read:
MILLER. “Mr. Speaker, we’re nearly there. Remember to leave everything in the vehicle. No
electronics, no paper. Nothing enters into the bunker, sir.”Penn leaned to his left to get a better
view through the windshield. A hundred yards ahead, he could see a stone archway illuminated
by the Suburban’s headlights. An enormous blast door, easily fifteen feet across, had been
pulled open to reveal a tunnel, the inside of which was lit rather dimly, but which illuminated a
flurry of activity as people in military uniforms swarmed around doing whatever they had been
trained to do.The Suburban pulled up short of the mouth of the tunnel. “This is it, sir,” the colonel
said. “We need to leave the vehicle here, but we’ll escort you to the door.”“And then what?”“And
then I hand you off to the people in charge,” Miller said.“But what happens to you?” Penn
asked.Colonel Miller took a long, noisy breath and scowled. “Mr. Speaker, I have no idea if you’re
cleared to hear the answer to that question, but I am one hundred percent certain that I am not
cleared to share it with you.” He sold it with just the right amount of smile as he climbed out of the
vehicle.Out of habit, Penn waited a few seconds for his door to be opened for him, and when he
realized that this was not his normal security team—they were military officers, not officers of the
Capitol Police Force—he pulled the handle and opened it himself.The late-summer mountain air
felt crisp against his skin as he stepped away from his vehicle toward Miller. His peripheral vision
caught Strasky approaching them as he asked the colonel, “What now?”“Follow me.”As Speaker
of the House of Representatives—second in line to the presidency—Penn was used to a degree
of deference from his security team, and from military officers, for that matter. No such deference
existed in Miller’s demeanor. This man was 100 percent business.And he walked half a step
faster than Penn could follow. The Speaker had passed his sixty-fourth birthday just a month
before, and his love for rich food, good wine and even better scotch had erased all but the last
traces of his youthful athleticism. Arlen Strasky, on the other hand, still competed in two Ironman
races a year, and likely hadn’t gained an ounce in the thirty years since he’d turned twenty.As



they neared the gaping maw in the mountainside that was the entrance to the Annex, Penn
noted that the opening was smaller than it had looked from afar, and that the blast door looked
twice as thick. He thought it looked like the most massive bank vault door in the universe.They
were still thirty feet away when a man of military bearing and hairstyle approached them from the
entrance. Penn doubted that the man could be forty years old. His neck seemed to slope directly
from his ears to his shoulders, and the front of the baseball cap he’d pulled low over his eyes
displayed a green-and-black American flag.“Speaker Glendale!” the man called as he
approached. He offered his hand. “Welcome to the United States Government Relocation
Center. We call it the Annex, and this will be our home for the next little while. I’m Scott
Johnson.”Penn shook the man’s hand. “This is my chief of staff, Arlen Strasky. What branch of
the military are you with, Mr. Johnson?”“I used to be Army, sir, but I was seven and done. I work
for Solara.”Penn looked to Strasky and got a shrug. “What is Solara?”“We’re the contractor in
charge of the Annex, sir. Please follow me.” He spun on his heel and headed back toward the
blast door.Penn turned to thank Colonel Miller for his efforts, but the man and his crew had
already wandered off to join a clutch of other military folks.“Speaker Glendale?” Johnson called.
He’d pulled up twenty feet ahead and beckoned for them. “We really don’t have a lot of time,
sir.”Penn and Arlen caught up. “You were saying—”“Yes, sir, I was explaining about Solara. In
peacetime, we’re the folks who make sure that all the provisions are in, and that all the comms
work properly. Our cover is that we take care of the internet and electronics stuff for the Hilltop
Resort. Which we do. In wartime, though, when the balloon goes up, we’re in charge of the entire
facility.”As they crossed the threshold into the opening of the bunker, the atmosphere of the
place changed. The smell of oil and fuel had pushed away the aromas of summer.Johnson
continued to talk. Penn got the sense that he’d rehearsed this more than once. “It’s no accident
that you’re among the first to arrive, Mr. Speaker. There’s gonna be a culture shock on the other
side of the decon area, and I’ll be happy to have your support keeping your people under
control.”Something tingled in Penn’s spine. “My people?”“Yes, sir. The elected folks. The people
you’ll be moving in with. There’s gonna be a learning curve with the rules, and—”Penn held up a
hand for silence. “You’re speaking in riddles, Scott.”“I prefer Mr. Johnson, sir.” His face had
hardened.Penn opted not to rise to the bait. This was a stressful evening for everyone. “Mr.
Johnson, then. I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.”Johnson seemed amused by
that. “Very well, sir, I understand. But you know what? I think it’ll all become clear when you come
inside. This way, sir.”Penn followed the young man deeper into the tunnel. On closer inspection,
the whole area bore a resemblance to naval vessels that Penn had visited. The walls in here
were lined with heavy steel. Every surface sported an organized rat’s nest of pipes and conduit.
Heavy explosion-proof enclosures surrounded all the electrical fixtures. Even the doors in the
walls—the access points to whatever lay beyond—looked like hatchways on a ship, including the
three-foot spinning wheel that would secure them closed.Johnson led his charges about thirty
yards into the tunnel before stopping at an open hatchway on the right.“You’ll be going in there,
sir,” Johnson explained. “Everybody will be going in there.”The area inside the hatch appeared to



be nothing but a big room, measuring maybe twenty feet square. No chairs or tables, just a black-
and-white tile floor surrounded by four gleaming white walls. Another soldierly young man stood
on the far side of the room with an automatic rifle—Penn recognized it to be a military M4—slung
across his chest and belly.“Bugsy, they’re all yours now,” Johnson said. “Gentlemen, this is
Garand Bug-something. The name is, like, fifteen letters long and it only has one vowel.”The
man with the rifle pronounced his name for them, and Penn agreed that Bugsy would have to do.
He had the same military bearing as Johnson, but was easily six inches taller. The massive
shoulder-width to waist-circumference ratio would pose a challenge to even the most talented
tailor.“Bugsy, this is House Speaker Glendale and his chief of staff, Mr. Strasky. Please show
them the ropes.”“I’ll do my best,” Bugsy said. He pivoted on his own axis and opened the door
he’d been guarding. “This way, sirs.”“Where are we going?” Strasky asked.“To your new home for
a while, sir,” Bugsy replied. Every line these guys spoke felt rehearsed and was delivered with a
humorless smile. “Just follow me.” As he stepped across the raised threshold, he ducked his
head to clear the top of the opening, and at the same time pressed a finger against the curly-
corded piece in his ear. He waved Penn and Strasky in behind him, and then pressed a button
on his ballistic vest. “Decon copies,” he said.“Something wrong?” Penn asked.Bugsy smiled.
“Oh, no, sir. It’s just that this is really happening. A bunch of your comrades are on their way in.
It’s about to get real crazy, real soon.”“Are we the first to arrive?” Strasky asked.“No, sir, but
you’re in the first ten. You won’t be lonely for long.” Bugsy settled his shoulders and sort of
winced as he said, “This is the awkward part.” He opened a heavy steel bin with a door not unlike
that on a blue public mailbox, but many times thicker. “I need you to put everything in here.”Penn
took a step back. “What is that?”“It’s an incinerator, sir. Or it will be when we fire it up. Nothing
from the outside is allowed in, now that the Annex has been sealed. We have to prevent
contamination.”“Contamination from what?”Bugsy’s demeanor changed ever so slightly, and he
stood even taller. Penn thought of it as puffing up for a fight. “Sir, in the next hour or so, I have to
process five hundred thirty-five members of Congress and a like number of staffers through
decon. Since you’re among the first, I can tell you that you’re about to enter a sterile
environment, but as we get busy, I’m going to need people to simply do what they’re told. I’ll
leave it to you to explain the rationale to them on the other side. If it helps, me and my people will
have to do the same thing before we button everything up.”“I’m sorry, Bugsy, but I just don’t
—”“It’s not complicated, Mr. Speaker. Everything goes into the bin. Everything. Jewelry, clothes,
eyeglasses, everything. We have duplicates of all prescriptions on the other side of decon.”“You
mean naked?” Strasky seemed more horrified by that than he did by the prospect of going to
war.“As the day you were born, sir. That happens here in this room and the female facility next
door, with everything getting incinerated. You were told to leave valuables at home, were you
not?”“I was told very little of anything,” Strasky said.“Well, I know it’s in the written literature you
received,” Bugsy said. “With your stuff disposed of, your next step is to go through those doors.
You’ll stop at two different showers. We’ll have someone in there to show you the ropes. The idea
is to get rid of as much outside dirt and bacteria as we can. When that’s done, you go through



another set of doors, where we have clothes and shoes and gear for you on the other side. Once
you’re physically inside the Annex, that’s where you stay until you’re cleared to leave. Any
questions?”Penn cocked his head. “Seriously?”“The sooner you get started, the sooner you’ll be
on the other side,” Bugsy said.CHAPTER THREESALLY LAMBERT ANSWERED THE
APARTMENT DOOR EVEN AS TODD McElroy was reaching for the knocker. Her intent was to
startle him, and judging from the way he jumped, her effort had succeeded. “This had really
better be very goddamn important. I don’t do three a.m. anymore.” As the editor in chief of the
Washington Underground, she understood that news broke at all hours, but this was ridiculous.
And the fact that Todd had refused even to give her a hint over the phone pissed her off.Todd
breezed past, into her living room, without acknowledging her words. “I’ve never encountered
anything like this before,” he said. “Do you have any tequila?”Sally glared at him from the tiny
step-up foyer, the doorknob still wrapped in her hand. Tall and gaunt on any day, Todd looked
especially bony in his Sheldon Cooper T-shirt, cargo shorts and Birkenstocks. With his unkempt
hair and wispy three-day beard, it was impossible to look at him and not recall Scooby-Doo’s
best friend, Shaggy.“No, I don’t have tequila. Why are you here?”He plopped himself into her
secondhand scratchy beige sofa. “You always have tequila, Sals. If not, I’ll take whatever you’ve
got. I think we’re in deep shit.”What had started in her gut as anger was morphing into concern.
In the five years she’d known Todd, she’d never seen him like this. She pushed the door closed,
stepped down into the dining room and padded across to the kitchen. He was right, she always
had tequila. She grabbed the bottle out of the fridge and a slightly used juice glass off the drain
board. She handed both to Todd and watched as he pulled from the bottle.Helping herself to the
threadbare chair she’d purchased at the same yard sale as the sofa, she put a hand on his knee.
“Talk to me, Todd.”He poked the nose bridge of his glasses with his forefinger. “A friend of mine
called me from West Virginia,” he said, following a shiver from the booze. “He works in a place
called the Hilltop Manor Resort. It’s one of those fancy, high-dollar hotels where mobsters used
to stay. Anyway, my buddy—his name is Rick Kau-flin—told me there’s been a constant stream
of traffic into the hotel tonight, and that it’s all been way after hours.”He took another pull on the
bottle.“Don’t get shit-faced before you can finish your story,” Sally said.“Oh, you have no idea
how much I want to.”“You know you’re not making any sense yet, right?”Todd took a huge breath
and let it go through his nose. He put the tequila bottle on the coffee table, then thought better
and picked it up again. “The thing is, why are a bunch of people flooding into the hotel at this
hour, and why have they shut down a big part of the place to any of the employees?”“Wait,” Sally
said. “Did they do that? Shut down a big part of the hotel?”“Yes, Sals. Jeez, pay attention. They
won’t allow any employees into, like, a whole section of the place, and they even kicked people
out of occupied rooms in that section. Why would they do that?”“Why would I know the answer?”
Sally said.“And why would the people who are arriving all be people from Capitol Hill? Speaker
Glendale one of them?”Sally felt a chill. “You mean Penn Glendale? Speaker of the House of
Representatives?”“Yeah, that one. Do you know another Speaker Glendale? And others,
too.”Sally was leaning into the conversation now. “Who else?”“I don’t know. We got cut off before



he could tell me. Just click and he was gone. I tried calling him back and couldn’t get through. I
tried calling the front desk of the hotel and just got an error code. Then I called my cell carrier
and they told me that the cell towers out there are all down, and they don’t know why.”Sally’s
news sense was piqued, but she knew she was still missing a huge piece of the puzzle. “It’s late,
Todd. Connect the dots for me, will you?”“Not yet.” Another pull. “Five or ten years ago, another
friend of mine—a guy I knew in college before he flunked out and went into the Army—told me
that he worked on a supersecret project out in West Virginia. I bought him a couple of drinks, and
he told me on deep background that if there was a war, official Washington would be evacuated
to a bunker out in the middle of the mountains.”“Was the bunker at this Hillcrest place?”“Hilltop,”
Todd corrected. “And he wouldn’t say. He didn’t give me the specific name, but he told me that
the place existed.”“And that’s what you think is happening.”“Yes.”“You think we’re going to
war.”“Yes.”“You’re insane. Who’s going to attack us?”Todd reared back in the sofa cushion. “I
have no idea. Doesn’t everybody hate us?”“What kind of war are you talking about?” Sally
pressed. “I mean, if Washington is heading to bunkers, then it must be nuclear war.”“I assume
so.”“Well, that’s kind of a big step, don’t you think? It’s exactly the kind of thing that we have
entire alert systems designed for. Did I miss an air raid siren?”“Do you want to hear the rest of
what I’ve got or don’t you?” Todd was losing patience.Sally gestured for the tequila and took a
swig herself. When you’re up at this hour, you might as well pretend that it’s a party, right? A
quick flip of her hand told him to move on.“First of all, my buddy told me—the guy who first
shared the secret—that the civil defense warning system is just there for show. People don’t
have shelters in their backyards anymore, the way they did in the fifties and sixties. And with
submarines parked off the coast, loaded with shit-tons of missiles, we wouldn’t get more than a
couple of minutes of advance warning in the first place. You sound a bunch of sirens and people
just panic.”Sally heard the distant peal of a bullshit bell. “This friend of yours—the traitorous one
with all the secret information to share—was he a general or something? A colonel, at
least?”“He was a grunt,” Todd said. “A specialist.”“Uh-huh. And of all the people in the world to
share this with, he chose a reporter for the Washington Underground.” Saying the words aloud
made them sound even more ridiculous than they had in her head.“He’s an inside source,” Todd
said. His tone was both defensive and indignant. “You didn’t mind when I used him before to
torpedo the last guy in the White House. He was one of the main unnamed leakers.”Sally
considered the ramifications. “Have you talked to this source tonight? You know, passed your
theory by him.”“I tried but couldn’t get through. And there’s more. I woke up a lady I know who’s
an aide to President Blanton’s chief of staff. Did you know that the president and her entire family
and staff are preparing to leave the White House in a hurry tonight?”Sally’s bullshit bell was
beginning to swing a little less aggressively. “What do the other outlets say about any of this?
Have the Post or the Times picked it up? Anything on the wire services?”Todd lifted the bottle for
more, but Sally pulled it away.“This is serious shit, Todd. You’ve got to stay sober for it.”Todd’s
shoulders slumped. “Since when did we start playing second to other news outlets? I’ve seen
nothing on the wires about this, but if I’m correct, people have a right to know.”“And if you’re



wrong, we’ll look like idiots and be crucified for inflaming the public.”“If I’m right, inflaming the
public will be exactly the thing we’re doing,” Todd countered. He reached into the main pocket of
his backpack and withdrew his laptop. “I’ve already written up a first draft of the story.” He lifted
the lid and passed it over to his boss.Why Is Official Washington Fleeing for the Hills?By Todd
McElroyHILLTOP, WV—Beginning just before midnight yesterday, a series of odd happenings
unfolded at the Hilltop Manor Resort here in the mountains of West Virginia. According to well-
placed sources in the century-old hotel, guests in the Antebellum Wing—one of five wings of the
property—were rousted from their beds and relocated to the John Brown Wing, which until
yesterday had been closed for renovation.A short time later, beginning around 1 a.m., streams of
cars began arriving at the hotel property. They entered not through the main portico, but through
an area normally reserved for deliveries.The Washington Underground has confirmed that one
of the people to arrive under cover of darkness was House Speaker Penn Glendale, along with
his chief of staff, Arlen Strasky. Other members of the House and Senate were also seen
arriving.As this reporter was communicating with sources on the ground at the Hilltop Manor,
communications were cut off without warning and cell phone service to that entire corner of the
community were knocked off-line.For years, rumors have circulated that the Hilltop Manor
Resort harbored a secret evacuation facility for official Washington. Those rumors remain
unconfirmed, but at this writing, it seems obvious that House and Senate members are fleeing
their homes in the DMV to take shelter elsewhere.Why might that be?We’ll keep pressing for
answers.When Sally got to the end, she looked at the screen for a long time, then rocked her
eyes up to meet Todd’s. “The writing’s a little florid,” she said.“That’s editing,” Todd replied. “What
about the story itself?”Sally made a wobbling motion with her hand. “I’m not sure there’s a story
here as much as there is an intriguing premise. A question.”“Can we put it out?” Todd asked.
“Christ, something like this will go around the world like a comet.”“All that means is the world will
know instantly that we screwed this up.”“You keep assuming that we’re wrong.”Sally took a deep
breath and closed her eyes. While blind enthusiasm was Todd’s greatest weakness, his instincts
as a reporter were some of the best she’d seen. The problem here was the magnitude of the
story he was proposing to write. The natural extension of the piece was widespread panic, so
the penalty for getting this wrong was enormous.“Wait a second,” she said, snapping her eyes
open. “The submarines. You’re right. They’re parked off the shores of the U.S., just outside our
territorial waters. There is, in fact, no way for this evacuation to succeed—if that’s really what it
is.” She glared at Todd. “Unless America is planning a first strike somewhere.”Todd’s eyes and
mouth formed near perfect circles. “Or if we knew someone else was,” he said. “All that stuff
between Israel and Iran, maybe.”“Or India and Pakistan,” Sally said. “God, there are all kinds of
possibilities there.” She leaned back in the sofa. “Or it could be some kind of drill.”“My piece
allows for that possibility,” Todd said.“We have to know,” Sally declared, and she shot to her feet.
“I have an idea.” She hurried across the living room to the rectangular section of floor that she
euphemistically called her dining room and turned on the light over the 1970s-era glass-topped
dining table. She pulled open the oversize yellow purse that carried pretty much everything she



needed in life, extracted her laptop and returned to the sofa.“You look like you have a plan,” Todd
said.“It’s not much of one. We’re going to make some phone calls.” She opened the computer,
pulled up her contacts list and double-clicked on a file labeled Pentagon Sources. “It seems to
me that if we’re going to war, senior military officials will be the first to know.”“They won’t talk to
you about that.”“I don’t imagine they will,” Sally agreed, “but look at the clock. At this hour, they’ll
be righteously pissed about being awakened by a reporter.”“I’m missing your point.”“If your guess
is right, they won’t be home to be pissed.” She pivoted her screen so Todd could see it. “Every
name on this list is an O-Six or higher. If we’re about to go to war, none of these guys will be
home.”“O-Six?”“Captain in the Navy, colonel in most other branches. I’ll start with the A’s, and
you start with the L’s. Let’s see what we see.”In the end, they only made a total of seven calls
between them. Not a single senior officer was home.Todd beamed. “Are you convinced now?
Will you post the story?”“Post it,” she said. “But there’s nothing here to smile about.”CHAPTER
FOURTHE ROADS HEADING WEST WERE FREAKISHLY EMPTY, NEARLY DEVOID of traffic
all the way to the West Virginia line and beyond. After nearly four hours of driving, everything
stopped. Victoria leaned toward the center of the Suburban to peer out through the windshield
and was greeted with a surreal image of an endless snake of black SUVs idling, nose to tail, a
meandering sea of white and red lights heading up the hill to the Hilltop Manor Resort.“Is this the
place?” she asked.“This is it,” McCrea said. “It seems that we are not the first to arrive.” He was
approaching the end of his mission for tonight. Once the Emerson family was dropped off—no,
once Victoria Emerson was dropped off (the kids were not his problem)—he and his driver, First
Sergeant Paul Copley, were on their own.“What happens from here?” one of the boys
asked.McCrea thought both kids had been asleep. “We’re sort of in uncharted waters here,
Luke,” he said.“I’m Caleb.”“My bad,” McCrea said. “The answer remains unchanged.”“What does
that mean? And I’m Luke.”“It means that I’m really not sure what’s about to happen. We’ll find out
together, I suppose.”“Nothing’s moving,” Victoria said. “What’s going on up there?”“I believe
everyone is learning as they go,” McCrea said. “Lots of confusion.”“Come on, boys,” Victoria said.
She pushed the passenger door open. “We’re walking from here.”“The hell you are,” McCrea
barked. He threw his door open as well and stepped out of the Suburban to intervene.Caleb
looked startled in the wash of the dome light, as if unaware what he should do. Luke, on the
other hand, was already moving. He slung himself over the back of the bench seat, bending
himself in half to grab their go bags. He hefted one after the other out of the cargo bay and onto
the seat.“Stop that!” McCrea commanded, but no one listened. “Mrs. Emerson, I cannot let you
do this,” McCrea said. He placed his right hand on the edge of her door, while pressing his left
against the window behind it, effectively blocking her path.“Get out of my way, Major,” she said.“I
can’t do that.”She smiled. “Don’t make me hurt you, Major McCrea. I don’t know what you’ve
read about me, but I’ve been a martial artist since I was a teenager. Two black belts. I work out
every day, and spar twice a week. Do you really want to decide this in the gravel?”McCrea fought
the urge to call her bluff. Problem was, fighting with a protectee was exactly the opposite of his
mission to protect her.“The go bags are ready,” Caleb announced. He’d made his decision to



follow, apparently, and part of it was to steal his little brother’s thunder.Victoria lowered her voice
and took a half step closer to the major, nearly nose to nose. “Please get out of my way,” she
said.“Mrs. Emerson. Victoria. This is a mistake. Get back in the car and we will wait our turn.”“If
it’s a mistake, it’s mine to make,” she said. “Your work here is done, Major.”“Don’t tell me my job,”
McCrea said. But he pivoted to his right, opening a path. “I’m going with you, though, so wait for
me.”“I have no problem with that,” Victoria said. She spun on her own axis to address her
children. “Come on, boys.”McCrea turned his attention to the driver. “First Sergeant Copley, pull
this vehicle off the road so others can pass. When you’re done, I will lead the way. Keep the
Emerson family in the middle and follow closely. Call out any threats.” At DEFCON 1, the only
safe assumption was that everyone was a threat to everyone else. Desperate people did
desperate things, and up until Victoria Emerson was safe, his job was to keep her that
way.McCrea raised his voice and gave it a command timbre. “Emerson family, from here on out,
it is critical for you to do what I say. It is critical for all of you to do exactly what I say. Are there any
questions?”Victoria said nothing, and the boys shook their heads.“Caleb and Luke, I need verbal
responses, please.”“I don’t have any questions,” Luke said.“Me neither.”McCrea reached back
into the cab of the Suburban and withdrew his own M4. He shrugged into the battle sling and let
the rifle fall against the front of his vest. “We’ll move as soon as First Sergeant Copley takes care
of our vehicle.”They watched as the first sergeant climbed behind the wheel and backed the
Suburban off the pavement and over the gravel shoulder until the rear wheels were in the woods
and the front wheels had a precarious purchase on the pavement. It took six or seven shifts from
forward to reverse to complete the maneuver, but when he was done, plenty of room remained
for other vehicles to get by.Copley looked to be about thirty-five years old and had soldier written
all over him, from the steely eyes to the rock-solid body. His uniform remained pressed even
after four hours behind the wheel. “I’m ready, sir,” he pronounced when he rejoined the family.“I
want your M4 chambered, safety on,” McCrea instructed.“I’m way ahead of you.”“I think this
security bubble around me is a little tight,” Victoria said. “You can back off some?”“When I drop
you off at the front door, I will disappear, I promise,” McCrea said.The walk was longer than it
looked, and the hill was steeper than it appeared in the dark. As he’d feared, their effort to jump
the line was pissing people off. As they passed one identical SUV after another, headlights
flashed and a couple of horns bleated. They’d reached nearly the halfway point when someone
up ahead opened their door and a beefy Army lieutenant stepped out to block their way.“If you
belong here at all, you will wait your turn,” the soldier said.“Stand down, Lieutenant,” McCrea
said. He faced off against the other soldier, silently daring him to make a move while the family
moved on behind him.Victoria spread her arms to gather her boys. “Keep up,” she said, and they
closed in tighter.The young officer who’d confronted them had played out his bluff, apparently.
“I’m sorry about that, Major,” he said. “My protectees told me—”“Don’t worry about it, Lieutenant.
One way or the other, this will all be over soon, and this kind of shit won’t matter at all.”“Vicky!” a
voice yelled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”“I’ve got to go back to work,” McCrea said.
He jogged up the hill to retake his place in the lead. “Don’t engage with anyone, ma’am,” he



said.Victoria kept walking. “Stay close, boys,” she said.“Vicky!” the voice called again. “It’s me.
Parker Wortham. I’m talking to you!”McCrea recognized the old guy as a senator from
someplace out West. Wyoming, maybe? He only recognized the face because he’d been on the
news for campaign violations.McCrea didn’t understand the game Victoria was playing here.
Why piss off the people you’re going to be holed up with while the earth either died or
repopulated? How did she think she was more important than all the others who’d been waiting
more or less as long as she had?As he’d feared, Victoria’s decision to jump the line had
triggered others to do the same. It started with just a few, but within twenty seconds, members of
Congress started exiting their vehicles like children hurrying to get to the front of the ice-cream
line.Everyone was on the feather edge of panic as it was, and Representative Emerson had
poked the self-restraint balloon with a pin. Every face he saw showed equal portions of anger
and fear. “This is irresponsible,” he grumbled. He considered challenging her on this, but the
damage was already done. She’d inspired a mob scene.Senator Wortham trotted up to join
Victoria—no easy feat for a man of his significant girth—but First Sergeant Copley blocked
access. “Stay back, sir,” he said. There wasn’t a hint of politeness in his tone, and no room for
argument.Somewhere behind, a voice yelled, “Senator Wortham, don’t do that! You’re going to
get yourself shot!” McCrea looked behind to see the senator’s security escort trotting up to join
him.“Mom, what’s happening?” Caleb asked. He clung to her whole arm.Not a great look for a
kid his age, McCrea thought.“People are just scared about what might be coming,” Victoria said.
Her tone was strong, but she looked as frightened as anyone else.As they approached the top of
the hill and the building beyond, the scale of everything seemed to transform. The massive
entryway looked like something out of a science-fiction movie. McCrea wondered how they’d
possibly been able to disguise it from the neighbors.Luke pulled up short. “I’m not going in there,”
he proclaimed.“You have to, sweetheart,” Victoria said. “This is going to be our home for a
while.”“Yet to be seen,” McCrea said. As he spoke the words, he thought he might understand
why Victoria was leading the charge like this. If the kids were not to be allowed, and she chose
not to leave them alone, that was something to be known sooner rather than later.“What does he
mean by that?” Caleb asked. “Yet to be seen?”She didn’t answer.Luke pointed toward the top of
the hill. “Look at all the soldiers.”Fifty feet ahead, passage was completely blocked by a
makeshift barricade across the road. A dozen or more stern-faced men, kitted out for battle,
added firepower to the roadblock. Helmets, vests, rifles and enough ammunition to stave off an
invasion. But the uniforms they wore were of a previous generation, the mottled green camo
pattern of the Vietnam era, and none of them wore rank insignia.“Major McCrea?” Victoria
asked. “What branch of the service are they from?”“Ask me again in five minutes,” he said. “At
least we know why nothing is moving. Stay close to me.” Louder: “First Sergeant
Copley?”“Sir?”“Keep the Emersons safe while I speak to the guards.”“Oo-uh.”Victoria addressed
her sons at a whisper. “Caleb, you make sure that you and Luke do exactly as First Sergeant
Copley tells you. I’m going with the major.”She didn’t wait for a response from either boy. They’d
been raised right. Yes, they had attitude, and, yes, they pushed back, but they understood an



order when they heard it, and they would obey.Victoria waited until McCrea was halfway to the
barricade before she started after him. The first sergeant started to object, but his heart wasn’t
really in it.McCrea approached the least nervous-looking sentry. “Good evening, troop,” he said.
“What’s with all the delay?”As if channeling the Buckingham Palace Beefeater guards, the
soldier said nothing, but rather stared straight ahead, as if no one were there.“I’m talking to you,
soldier,” McCrea said, his tone a little harsher. He pointed to the embroidered insignia on his own
chest. “Take a look at the oak leaf. You owe me a few words and some eye contact at the very
least.”The kid’s eyes stayed focused on something distant, but he did say, “Sir, I am not the one
to ask anything. My job is to keep people from busting through the line. Everything else is up to
Mr. Johnson.”“And who is Mr. Johnson?”“He’d be the boss, sir.”“Where can we find him?” Victoria
asked. The sound of her voice startled McCrea.“Somewhere nearby, ma’am,” the soldier said.
“He tends not to share his whereabouts with me.”McCrea leaned in closer, nearly nose to nose.
“You think you’re funny?”“Apparently not, sir,” the soldier said.“Step aside and let me through,”
McCrea said. “I’ll find him myself.”As McCrea took a step forward to break through the line, the
soldier took two steps back to open some distance and leveled the muzzle of his rifle at the
bridge of McCrea’s nose. “Lethal force is authorized, Major. I’d prefer not to use it, but please
don’t think I’d hesitate.”The speed and decisiveness of the guard’s movement made McCrea
flinch, but he recovered quickly. “Point that weapon elsewhere,” he said.“I’d like nothing better,
sir, but you need to step back behind the line. Another step forward and I’ll shoot you in the face.
I have my orders.”McCrea took a step back. He’d learned a long time ago that there was no more
dangerous creature on the planet than an armed young man with standing orders to shoot. “Can
you summon Mr. Johnson for me?”“No need,” a voice called from behind the line. “I’m Johnson.”
He approached from the bunker’s maw. “You’ve been causing quite a stir with your line jumping,”
he said. “Gotta tell you, that’s not a harbinger of good things.”When Johnson arrived at the
cordon, he stood at parade rest, with his hands behind his back, as if deliberately avoiding a
handshake. McCrea had been waiting for a salute, but when he didn’t get one, he pressed
ahead. “I don’t understand the source of this delay,” he said.“It takes time,” Johnson said. “We’ve
got to process a lot of people and we’re not designed for high-volume entries like this.”“How can
that be?” Victoria blurted. “This is a bunker, for crying out loud. Did you plan for war to arrive
slowly?”Johnson shifted his head to address Victoria, but his shoulders remained squared to
McCrea. “Who are you, ma’am?”“I am Victoria Emerson, representative of—”“West Virginia’s
Third District,” Johnson said on her behalf. “Welcome to the Annex, ma’am.” He leaned forward
and addressed the ear of the soldier who’d nearly shot McCrea. “Let her through. Her chief of
staff is already here, a Mr. Mulvany?”“Mulroney,” Victoria corrected.“Yes, whatever. He’s been
here. Just cleared the showers, in fact.”“Showers?”“It will make sense when you come in.
Speaker Glendale has been asking for you.” Johnson extended his arm in a welcoming gesture
as the soldier stepped to the side to make room for her.Victoria turned back to face down the hill.
“Caleb! Luke! Come on up, please.”Johnson darted forward to fill the gap. “Whoa, whoa, whoa.
What are you doing?”The moment of truth had arrived. “I’m a single mom,” Victoria said. “I’m not



leaving my boys alone while I seek shelter for myself.”Johnson straightened his posture again.
“All respect, ma’am, this place is not about shelter for anyone. It’s about the continuance of
government.”The boys arrived at her side. “Caleb and Luke Emerson, please say hello to Mr.
Johnson.”“Hello,” they said in unison.Johnson ignored the boys. “Ma’am, they will not be allowed
to enter the Annex.”“And why is that?”McCrea suspected that she understood the rules and the
reason behind them, but she wanted to hear Johnson say it in front of others. That wasn’t going
to do anything to ease the growing angst within the crowd.“We simply don’t have the room
available, ma’am,” Johnson said. “Five hundred thirty-five members of Congress plus one staff
member each is almost eleven hundred people. Some members of Congress have six, seven
children. We could never feed them all.”“You certainly could,” Victoria said.A crowd was
beginning to buzz. They were on her side.She continued, “As I understand it, when the doors
close, they will remain closed for sixty days. If I do my math properly, at three meals per day,
that’s a hundred eighty meals per member of Congress. That times eleven hundred . . .” She
looked to the sky as she did the math in her head.“A hundred and ninety-eight thousand,” Caleb
said almost instantly.“Let’s call it two hundred thousand,” Victoria said. “You and your staff have
to eat, too. Mr. Johnson, by definition, you are prepared to deliver two hundred thousand meals
to the people inside that bunker.”Johnson said, “Ma’am, I know what you’re trying to do here,
and it’s just not gonna happen.”Victoria pretended not to hear. “Tough times lie ahead for all of
us, Mr. Johnson. I know my colleagues, and sooner or later, they’re going to talk about shared
sacrifice in the difficult times that lie ahead. Suppose we only feed ourselves one meal per day?
That would bring the capacity up to at least three thousand refugees inside, would it not?”“It’s
not just about food, Mrs. Emerson,” Johnson said.“It’s Congresswoman Emerson,” she snapped.
“It’s about beds, then? Have people hot bunk, share beds. Toilet capacity? Don’t flush as
often.”Behind her, people were just now coming to grips with the reality of what they were up
against.“You’re creating a scene, Congresswoman Emerson,” Johnson said.“No, sir, I am doing
no such thing. I am merely stating facts.”“Ma’am, I have my orders.”“And your orders are going to
hurt people.”Something broke in Johnson, and he took a menacing step forward, prompting both
McCrea and First Sergeant Copley to close ranks in a kind of pincer movement. Victoria might
be a bitch, but she was the kind of bitch McCrea admired.“Don’t talk to me about hurting people,”
Johnson said. “Those decisions are made by the high-and-mighty members of Congress and
the occupant of the White House. I am strictly in the business of keeping those decision makers
alive.”Oh, this had the potential to go very ugly, very quickly.Victoria seemed to grow taller. “And
that is my only point, Mr. Johnson,” she said. “We members of Congress honor ourselves by
anointing ourselves as inherently more valuable than those whom we represent. I want no part of
it. Please advise Speaker Glendale that I hereby resign from Congress. And please feel free to
give my spot to someone else.”Johnson looked stunned. “I, um, I—”Victoria turned to McCrea. “I
am terribly sorry for the inconvenience, Major. If you’ll forgive me, I’ll ask you to take us back to
our home.”Johnson said, “You know, your decision affects Mr. Mulroney, too, right?”The words
blasted wind from her sails, but only for a few seconds. She said, “When you speak to Oliver, tell



him to go home and hug his family.” She hugged her own a little closer. “Let’s go, boys.”McCrea
didn’t move. “Mrs. Emerson, I don’t think you understand exactly what is going on here. I cannot
allow you to return to your home. My job is precisely to not allow that to happen.”Victoria tried to
puff up. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me. I just resigned from the United States Congress.”
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J. D. Webb, “A can't-put-down thriller. Crimson Phoenix. Two frightening words cause those in the
know to cringe. It could never happen really. Mutually assured destruction would ensue. No one,
not even the world’s most evil dictator, could want that. Yet, here was an unapologetic Major
McCrea at Congresswoman Victoria Emerson’s door demanding she leave her home and her
sons, Caleb and Luke, to go somewhere, the man would not tell her where. She refused to leave
without them so on they motored to DC. When they arrived at their intended destination the
authorities, whoever they were, insisted that she leave her children and go with them. No way.
She resigned from Congress and headed…elsewhere. A third son, Adam, was studying at a
university and Vickie had no way to contact him. This situation could not be worse. Although it
does. Nuclear war, as horrifying as it was thought to be, happened. The shock of having no
electronic capability, no shelter, no way to provide food or necessities, even no law and, order,
weigh on Vickie, her sons, Major McCrea, and his aide, Sergeant Copely as they flee to safety,
wherever that was. An awkward ride through the beautiful, unfamiliar hills of Virginia is not what
any of them want. That is until their vehicle suddenly stopped; no power. Then it became a walk.
Crimson Phoenix grabs you by the collar and stations you in the midst of…well, Holy Hell. Snap-
on your seat belt and enjoy the thrills and excitement. I literally missed a meal as I raced through
the pages. Might be good to grab some food before you start.”

MO, “A need for prepping. Our family are preppers. We have many items to help in such times as
book indicates, and our designated area we store specifically for the food and survival items.
But I loved the book, though a novel, in fact brought out the reality of an EMP strike, being
attacked, and all the calamities associated with the impact of such! The one thing of many
brought to my attention is I realised we need a pre computerised car! So today we started the
search. Though I pray we do not lose all we rely on due to possible EMP or brutal attacks by
warheads, though, I pray not, we must be prepared. The world currently through COVID and
other political things are not looking so great so we should be prepared. We are not conspiracy
theorists but we do prep storage etc; which saved us when we went through a few hard financial
times. But this post apocalyptic story is absolutely incredible. For even preppers like my family
there were so many things we discovered by reading this novel, we did not have on our list and
in our provisions. Amazing read. The fact that even small things in book mention items such as
winter is coming on, no clothes and a teenaged boy outgrowing his pants, how without a treddle
machine unless lots of hand stitching do they get new pants or half way decent pants. Shops are
looted, people are turning nasty to survive but thank heavens there are still some do gooders
My only complaint is it ended so suddenly and not a word in the end on the Congress and being
secluded to hopefully keep government functioning, and IMO I was left hanging unless it’s in
book two. Other than that it would have been a 5*. Maybe none of these things will ever be
needed and we will as a world community will be safe, but it still gives food for thought.”



HB LEVESQUE, “Gilstrap at his best. John Gilstrap never fails to entertain. I was hooked from
the very first pages and, as usual, couldn't wait to turn the pages to see what happened next.
The premise of nuclear war and it's destruction of everything we know and hold sacred is
beyond compelling and will keep you turning pages until the wee hours of the morning. What
happens to Victoria and her teenage sons in the aftermath of our worlds destruction will have
you contemplating for hours, days and weeks, "What would I do?". Or even more profoundly "
What could I do?" To ensure the survival of those I love as civilization crumbles all around you.
Gilstrap is a master storyteller and he will have you mesmerized instantly and begging for more.
I want the next book in this series NOW! Trust this voracious reader or try a free sample and
you'll be buying the book shortly thereafter.”

Badgerous  , “Different to other John Gilstrap. I found Scorpion Strike by the same author on
offer, gave it a go and enjoyed it.Therefore I looked at other books he had written and this one
came up.I love post apocalyptic fiction and it doesn’t disappoint - with two main story lines to
lend further intrigue beyond survival of the main characters alone.I look forward to the second
book coming out in 2022.”

Julie Alexander, “Excellent. Love this author's work and this book just cements this author's
place as one of the best. Well paced and as always excellent storytelling. The truth is often
scary, and this makes you think. Extremely entertaining a very good read I recommend.”

Marek Kapuscinski, “Unwelcome questions. In a few hours we could have no government no law
and order no communications, and nothing that needs electronics, like cars, planes, factories.
Our new hero accepts thr challenge forward.”

The book by John Gilstrap has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 1,124 people have provided feedback.
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