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    Book 8 – Eye of the Storm 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The storms continued to rage, seemingly endless, day-after-day, hour-after-hour, stretching on through the weeks and months since the crash of Atlas-01 into the city streets of Chicago, Illinois. 
 
    After a harrowing trek through Colorado, Helen and Joel finally reach their destination, crossing the border into Wyoming, but that final stretch doesn’t go as planned when they end up entangled with Major Valley and his group of United States Army stationed in Cheyenne and get locked up for their trouble. 
 
    For Major Valley’s part, he’s trying to rationalize the attack on the Clover Hills Mall, trying to find reasons why it happened and dealing emotionally with the aftermath of the deaths of two dozen American citizens. 
 
    In Kansas City, Shawna, Tristan and the crew at Eagle Atmospheric have weathered the storm, finding the necessary components to rebuild the satellite launch pad in the wake of the destruction caused by the errant lightning bolt.  But even with these additional components, do they have any hope of actually launching a satellite into orbit, or is it purely a fool’s errand? 
 
    At the Stone Sword compound, Jack and Laura are struggling to get acclimated, finding it difficult to find their place in this strange, insular society.  Jack’s early frustrations have ebbed somewhat and he’s been given some additional responsibility, a fact he’s not sure he’s grateful for.  After their long and treacherous voyage from Seattle, Jack’s conflicts with Colonel Carter have eased into a begrudging respect. 
 
    Meanwhile, as Jack and Helen reach Wyoming, they have no way of knowing that Ali Davud continues his relentless pursuit through Kansas, their paths destined to cross yet again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    South Brisbane, Louisiana 
 
    Six Years Ago 
 
      
 
    Rain pattered down over them, one of those almost pleasant, soothing rains. Harder than a drizzle, but not quite a downpour, Joel closed his eyes, feeling the cool, refreshing pecks across his sweat-covered forehead. 
 
    It seemed as though the entire world smelled like fresh, wet wood, the swing set soaked through with precipitation, the newly cut posts filling his nostrils with that unique aroma. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves, the low wind running over his gooseflesh-covered arms, bare and dirty from a hard day’s work. 
 
    Tia was in bed and his grandfather had left a little less than an hour ago, the pleasant satisfaction from a day’s spent working, drinking, smoking, and talking with his favorite relative still fresh in Joel’s mind. Chains squeaked, low and persistent, Winnie slowly swinging back and forth on the rubber swing. Dark hair draped over her shoulders, her eyes closed, skin smooth and soft, lit perfectly under the fading glow of the setting sun. 
 
    Joel looked forward into the trees, kicking off with his own feet, swinging back and forth, wet wood and soft rain luring him into a strange, unusual tranquility. It was a sort of tranquility he’d never gotten accustomed to, not even as a child. His childhood had been the opposite of tranquility, one abrupt trauma leading into another, his first nine years engulfed by violence and anger. His next nine consumed by the endless parade between foster homes. 
 
    Then there was the military. It was supposed to change his life for the better, to provide a kind of security that his life hadn’t up to that point. 
 
    As with everything in Joel’s life, it didn’t quite work out as planned. 
 
    But after there’d been Winnie. Then there’d been Tia. And for the first time in his entire life, Joel felt like he had something to live for, something to strive for, something to work for. 
 
    Something other than the next cigarette or bottle of beer. Something good. 
 
    Even his relationship with his grandfather had improved, the old man feeling guilty from a lifetime of slights, working hard to be a part of his grandson’s life, and his great-granddaughter’s. Rarely had he spent more than two consecutive hours with his grandfather until the swing set had been mentioned, his young daughter looking longingly at the school playground one summer afternoon. 
 
    For twelve hours straight that day, he and his grandfather had set out the kit and the wood, working together to assemble the frame, string the chains, bolt it all together and make it stable. They’d gone through a twelve-pack of beer and an entire pack of cigarettes, Winnie scowling angrily at him from the living room window. 
 
    But all of that was a memory. She was smiling, looking up into the cloud-filled sky, her skin glistening with the scattering spray of light rain. 
 
    If there was a heaven, maybe it was something like this. 
 
    Dark clouds had encroached while they’d been swinging in silence and Joel tipped back his bottle of Corona, his first of the night after enduring a full day of Coors to satisfy his grandfather. His head was buzzing lightly, the alcohol filtered by the effort and sweat of a day’s work. 
 
    Deep within the clouds a low murmur of thunder rolled, the churning growl of more approaching rain promising a harder and less pleasant night. 
 
    Slowly they swung back and forth, the chains squeaking, legs pumping, somehow moving in opposition to each other, Joel swinging back as Winnie swung forward, then vice versa, their legs pumping in alternating motions. 
 
    Everything else was silent. 
 
    In the sky the growling thunder halted for a moment, hushing itself in preparation for what was to come. A bright, blinding fork of ragged lightning ripped through the sky, slicing the horizon in half with a glowing white dagger. 
 
    Thunder clapped loud and hard, a gunshot from the heavens. 
 
    They swung back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. Rain fell harder, thudding against their skin and soaking their clothes. 
 
    Slowly, the swings eased their back and forth motion, the two of them finally stopping, perched on their toes, looking off into the sky as it darkened with black clouds. 
 
    “Get ready,” she said from next to him. Her voice was as smooth as silk, quiet as a woodland instrument, a flawless solo, melodious and soothing. 
 
    Joel looked and she looked back at him, her face no longer glistening, but bubbling with festering sores, flesh burned and peeling, her vacant eyes staring at him from a blackened and scorched face. 
 
    “There’s a storm coming, Joel Robertson.” 
 
    # 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
    Present Day 
 
    There’s a storm coming, Joel Robertson. 
 
    Joel’s eyes opened as he stood on the gentle slope of grass, looking out at the horizon. His heart hammered in his chest, the pleasant memory of building his daughter’s swing set a horrific, nauseating nightmare, his dead wife’s eyes searing into his mind. His knees felt weak, the grass hill hard beneath his feet, and for a frightening moment he thought he might pass out. 
 
    He’d been stuck in Cheyenne for nearly a week, kept in a makeshift prison cell, only allowed out once a day for some fresh air, and that only because Major Valley was taking pity on him. For one hour he had the opportunity to walk the span of a few blocks in and around the train yard in downtown Cheyenne, where the FEMA camp was located, just as a chance to get some fresh air and see something beyond the surrounding four walls. 
 
    Valley had tried to work some magic to get him set free and moved from jail to the work camp itself, but the fact that Joel had opened fire on the soldiers near the Clover Hills shopping mall complicated things in that regard, something that Joel understood, even if he didn’t agree with it. 
 
    As he stared out at the horizon, lightning throbbed in the distance, the clouds glowing gently. A sudden bright bolt shot from the clouds and rocketed down toward Earth, cleaving the sky in two. Just as it faded from view, a second bolt followed suit, the low gurgling of thunder cascading throughout the storm clouds overhead. 
 
    “It’s getting worse,” Major Valley remarked, standing next to Joel, the two of them looking at the clouds. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Joel replied. “I thought the lightning was man-made. Isn’t it from those satellites?” 
 
    “I’m not sure anyone knows one way or the other,” Valley replied. “At least not that I’ve heard, but they don’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Well, if it is,” Joel continued, “from the satellites, I mean, what’s with the thunder? And the rain?” 
 
    Valley shook his head. 
 
    “Mother Nature is a cruel mistress,” he replied. “We shot thousands of nanotechnology devices up into our atmosphere without fully considering the ramifications. Why should any of us be surprised at the strange aftereffects?” 
 
    “Good point,” Joel replied. “Why is it that every time mankind thinks they’ve one-upped Mother Nature, she comes back with a haymaker from nowhere, showing us the error of our ways?” 
 
    “You’d think we’d have learned by now. Mother Nature has a hell of a rope-a-dope.” 
 
    Another round of thunder echoed above, and another bullet of electricity fired from the cannon, streaking overhead and striking somewhere in the distance. Joel’s fists closed, his body rigid at the thought of that lightning striking anywhere closer. He still had bad memories of Hurricane Alexandra fresh in his mind, the torrential rain and winds. The face of Helen’s father as he was swept beneath the current, strapped into the seatbelt of his economy car. 
 
    “Joel?” 
 
    The voice took him by surprise and for a moment he wasn't sure if it was real or some broken fragment of memory. 
 
    His eyes locked on Helen, her face smiling back at him from the road several feet away. She was walking with a few other young girls her age and waved her hand to him when he saw her. Pausing for a moment, she turned and whispered to the other girls around her, then jogged over the grass toward them as they continued on. 
 
    “Let me give you two a few minutes,” Major Valley said and drifted away, walking down the grassy slope as Helen approached. 
 
    # 
 
    “How—how are you holding up?” Joel asked, walking along the grass with Helen matching him stride for stride. 
 
    “Okay, I guess,” Helen replied. “We’re on our way to school. Ms. Lace is nice enough, I guess, but it’s weird to be going to class again. Nobody really knows what to make of it.” 
 
    “How many kids are in the class?” 
 
    “Like twenty, maybe?” Helen shrugged. “Most of them around my age, a couple younger ones.” 
 
    “Are their…parents here?” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Mostly. There’s a girl named Kim—her mom is gone, I think. Two others who have divorced moms and dads, but at least one parent is here with them.” She glanced over toward the train yard. “In the camps, I mean.” 
 
    “Who are you staying with?” Joel asked. 
 
    Helen bit at her lower lip as they walked. 
 
    “Yasmine, right now. We’re bunking together. She’s not in my class, she’s older, but they’ve got like these shared bunks for people who—for ones with—you know.” 
 
    “I know,” Joel replied. “Do they treat you okay?” 
 
    “Better than they treat you, I’m sure,” Helen said in a low voice. Her eyes darted from left to right, taking in the scenery. “I get three meals, a bed to sleep on. I can walk outside when I want to.” 
 
    There was a growl of thunder from the clouds and off in the distance, yet another searing bolt of lightning plowed through the sky, vanishing behind a clutch of buildings to the north. 
 
    “Not that I even want to,” she finished, looking at the fading afterimage of the lightning bolt. 
 
    “Probably safer inside.” 
 
    They walked together for a few more moments, taking slow, steady strides, milking their time for all it was worth. Finally, reaching the edge of the grass where it met the sidewalk, leading to the road south of the train yard, Helen turned to him. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she said, eyes darting upwards. “Things are getting worse.” 
 
    Joel didn’t want to put the fear of God into the girl—but he had no interest in lying to her either. 
 
    “Sure seems that way,” he replied, his voice low and even, devoid of emotion. 
 
    Her fingers touched his hand, and the cool brush of skin on skin startled him for a moment. He almost pulled back, but instead forced his hand to remain open, as welcoming as he could as she pressed her palm into his. 
 
    “I don’t want to die here, Joel,” she said quietly. “Not in these damned camps.” 
 
    Joel closed his eyes, feeling a sharp dagger of guilt burying its blade to the hilt deep in the center of his chest. 
 
    Finally, he closed his hand, wrapping his fingers around hers. 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” he said. 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    He squeezed a little harder, then forced himself to look at her, his eyes meeting hers, narrowed and firm. 
 
    “I swear to you,” he said, forcing the shaking nerves from his voice. “You will not die in this place.” 
 
    Thunder rolled, churning in the clouds like bowling balls charging down the alley’s surface. 
 
    Behind them came the low clearing of a voice and Joel turned to see Major Valley standing at the crest of the hill, looking down at them. 
 
    “It’s time,” he said, nodding to Joel. Joel nodded back, giving Helen’s hand another squeeze. 
 
    “Hang in there, kid,” he said. “Just trust me, okay?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Joel smiled softly, their hands separating, and he nodded a good-bye as she pulled away, then sped up her pace, jogging along the grass to catch up to her group of friends walking slowly down the sidewalk. She shouted and waved and one of them looked back, beaming widely as she called her forward. 
 
    “Sorry,” Major Valley said as he drew next to Joel and guided him back toward the makeshift manufactured prison. “Orders are orders.” 
 
    “Orders are orders,” Joel repeated, then walked the rest of the way in silence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Back inside the prefab structure at the rear of the FEMA camp, Major Valley held open the chain-link door for the portable prison cell that had been wedged into the corner where two sheets of corrugated steel met and were fastened by a row of thick bolts. 
 
    The chain-link holding cell itself was large, big enough to hold a few prisoners, but thankfully Joel was its sole inhabitant. Judging by conversations he’d heard between Major Valley and others, he knew there were a few other buildings scattered about with some troublemakers contained within, but Joel had been given at least a modicum of special treatment, mostly at the insistence of Valley himself. 
 
    The treatment hadn’t been special enough to secure his freedom, of course, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Stepping into the large rectangular chamber, he tensed as the metal-on-metal clang of the closing door echoed loudly in the confines of the small building. 
 
    Major Valley stood on the other side of the closed door, looking in at him as he settled into a seated position on a cot inside the cell. 
 
    “You know I don’t want to be doing this,” Valley said. 
 
    “Then why are you?” Joel asked, leaning back against the metal grid wall. “Your rank insignia is the highest one I’ve seen around these parts.” 
 
    Valley’s jaw clenched and he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Strict orders from Colonel Lancaster. He’s the man in charge and they’re taking a hard line on keeping civilians in check.” 
 
    Joel smiled crookedly. 
 
    “I’m sure they are.” 
 
    “You can appreciate how out of control things have gotten in the past two months,” Major Valley replied. “If we give an inch, an angry population will try and take a mile.” 
 
    “People are scared,” Joel replied. “Seems to me swatting flies with sledgehammers isn’t the way to make them feel calmer.” 
 
    “The colonel has a different perspective. The early days of this event were difficult for him. It colored his opinion of things.” 
 
    “Then maybe he’s not the right person to be in charge.” 
 
    “Not my call to make.” 
 
    “Such is the way of the United States Government,” Joel sighed, interlacing his fingers behind his head and easing his eyes closed. 
 
    “Look,” Valley said, his voice firmer as he moved closer to the door. “I don’t like this any more than you do, but I think we’ve all seen some scary shit over the past couple of months. Everyone in this country wants the same thing.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Valley lowered his head, then nodded, finally accepting the uselessness of the argument. He tapped the metal door with his knuckles as a good-bye gesture, then turned and walked across the floor, closing the door to the structure behind him. Joel knew from experience that there were at least two other men outside the door on guard, men who would be there twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
 
    His stomach churned. Valley was good about getting him food, mostly consisting of military MREs on a plain steel tray, but it wasn’t yet time for breakfast. Unlacing his fingers, Joel sat up a bit straighter and reached two fingers into his chest pocket, touching the folded paper inside. It had been the only personal belonging he’d been allowed to keep, and he removed it from his pocket, cradling it against his palm. 
 
    There was a slight tickle in his hand, the lingering sensation of Helen’s hand in his, a warmth that felt somehow soothing, yet painful at the same time. She seemed to be doing okay, probably better than him, though clearly bothered by the state of the world and the increasing frequency of the lightning storms. 
 
    For two months he’d been fighting the attachment to Helen, the sense that she was filling some sort of role that had been missing in his life since his daughter’s death. He’d sworn when he lost his family that he’d live the rest of his days alone and isolated as much as possible. No amount of love was worth the risk of the stabbing pain of loss that inevitably came with it. 
 
    Then Helen had been there. He’d been in the right place at the right time and had saved her life just as her father slipped beneath the surface of the water, one more life lost among the millions soon to come. 
 
    Now, whether he wanted it or not, he felt responsibility. The look on her face when she told him she didn’t want to die in the FEMA camp was now permanently burned into his brain, a persistent projection of the young girl’s raw emotion and rare sense of vulnerability. 
 
    Slowly Joel unfolded the paper he held in his palm, then looked at the photograph resting there. The one of his wife and daughter, the lasting memory of an old life forever gone long before a single plane had crashed. 
 
    Two lives lost in an ocean of others, his pain magnified a million times over across the world. What made him so special? So unique? Why was his pain any sharper or deeper than anyone else’s? 
 
    Because it was his. 
 
    Joel drew in a deep, ragged breath, pressing his fingers to his daughter’s face, and for a split second he saw Helen’s eyes staring back at him. Slowly he folded the paper back together, slipped it into his pocket and laid down on the cot, resting on his left shoulder, pleading for the respite of sleep. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen’s eyes never stopped moving. She moved on auto pilot, matching the pace of the other girls in her group, but her eyes shot from one place to the next, drawing in every ounce of information she possibly could. Soldiers walked in tightly grouped pairs, following a certain route on their perimeter sweep. 
 
    What weapons were they carrying? What gear did they have? What vehicles were nearby and how did those vehicles get there? 
 
    She identified and cataloged every single person wearing an official uniform, whether military, Red Cross, or FEMA, keeping count and inventory of what they were carrying and what routes they took. 
 
    Her eyes lingered on every single structure, the prefab trailers set in even rows, the existing brick surface of the train station, even the train cars which had been repurposed for triage centers and storage facilities. 
 
    “What do you think, Helen?” one of the girls asked, and she blinked hard, struggling to refocus her attention. 
 
    “Sorry, I wasn’t listening,” she said with a soft smile. 
 
    “Of course, you weren’t,” the girl replied, rolling her eyes. “You’re always in another world.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, sorry,” she said sheepishly. 
 
    “We were just talking about the first thing we’d do when things get back to normal, you know? There’s this hair salon over on—” 
 
    “Back to normal?” Helen asked as they walked, moving along in a group, all five girls striding along the sidewalk. “What do you mean, ‘back to normal’?” 
 
    “You know,” the girl replied, shaking her head. “Back to normal. Once the government gets things together and the power’s back on.” 
 
    “You really think things are going to go back to normal?” Helen asked, trying not to sound incredulous, but knowing she was failing. Her eyes had moved from her surroundings to the girls’ faces, and she could see their crestfallen expressions as soon as the words escaped her lips. She snapped her mouth shut and forced a smile. 
 
    “I mean…sure. Things will get back to sorta normal.” She felt her smile faltering but held it in place. “I mean, I’m not from around here, but my mom’s coming in from Seattle. I’d love to go to a Starbucks in Seattle, where she’s from. She says they have the best locations there and she always buys me whatever I want.” Helen giggled and the girls softened their hard, disappointed glares, joining in her humor. 
 
    It all felt so ridiculous and fake, but Helen knew that most of these girls hadn’t seen what she’d seen. They hadn’t been through what she’d been through. 
 
    They hadn’t watched people die. They hadn’t killed anyone. Not like she had. 
 
    She could feel the fist of shame and guilt further tighten in her chest, but she kept the smile plastered to her face, desperately wanting to fit in. To belong to the group, not ostracized. She’d spent much of her childhood on the outside looking in, no mother in her life, a father whose sole focus was his restaurant, a scant allowance, and few girlie perks. 
 
    Now, for the first time that she could remember, she and the other girls were on somewhat equal ground, even if some of them had parents and she…she had no one. 
 
    But she could fake it, at least. Fake it long enough to get Joel and get the hell out of here. It had been a week but had felt like months. 
 
    Thunder echoed above and around them, and she tensed as they walked, both fists closing and holding, her eyes pressing tight as a light scatter of rain spit down around them. 
 
    “Is this stupid rain ever going to stop?” one of the girls squealed, looking up at the clouds and holding her hand aloft. 
 
    No, Helen didn’t say. It’s never going to stop. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” a voice said as the girls walked and Helen ripped her eyes away from the clouds, looking straight ahead. Somehow while she’d been distracted, three young men in camouflage had emerged and stood shoulder to shoulder across the sidewalk, staring at the approaching group of young girls. 
 
    “How are we doing today, ladies?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Helen replied thinly, her voice coming out harsh and angry, too quick for her to catch herself. 
 
    “Hey, come on now, little girl,” the man in the middle said, looking at her. “No reason for that attitude.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Helen said, “we’re fine. We need to get to school.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” the young man in the middle said, walking toward Helen. His nametag identified him as Marks. He had rank insignia, but she wasn’t sure what the rank meant. One more thing to add to the list of questions for Joel. 
 
    “Like what?” one of the other girls asked, her voice nervous. “We’re just taking a walk. We do it before school every day.” 
 
    “Streets aren’t safe,” Marks said, looking at the other girl. “You might get snatched, right, fellas?” he looked over his shoulder and the other two young men smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Guess that’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Helen replied. As a group, the girls started making their way past the three men, moving into the street to get around them. Helen’s eyes continued darting, taking in their surroundings, looking at the posture of the three men, the weapons they had, how prepared they seemed to use them. 
 
    “C’mon, Helen,” one of the girls said and Helen nodded, stepping off the sidewalk. Marks followed her stride and put himself between her and the rest of the group. 
 
    “Helen will catch up to you later, okay?” Marks said, not looking back, his eyes fixed on her the whole time. Helen tensed. Something about the man’s voice unsettled her. She’d heard stories about people missing from the FEMA camp in the week that she’d been there. People just vanishing. There one day, gone the next. 
 
    Many of the missing had been women. A few of those missing had been girls. It was why they’d only been allowed to walk as a group when they went out, and only during daylight. Rumors were swirling about human trafficking, underground labor camps, and other sinister secrets, but for the most part, Helen had dismissed them as rumor and hysteria. 
 
    But for the first time, she wondered. She saw a look in Marks’ eyes that told her there was something dark in there. Something evil. 
 
    “We’ll wait,” one of the girls said, the group standing firm, looking back at Helen. She smiled at them, feeling thankful for those two words. 
 
    Marks pressed his teeth together, his lips parting in a crooked smile. 
 
    “You better watch who you mouth off to, little girl,” he hissed. 
 
    “Why? You gonna steal me in the middle of the night like you did all those other girls?” 
 
    His smile faltered and darkness brushed over his narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You don’t scare me,” she said, then looked at the single bar of rank on his uniform. “I don’t know what rank that is, but it doesn’t look very important. You don’t call the shots.” 
 
    “I call all the shots that matter, you little puke,” he growled. 
 
    “You wear that uniform,” she replied, “but you’re just a criminal. Spend all your time breaking the laws you swore to defend. You make me sick.” The words came out of her mouth before she could stop them, words that she knew were gasoline on the fire of the young man’s rage. 
 
    “Only laws that matter are Colonel Lancaster’s laws, kid. And this uniform is power.” 
 
    Helen’s gaze bore into him, a hot, stabbing poker between his eyes. 
 
    “Bullying a fourteen-year-old girl?” she asked. “That sound powerful to you?” 
 
    Both of his fists closed, and he took a step closer, his cheeks flushing a deep crimson. She could feel the hatred radiating from him, waves of anger cascading outward like the rippling heat of an open flame. 
 
    “Marks,” one of his friends whispered, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Cool it, bro.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me to cool it,” Marks replied. 
 
    “Private Marks!” a voice boomed out in the afternoon air, and Marks’ angry eyes darted from Helen, looking out over her left shoulder. “Trouble down there?” the voice continued. 
 
    “Sir, no sir!” Marks choked out, pulling himself rigid. “Everything’s just fine, Major Valley!” The other men fell into stiff attention as well. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Major Valley said, striding down the sidewalk and coming up next to Helen. He placed a calming hand on her back, pressing it gently between her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Everything all right with you?” Valley asked, looking down at Helen. She nodded stiffly, the warmth fading from her cheeks. “Good,” he said, then pushed gently on her back. “Go with your friends. Head to school, okay?” 
 
    Helen nodded and shuffled from the sidewalk, joining her group of friends, all of them moving in unison down the road. 
 
    # 
 
    “Private Marks, what have I told you about not interacting with the civilians?” Major Valley said as soon as the group of girls was out of earshot. “They’re under our protection, not our thumbs.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Marks replied firmly. 
 
    “I’m not so sure that it is,” Valley said. “Walk with me, okay?” 
 
    Marks nodded, falling next to the major as they pushed past the other soldiers and walked along the sidewalk. 
 
    “Look, just because you didn’t get thrown in the brig over what happened at Clover Hills doesn’t mean we’ve forgiven or forgotten,” Valley said between clenched teeth. “You and Sergeant Sausito are on thin ice.” 
 
    “Sir? Are you still upset about Robertson? He opened fire on us, sir.” 
 
    “This isn’t about Robertson,” Valley replied. “This is about the scores of dead bodies in the Clover Hills mall. This is about Sergeant Bills’s report that you and Corporal Davenport opened fire on civilians unprovoked and ignited the fire that killed thirty people.” 
 
    “That’s not how it happened, sir.” 
 
    “I know what you claim—” 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster backed me up, sir. I know that makes you angry, but—” 
 
    “Private, Colonel Lancaster isn’t here. I am.” 
 
    Marks clenched his teeth, but didn’t reply, instead nodding stiffly. 
 
    “I listened to the colonel and I didn’t throw you in jail, even after everything that happened. He ordered you to be returned to duty, so that’s what I did, but he’s not the one who is here with you every day. He might be able to keep you free, but you still report to me, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Marks replied. 
 
    “Leave those girls alone.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Not just those girls. All of the girls. I assume you’ve heard the rumors flying around the camp?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I don’t need any of my men mixed up in that, got it? I don’t want any questions or any doubts on anyone’s minds.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    For several long moments Major Valley stood face-to-face with Private Marks in silence, the unsaid words pulled tight like coiled springs between them. 
 
    “You’re dismissed, Private,” Valley finally said, and Marks nodded, snapped off a half-cocked salute, then walked crisply back, catching up to the others who had started moving away. 
 
    Valley watched them go, crossing his arms over his chest. He’d heard the rumors, that much was true. The stories about civilians disappearing from the camp. It suddenly felt as though he didn’t know his own men. Colonel Lancaster had injected himself into daily operations in many locations throughout the country, embracing his role as field commander of recovery operations. 
 
    Normally, Valley would be fine with that, he’d take all of the operational support he could get. But Lancaster’s views were starkly different from his, and already he was sensing discomfort and discontent, and he felt wildly outnumbered. To a man, his troops had seemed to latch on to what Lancaster was selling, and he felt as though they were sliding down a very slippery slope. 
 
    He only hoped they could stop themselves from tumbling down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    “Somehow I knew I’d find you here,” Shawna said, emerging onto the roof of the Eagle Atmospheric administration building, looking at the narrow form of Tristan seated near the edge of the roof. Even from several yards away and with the seated man bracketed by the low light of morning, she could tell he had his Bible open on his lap, his head lowered slightly in study. 
 
    “Where else would I be?” he asked, his tone light and airy. “God’s embrace is warm and soothing, and I think we could all use a little soothing warmth these days.” 
 
    Shawna had a hard time disagreeing with that, knowing what they’d been through over the past two months. The two of them had been at ground zero in Chicago, in the epicenter of the worst disaster to hit humanity in the history of civilization. She’d been in a prison cell, Tristan walking the streets outside Wrigley Stadium, and fate had brought them together. 
 
    They’d worked hand in hand ever since, putting together a stronghold of like-minded citizens in South Chicago, facing down an onslaught from the United States military, then crossing three states to reach Kansas City. He hadn’t always aligned with her way of thinking, but he’d had her back and supported her. He and his faith. 
 
    Shawna strode forward, lowering herself to a seated position next to Tristan, looking out toward the Kansas City skyline ahead. Eagle Atmospheric was a gated compound just south of the city and had remained relatively safe, with the exception of a particularly violent lightning strike that had killed four people a little over a week ago. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments, Tristan still quietly reading his Bible, the worn-out book splayed open on his lap, two fingers pressed to the page, tracing the words as his lips moved in unison. 
 
    “Finding any further guidance in there?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “God says we should have gone to Wyoming,” Tristan replied deadpan, and Shawna looked at him, brow furrowed. Tristan looked back at her, his narrow smile betraying his serious tone. 
 
    “We’ve done good work here,” Shawna replied, looking to the right, out over the broad parking lot behind one of the Eagle research buildings. The skeletal frame of a satellite launchpad stood two stories tall and somewhere, in one of the buildings, she could hear the metal-on-metal bang of construction happening. 
 
    Eagle Atmospheric was in the business of building and selling satellites. Focusing most on corporate enterprises, Edmond Gossett had made some critically important connections in the political space and had secured an especially lucrative contract for a global initiative called Project: Heatshield. 
 
    Heatshield had gone wrong. Very, very wrong. 
 
    Gossett and some of the very smart people working for him had decided that getting another satellite into orbit could help get visibility into what was happening up there. Perhaps even guide them toward a more permanent solution. 
 
    That had been easier said than done, but Shawna and Tristan had played key roles in helping them acquire the parts they needed to continue work on that project. A week later, construction on the latest prototype was almost complete. 
 
    “I’m…sorry about that,” Shawna said. “If it makes you feel any better, I think that’s still the goal. Going to Wyoming, I mean.” 
 
    “I have no attachment to Wyoming,” Tristan replied. “Other than knowing a little about the organization there and what they represent. We’ve found people here, too. People who need us.” 
 
    “Seems like no matter where we go, we find people who need us.” 
 
    “Such is the way of God’s helpers,” Tristan said, smiling. 
 
    “Is that what we are?” 
 
    “How else would you explain it?” 
 
    Shawna chuckled, shaking her head. 
 
    “The stuff I’ve done in my life—I can’t imagine a reality where God would want me anywhere near people who needed his help.” 
 
    “Redemption and repentance come in many forms,” Tristan replied, slowly closing the book in his lap. “I firmly believe in a benevolent God, not a vengeful one. He will take whatever help He can get.” Shawna eased herself to her feet, then held out her hand, assisting Tristan in climbing to his feet as well. She looked at him as he maneuvered into a standing position, moving slowly and carefully, trying to maintain his balance. 
 
    Suddenly, he looked frailer than she’d remembered, more affected by his years of living on the streets of Chicago, his legs thin and balance somewhat skewed. During the recovery of the satellite parts, Tristan had helped in navigating the truck through a gunfight, reacting quickly and aggressively, immediately falling into his training as a United States Marine. But a week later, he was looking slow and unsteady, somewhat uncomfortable in his own body. 
 
    “You holding up okay?” she asked him as he straightened, grimacing slightly. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said, smiling. “My old bones are a bit weary.” 
 
    “Your bones aren’t that old,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “Physically, no. Mentally…my bones are very old, indeed.” They began walking back toward the entrance back into the building and Tristan stopped briefly, turning to look at the outline of downtown Kansas City again. The silhouettes of buildings were framed by shifting clouds, a low rumble of thunder rolling in the distance. 
 
    Shawna moved next to him, standing shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Tristan?” 
 
    Lightning streaked from the clouds in the distance, cutting a ragged gouge through the sky. 
 
    “We’ve lived a lifetime in the past two months,” he said, laughing dryly. “I’m just—I’m tired, Shawna. I’m sure you are, too.” 
 
    “I would be shocked if there wasn’t anyone left on Earth who wasn’t a little tired.” 
 
    “They don’t need us here anymore,” he said, still looking at the sky ahead. “We’ve played our role.” 
 
    “Still thinking about Wyoming?” 
 
    Tristan nodded. 
 
    “I was born and raised in Chicago. I’ve never known anything but concrete, steel, and glass. It might be nice to wake up to mountains and trees. To be able to see the face of God in His own creations, not just these gray blights on the landscape. Who knows how much time we have left?” 
 
    “Sometimes it feels like we’re on borrowed time,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “I’d like to go,” Tristan said, nodding. “I’d very much like to go to Wyoming. Like we planned.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna said, putting a hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “Let’s try and make that happen.” 
 
    “That would be good,” Tristan said, his fingers curled around the worn leather cover of his Bible, clinging it close to his leg.  
 
    For a moment Shawna considered saying something further. Trying to offer some calming words to ease his apparent discontent. But she knew there was nothing she could say. Like everyone else, Tristan had seen and experienced a lot over the past two months, enough to break any man, but for someone with so much faith, so much invested in a higher power, seeing that much evil take place at ground level must have surely been devastating. 
 
    More devastating than she could ever know. Her experience was that human beings were intrinsically scumbags, and nothing she’d seen in the past two months had convinced her otherwise. For someone who saw the good in everyone and the positive in everything, the relentless parade of death, destruction, and corruption must have been totally exhausting. 
 
    “Let’s go, huh?” 
 
    Tristan nodded and fell in with her, both of them walking to the door leading back inside. 
 
    # 
 
    The diagram written on the whiteboard was surprisingly in depth and accurate, the heavily marked outline of a satellite meticulously labeled with each piece and part identified. Jasmine stood at the board, one of the dry erase markers shifting through her fingers, twisting and rolling knuckle over knuckle as she studied her own handiwork. 
 
    Shawna eased her way inside with Tristan just behind her, looking around the large conference room at the current inhabitants. Deeper inside the administration building she could no longer hear the thunder in the clouds nor the construction happening in one of the outbuildings, the room instead draped in a deep silence. 
 
    Edmond Gossett sat at the large conference table and turned as they entered, looking at them without any indication of recognition or emotion. Selanda at least nodded and smiled as they came in, then turned to look back at Jasmine. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve forgotten anything,” Jasmine said quietly, tapping the marker on her left fist. “Rechargeable batteries have all been installed, the reinforced Faraday cage is in place to protect against electromagnetic pulses. Solar panels on the wings are all hooked up to the batteries, and we’ve gathered every last ounce of rocket fuel we had.” 
 
    “We had rocket fuel?” Shawna asked from the doorway. 
 
    “We did build satellites here once upon a time,” Gossett replied. “Fuel was a prerequisite.”  
 
    Selanda looked at Shawna and rolled her eyes. Tristan slid a chair back from the table and eased his way into it, Shawna standing next to him, looking at the diagram. 
 
    “Can I ask a stupid question?” she asked. 
 
    “No question is stupid at this point,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “How do we talk to the satellite? And how can it talk back?” 
 
    “That’s not a stupid question at all,” Jasmine replied. “Typically, the satellites in Earth’s orbit all relay through the DSN, the Deep Space Network, which is a series of large satellite dish receivers on the Earth’s surface that take their transmissions and broadcast them to individual screens.” 
 
    “Seems like those dishes might require power?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Indeed. We’re operating under the assumption that the larger DSN is offline,” Jasmine continued, then looked back at Shawna with a wink. “But, you know, Eagle Atmospheric being what we are—we’ve got our own mini-DSN just off campus.” 
 
    “Oh?” Selanda asked, suddenly interested. 
 
    Jasmine nodded. 
 
    “About a mile from here there’s a group of four satellites with dark fiber back to our main data center. Of course, those receivers are just as broken without power.” 
 
    “So, what good does all of this do us?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Well, it depends on what we expect to use the satellite for. Broadcasting actual moving images would require a pretty thick pipe, something we’d need a full-blown DSN for. But there’s some basic functionality we can maintain with a much smaller receiver.” 
 
    She reached behind her and plucked something off the table. Shawna hadn’t seen it before, but now that Jasmine picked it up, she thought it almost looked like a folding tent or a sleeping bag. Jasmine held the large package in two hands, lifting it slightly. 
 
    “Inside here is a twelve-foot mesh satellite dish, fully portable and relatively easy to assemble. We rigged up rechargeable batteries and a solar panel.” She reached behind herself again and withdrew another flattened parcel. “Theoretically we can snap this dish together in a matter of minutes and as long the solar cells are charged up and running within an hour.” 
 
    “Technology, huh?” Tristan asked. “Reminds me of one of those parabolic receivers I used in the Marines. You yanked on this pole, then snapped open this folding dish and suddenly you could communicate with someone or hear someone’s conversation from miles away.” 
 
    “Similar idea,” Jasmine confirmed. She set the second package down next to the first, then turned around again, scooping up a third item. Shawna recognized the item right away; jet black and rectangular shaped, it was clearly a business-class laptop computer with its lid closed. A large rectangular protrusion extended out of the back, and the entire device was wrapped in several layers of electrical tape. 
 
    “This is the terminal,” Jasmine said. “A portable laptop with a serial connection that links back to the satellite receiver. The orbital satellite talks to the dish, the dish talks to the laptop, then you can view the data on the laptop and type in commands back to the satellite all through that single link.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Tristan said, shaking his head. “And it all works?” 
 
    Jasmine shrugged. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we just don’t have enough rocket fuel to test. This is going to be a one and done situation. If the satellite gets into orbit and we can’t access it for some reason, this whole endeavor goes up in smoke.” 
 
    “I have faith in you,” Gossett said, his fingers steepled before his face, elbows on the table. “You haven’t let me down yet.” 
 
    “First time for everything,” Shawna replied, a bit louder than she intended. Jasmine shot her a look, but retained a crooked smile, seemingly appreciating her dark sense of humor. 
 
    “How’s construction coming?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Amazingly well,” Selanda replied. “We’re targeting launch for tomorrow, believe it or not.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Gossett replied. “It could be a momentous day.” 
 
    The conference room was silent as everyone soaked in the information, the sheer gravity of it almost more than they could handle. None of them truly knew what would come of the experiment. Whether it would work or not, and if it did work, what that would even mean. 
 
    But the fact that a group their size had managed to assemble and launch an orbital satellite in a world with scant resources and even less infrastructure? It was difficult to believe. 
 
    “Well!” Gossett said, slapping his hands together in a loud clapping sound. “Well done all around. An amazing effort by all, but back to work. If we are going to be ready to launch tomorrow there is still much to be done.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Jasmine said in agreement. Selanda and Gossett stood from their chairs, with both Jasmine and her boss leaving the room, Selanda lingering close behind. Shawna extended her hand and gingerly touched Selanda’s arm, urging her to stay where she was. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Shawna waited a moment for the other two to leave. 
 
    “Is this real?” she asked. “What they’re saying? Is it possible?” 
 
    Selanda sighed, watching the doorway, then looked back at her. 
 
    “I find it…difficult to believe, but it is real. The technology Jasmine is talking about is theoretically possible. But a lot of things have to go just right.” Giving it a few moments, the three of them went out into the hallway and made their way to the stairwell heading down to the main exit. 
 
    “I know you’ve been worried about Gossett all along,” Shawna continued. “About his true motivations. Is he really being altruistic here, or is there some dark method to his madness?” 
 
    “If there is some sinister undercurrent here,” Selanda replied, “I’m not sure what it is. There’s no financial incentive to do this, the banks are upside-down, the stock market is non-existent—even whatever political capital he could earn is completely valueless.” 
 
    “So, he may be doing this purely out of the goodness of his heart?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Does that surprise you so much?” Tristan replied. “That someone might see the errors of their ways and turn over a new leaf?” 
 
    “When it comes to Edmond Gossett,” Selanda interjected, “that would surprise me quite a bit, in fact.” She opened the door and held it, letting Tristan and Shawna walk out onto the parking lot. “Perhaps he thinks that if humanity does turn this corner, the bigger role he has in our salvation, the better it makes him look.” 
 
    “Whatever his motivations,” Tristan said, “why not just take advantage of it?” 
 
    “We are,” Selanda replied, easing the door closed behind her. “None of this would have been possible without a little stroke of his ego. I died a little inside every time, but you gotta do what you gotta do.” 
 
    As they walked onto the sidewalk, Shawna caught a flash of motion and held up her hands. Approaching from their left were two people, a young girl and a man who appeared old enough to be her father. 
 
    “Roxie!” Shawna called, waving to the young woman. Roxie smiled and waved back. As a high school track star, Roxie had been asked to fill in as a surveillance runner, someone who would move through the city and do some analysis on the threats and dangers the city posed to their compound and its citizens. The fact that the previous runner, a young man named Blake, had died doing the job was not lost on the young woman, and her experiences thus far had been traumatic to say the least. 
 
    Roxie walked over with the man, nodding to Shawna. 
 
    “Hey, Shawna,” she said. “Have you met my dad? This is Paul Bass; he’s been one of Eagle’s lead engineers for ten years or so.” 
 
    Paul stepped forward and extended a hand, shaking Shawna’s before moving to Tristan’s and finally, Selanda’s. 
 
    “I hear you took care of Roxie pretty nicely during that satellite run,” he said. 
 
    “She took care of herself,” Shawna replied. “She’s a tough kid.” 
 
    “I’m almost twenty, for crying out loud,” Roxie replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Still a kid,” Paul said, glaring at her. “Still my kid.” He put a hand on her hair and ruffled it back and forth and she sneered and stepped away, swatting his hand off. 
 
    “C’mon! You haven’t rustled my hair since I was eight years old.” 
 
    “Only because you won’t let me.” 
 
    “I’ll catch up, Dad, okay?” Roxie asked, slowing her pace. “I want to talk to Shawna for a minute.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Paul replied. “Breakfast, though, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Dad,” Roxie said with a smile, her eyes rolling yet again. 
 
    “You didn’t have to shoo him away,” Shawna said, watching Paul walk along the pavement, moving toward the research building. “Nothing we’re saying that he can’t hear.” 
 
    “It’s for his own good,” Roxie replied. “He gets all worked up when I talk shop. Doesn’t like how dangerous it is.” 
 
    “He loves you,” Tristan said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But I am an adult now, whether he wants to believe it or not.” 
 
    “You’ll never be an adult in his eyes,” Tristan said. “You will forever be his little girl, no matter what you do.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Shawna interjected. “We need some shop talk here.” 
 
    “Sure,” Roxie said. 
 
    “When was your last run?” 
 
    “Early this morning. Like four o’clock. I went north past the zoo and up through the eastern part of downtown. Straight up and down, just about ninety minutes or so.” 
 
    “And?” Shawna asked, looking at Roxie, who she could tell had something juicy to tell her. 
 
    “The military’s here,” Roxie said quietly, looking around. “I know we don’t want to spook anyone, but I saw two Humvees and a canvas-topped transport just south of the FEMA building. I think they’re setting up shop there again.” 
 
    Shawna and Selanda exchanged worried glances. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Shawna asked. Roxie nodded.  
 
    “I…” Her eyes darted left to right. “I did some eavesdropping.” 
 
    Selanda’s eyes widened and she put a hand on the young girl's shoulder. 
 
    “You need to be very careful,” she whispered. “The military—they're not necessarily on our side. Not anymore.” 
 
    Roxie shifted slightly. 
 
    “They didn't see me.” 
 
    “You're absolutely certain of that?” 
 
    She nodded confidently. 
 
    “So, what did you hear?” Shawna asked. “What did they say?” 
 
    “There's apparently a new central command installation being stood up in Omaha. A large command center servicing most of the nearby cities. Chicago, Denver, Cheyenne, a few others. They said that Kansas City was on their radar.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Tristan thoughtfully. “I wonder if it's based out of Offutt Air Force Base. Biggest place I know of in Omaha.” 
 
    “They didn’t say,” Roxie continued, “but it sounds like they’re pulling a bunch of the regional officers there for a little get-together strategy session.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” Shawna said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “We should tell Gossett,” Selanda said. “Charest, too. We need to shore up security, pronto.” 
 
    “I’ll go track down Charest,” Shawna said. 
 
    “Guess Gossett falls to me,” Selanda replied. “Maybe one of these days I won’t have to look at his smug face for a while.” 
 
    “I’m going to take a walk around the perimeter,” Tristan said, “make sure the gates are as secure as they can be.” 
 
    “Are you up for that?” Shawna asked, concern in her voice. 
 
    “I am certainly up for that,” Tristan replied. “Don’t you worry about me.” 
 
    “All right. Good job, Roxie,” Shawna complimented, patting the young girl on the shoulder. The group dispersed, all going their separate ways. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Colonel Carter refused to smile, but the truth was, he was at least a little bit proud of what he was seeing. 
 
    Shortly after the reports had come in that the Stone Sword installation in Cheyenne had been decimated, they’d moved into action. The beauty of Malcolm, Wyoming was its geography and its climate. Nestled within the mountains there were significant barriers to the north and south, with just road access coming in from the west and east. Carter had doubled the perimeter watch, putting more guards at each gate, and adding two runners to the remote surveillance group. 
 
    He’d canceled all optional activities and had considered making militia service mandatory for men and women of a certain age. Carter had been afraid that those decisions would not go over well, but once he’d explained the situation at a town meeting, he’d ended up with more volunteers than he’d had gear for. 
 
    Agriculture was a very large part of the success and self-sustainability of Malcolm and getting enough farm hands to work was now harder than ever. Many of the owners of the farms were now sleeping three hours less and working three hours more, and he could see the exhaustion in their eyes every time he ran into them on the streets. 
 
    Malcolm was running on fumes, but knowing what had happened in Cheyenne, which was not all that far away, he wasn’t sure what choice they really had. 
 
    Not every change had been personnel based. 
 
    Carter stood on the grass by the old hardware store, a family-owned business that had been a hallmark of Malcolm for generations. They’d cleared out the supplies and moved them to their common storage facility and had spent two full days turning the large store into a combat training center. Walls had been assembled, barriers had been constructed, and several rudimentary targets had been cut from plywood, some of them set up on spring-loaded traps. 
 
    The result was an impressively complex shooting range mirroring some of the challenges of urban combat, and for the past three days they’d been running constant drills, one right after the other. 
 
    There was no shortage of ammunition at the moment; they’d had enough stashed away to keep them safe for decades, but even so, each trainee was only allowed a single magazine and a pistol and was expected to complete the entire training session using only the bullets in their weapon. 
 
    At first, Carter wasn’t sure they’d ever be ready. Ninety percent of the trainees had run out of ammunition only halfway through. But now, three days later, they were running at about a forty percent success rate, a dramatic improvement, and one that Carter was hoping to build upon as more time went on. 
 
    “All right!” he shouted, waving his hand as the group gathered together outside the finish line. “Nicely done!” He looked over at a young woman in camouflage standing by a table, thick earmuffs over her ears. “Vera!” he shouted, nodding toward her. She pulled off the earmuffs. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Get the magazines ready for the next round. We’re giving you ninety minutes to set up the targets again!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” she agreed and dashed forward, running into what used to be the hardware store to get things set back up again. 
 
    “The rest of you,” Carter said, circling his finger in the air, “on me!” He strode to another series of folding tables set up on the grass several yards away. A fine rain was falling, sprinkling them and what was on the tables with patters of light water. 
 
    “As you all know,” Carter said, turning toward the gathered group, standing in front of the tables. “We are operating under a heightened sense of urgency these days.” 
 
    Nods cascaded throughout the group. 
 
    “We must be prepared to defend our ground against anything.” His eyes met the eyes of each of the five young men and two young women who stood before him. “But, in the event that we face overwhelming force, we need to know how and when to escape.” 
 
    Those words did not sit well with the group, causing a few of them to glance uncertainly at each other, shifting nervously. 
 
    “We’ve spent the past few days dipping into our emergency supplies,” Carter continued. “I’ve been working with several other members of town leadership and a hand-selected group to assemble a collection of Bug Out Bags for each member of this town.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, looking at the table behind him, which was filled with an assortment of various items. 
 
    “Sir?” one of the young men asked, lifting his hand cautiously. “Shouldn’t we…put together our own bags?” 
 
    “You are welcome to tweak or add to the bags we are assembling,” Carter replied, “but we strongly urge you all to keep the framework in place. We have assembled these bags with the survival rule of threes in effect!” 
 
    Carter stopped speaking, bracing himself for questions. Every child born in Malcolm, Wyoming went through several levels of survival school and training throughout their childhood, but he knew not everyone had the most perfect memory. 
 
    “Rule number one,” Carter continued, “you can survive for three minutes without oxygen.” He reached behind himself and picked up an air filtration mask from the table, holding it up so everyone could see it. “This is a mesh face mask and carbon filter. Each Bug Out Bag also includes ten additional carbon filters and each filter can last up to sixty hours.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, their eyes on him. He set the face mask back and picked up something else, a bundle that fit in one hand. 
 
    “You can survive for three hours without effective shelter,” he said, identifying the second rule of three. “Each bag includes a mylar survival tent with four-hundred-twenty-five-pound paracord. It weighs only eight ounces and is made of heat reflective and waterproof polymer. Plus, it fits in this teeny tiny little bag.” 
 
    A few smiles creased the faces of the young men and women in the crowd as he turned and put the tent back on the table. 
 
    “Rule number three!” he barked. “You can survive three days without water.” He picked up a collapsible water bladder and showed it to the crowd. “This is a military-grade three-liter hydration bladder with an integrated water filter. You can fill this bladder from any water source and the filter will ensure you have only the cleanest water entering your body. Each bag also includes several other reusable filters.” 
 
    Voices murmured throughout the crowd, looking at each other and nodding succinctly. 
 
    “Rule number four,” Carter continued, putting the bladder back. He winced slightly as he moved, a sharp pain jolting his shoulder. It had been just over a week since he’d been shot by an assailant who had come into their town under the cover of darkness. He’d worn a sling for a short time, but during these particularly heavy training sessions he was reluctant to show weakness, so he’d elected not to wear it. 
 
    It didn’t affect him much, but when it did, he felt it. 
 
    “You can survive three weeks without food,” he finished, turning back around and holding a plastic-wrapped cube in his hand. “Most people don’t realize that. Your body needs water much more than it needs food, but obviously if you end up in a bug-out situation, you need your energy.” 
 
    He held the cube out, which was actually a plastic-wrapped group of several individual bars. 
 
    “These are calorie-dense emergency food bars,” he said. “Each bar is two hundred calories and each bag comes with twenty-four bars. Obviously not enough to keep you energized forever, but enough to get you on the move and enable you to figure out how to find more sustainable nutrition.” 
 
    He turned back around and placed the energy bars on the table, then faced the group again. 
 
    “Those are your core supplies, and what we consider the most important elements of your BOB. I strongly suggest you do not remove or replace any of those items, do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” voices cried back in unison. 
 
    “Obviously these aren’t the only items in each Bug Out Bag,” Carter continued. “We just consider them the most important. Each bag also has gloves, thermal socks, hand warmers, and a space blanket to keep you warm. Firestarters, a multi-tool, LED headlamp, compass, a fishing kit, a medical kit, and several other essentials are also included.” 
 
    He stood lock-straight, looking at the group ahead of him. 
 
    “Please be aware,” he said, “we have not included any weapons in these bags. We know there is a lot of personal preference when it comes to self-defense and we are relying on all of you to supply your own weaponry as desired. We trust that each of you has a personal weapon that is not issued by the Stone Sword militia, and I suggest you use that within your Bug Out. We need all of the common weapons we can get, so do not use the weapon issued to you as a soldier to fill out your bag. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” 
 
    “I expect you all to pack a pistol with replacement magazines and a knife. If you want a rifle or bow and arrows, that is up to you, but again, you are responsible for those items.” 
 
    Everyone in the group nodded their understanding and approval. Carter wasn’t looking forward to repeating that lesson for every group that came through for training today, but he knew it was necessary. 
 
    “These bags will be available at the town hall tonight. This squad should arrive at four o’clock to pick up your bags. Not only are your bags there, but there are bags for each member of your family as well, and each one is tagged with a name. Only take the bags you’re authorized to take, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the group shouted again. 
 
    “Keep in mind,” Carter continued, “we will be performing regular audits and inventory of the bag’s contents. Do not remove anything from the bag until the bag is needed. If anyone is caught removing any of these critical supplies, there will be consequences.” 
 
    Everyone looked back at him stoically and understandingly. 
 
    “All right,” Carter said. “You are all dismissed. Report back to your squad leaders for your assignments and you’ll be back here same time tomorrow for your next combat training simulation.” 
 
    Everyone in the group nodded and talked eagerly amongst themselves as they dispersed, walking along the road in a group, heading back toward town. It had taken a lot of convincing for Carter to get the mayor to allocate that much cash from the town’s budget to buy Bug Out Bags for every member of Stone Sword. The mayor had argued that everyone should know and expect what they needed to survive and should be responsible for supplying their own. 
 
    Carter knew that expectation was flawed. He’d spent enough time around the young members of the town to know that with each generation they took survival necessities less and less importantly. One member of the town not having the right supplies could potentially endanger everyone, so it only made sense to have some level of consistency and expectations across the board. 
 
    Now the trick was reinforcing it. The audit and inventory process would be time consuming and resource intensive, but it was also critically necessary. 
 
    Lately, Carter thought, it was more necessary than ever. He looked back over his shoulder and saw the young woman in camouflage meticulously setting up the combat simulator again. Turning, he approached the street, heading along to his next stop. 
 
    # 
 
    Even early in the morning, the farm was a bustle of activity. It wasn’t like the other typical farms in Malcolm, Wyoming—that farm had been repurposed as a munitions depot. A metal banging sound echoed from within one of the large barns, the quiet murmur of voices carrying across the wind. Two figures stood outside the barn, talking animatedly, then glanced over and saw Colonel Carter approaching. One of the men drew away and walked into the barn while the other strode toward the colonel nodding enthusiastically. 
 
    “Morning, Colonel!” he said. 
 
    “Morning,” Carter replied, then the two of them continued walking toward the barn. Over the past two months, the barn had seen a steady stream of activity, the men and women within working with purpose and focus, bouncing from one project to the next. Before they’d received word of Cheyenne, the group in the barn had been using PVC tubing and black powder to make rudimentary RPGs, and that work, Carter felt, had certainly been worthwhile. Over the past week, however, he’d shifted their priority. 
 
    Walking into the barn, Colonel Carter couldn’t help but smile. There were twelve people inside, huddled at a long table—more accurately, several tables set side by side—and at each station was a metallic contraption with a long, angular level. As he watched, the individuals at the tables went through a meticulous process, the first station picking up a shell casing—spent brass that they recovered every day at the combat simulator—and using a tumbler, they cleaned out the brass, then rubbed the casing down with a gentle layer of lubricant. 
 
    The next person used a progressive reloader press to fully clean out the primer with a single pull of a lever, and that press had the capacity to accommodate several different calibers before passing it down to the next station. 
 
    At the third seat someone used a bristle brush and manual primer removal tool to verify that all primer was appropriately cleaned out, so the casing was fully prepared to be reloaded. 
 
    Moving along to the fourth station, another person sat at their own press with a small metric scale nearby. That person weighed gunpowder, then using the press three separate times to load the powder, placed the bullet on top and crimped the whole thing closed. 
 
    The same stations were repeated on the opposite side of the table, which created an almost hypnotic process of regular movements, levers being pulled, the light tinkle of brass and the fresh smell of gunpowder filling the enclosed space within the barn. Carter smiled as a stack of casings slowly dwindled as he watched, being passed along to each station, with a series of boxes at the end being slowly filled by recapped bullets. 
 
    No material wasted. 
 
    “What do you think?” the armorer asked. 
 
    “Pretty damn impressive, truth be told,” Carter replied with a smile. “Nicely done.” 
 
    “Granted, there are some casings that are just too damaged to be used, but for the most part, we’re able to recover about three quarters of what gets spent on a daily basis.” 
 
    Carter slapped the armorer on the back. 
 
    “That’s what I love to hear.” 
 
    “Credit goes to them,” the man said, nodding toward the people seated around the tables. “They know their stuff. They work hard. I just make sure I’m here in case anyone blows their fingers off.” 
 
    “That job is just as important as any other,” Carter said. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
    The man nodded, and Carter turned and left the barn, the sounds of assembling bullets echoing behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack’s legs pumped as he ran up the slope of the hill, his shoulders aching with the weight of the rucksack on his back. Trevor was charging fast a few strides behind him, trying to catch up, his face glistening with sweat, the two of them leading the pack with four others lagging behind them. Rain fell harder than it had throughout the morning, but it felt cool and refreshing on Jack’s sweat-covered face, and instead of being discouraged by it, he felt energized.  
 
    They reached the crest of the hill, boots thudding on the hard dirt road, then began picking up speed down the slope on the other side, heart hammering beneath his camouflage BDUs. 
 
    Jack’s eyes were focused on the uneven surface of the dirt road, watching his step as his boots dug up tufts of mud. He didn’t want to lose his balance; they were making good time and would be at the hardware store in moments, ready for their turn through the combat simulator. 
 
    The figure appeared from nowhere, tall and slender, moving across the road in front of them. 
 
    “Woah!” Colonel Carter shouted, taking a step back as Jack pulled up, slowing, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Colonel!” he breathed, skidding to a halt, his boots kicking up more dirt. “Sorry, sir, didn’t see you there!” 
 
    Trevor slowed next to him and the others in their group all jogged to a halt, starting to fall into rigid attention, preparing to salute. 
 
    “At ease, at ease,” Carter said, waving away their greetings. “We’re not even official military, we don’t need to adhere to all of that routine.” 
 
    “You’re out and about early,” Jack said through gasps of breath, bending over slightly, his hands on his thighs so he could reclaim some spent energy. 
 
    “I was checking on the training simulator,” the colonel said, “and giving folks a little rundown on the Bug Out Bags we’ve been putting together. Once your crew is done, you’ll be next,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    Carter leaned to the side slightly, looking at the rest of the group. 
 
    “You can all move along,” he said with a curt nod. “I need to have a word with Mr. Prescott.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow, looking up at the colonel. Trevor gestured to the others in their group, then fell into line, all of them picking up their running pace once again. 
 
    “Something I can do for you?” Jack asked, bringing himself upright. He had a very complicated relationship with Colonel Carter. He understood his role and respected what he’d done with the local militia, but as a newcomer, he’d never felt truly welcomed by the man, and considering he’d been falsely imprisoned for murder soon after his arrival, he had some expected hard feelings. He’d been conditioned to feel wary every time the colonel wanted to talk to him. 
 
    Waiting until the group of runners had made it farther away, Carter turned back toward Jack. 
 
    “You seem to be acclimating well,” he said. 
 
    “I suppose,” Jack replied. 
 
    “I just know at one point you were somewhat eager to find a way out of town. Is that no longer the case?” 
 
    “I’m trying to make the best of a not-so-great situation,” Jack replied, perhaps with a touch more honesty than necessary. 
 
    “I think that could describe everyone’s attitude over the past two months.” 
 
    “True enough,” Jack replied, looking at the older man. “Colonel,” he continued, “is there something specific you want to ask me?” 
 
    Carter sighed. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes.” He looked away for a moment, then looked back at him. “I see the way you interact with Trevor and with some of the other younger men.” 
 
    “Sir, I am one of the younger men.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you seem to hold yourself to a higher standard, shall we say? Better expectations?” 
 
    Jack blurted out an abrupt gasp of laughter. 
 
    “Oh man,” he said, shaking his head. “If my dad could hear you say that. Holy shit.” 
 
    Carter smiled thinly in spite of himself.  
 
    “I suspect you’ve changed considerably since he last saw you,” Carter said. “Your experiences in the military, not to mention what you’ve seen and done over the last two months. It’s nothing to turn your nose up at.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Jack replied. 
 
    “I’d like you to consider taking a position of leadership,” Colonel Carter said, the words coming out quickly, almost as if he were afraid he’d change his mind halfway through uttering them. 
 
    Jack drew back. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The younger men and women in the militia. They need someone to look up to. Someone besides me. We’ve got some squad leaders in place, but they’re all older, too, at least in their thirties or forties. We need someone closer to their age.” 
 
    “And you think I’m the right person for this? What was it, two weeks ago that I was in your holding cells?” 
 
    “That was an—” Colonel Carter stopped for a moment, chewing over his next words. “That was an error in judgment,” he finished. “A grave mistake. I believe I’ve already apologized.” 
 
    Jack smirked. 
 
    “You have, but I couldn’t resist making you do it again.” 
 
    Carter did not look amused. 
 
    “I’m not joking about this, Jack. We are in a precarious position, and I need quality people around me. I’m offering you an opportunity to be one of those people, and I will not offer that opportunity twice.” 
 
    Jack remained silent for a few moments, considering the words and the offer. Finally, he nodded. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Colonel Carter replied. “I’m glad to have you. We can get together later today to talk over the particulars, then make the announcement tomorrow if that works.” 
 
    “That works,” Jack replied. He wasn’t sure exactly how to feel about the exchange. He did feel at least a little pride and encouragement at the words Carter had spoken, but at the same time wondered what the renewed expectations might be. Up until he met Laura, he’d lived his life with a simple mantra: do as little as possible to get by. 
 
    But things had changed, and in a way, changed for the better. It felt good to be productive, to be a valued member of the small society, and Carter’s offer had lifted his mood in a way that nothing else had recently. 
 
    He found himself looking forward to telling Laura about the conversation. He wondered what she’d say. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Carter crossed his arms over his chest and looked at him. 
 
    “How has Ms. Park been handling things?” he asked. “I know she was disappointed about the work on the lightning rod ceasing.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s still not real happy about that,” Jack replied, then took a deep breath. “Not happy about much, to be honest. The incident with the assassin…it did some damage. Mental damage. Not just the near-death stuff, but trust, too. She’s convinced there’s another guy with a gun out there somewhere just waiting for the right opportunity, and she’s still looking for some serious payback.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can hone that focus into something more useful.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Jack replied, his mind already roaming, trying to think of other ways to redirect Laura’s emotions. “She’s been helping Lindsey at the hospital a little. Lindsey’s been walking her through some basic nurse’s aide functions. Trying to keep her busy. Plus, she’s still been storm watching when the weather gets really bad.” 
 
    “Any results from that? Data? Opinions?” 
 
    “Besides the fact that we’re all screwed?” Jack asked. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “The lightning is happening more frequently. Thunder is rumbling at all times, and it’s raining more often than not. The Project: Heatshield nanotechnology has really screwed up the atmosphere and the weather patterns in ways that she didn’t anticipate.” 
 
    Carter put his head in his hand, shaking it slowly. 
 
    “I know we were talking about the underground shelters,” Jack said carefully, not wanting to push.  
 
    “As an old military fort and military academy, Malcolm had bomb shelters underground, but they’d never been big enough for more than a hundred or so people. When the lightning first started striking, our plan was to do some construction, expand the capacity of the shelters, try and design them to accommodate more people. Obviously, what happened in Cheyenne has derailed that effort somewhat.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Any plans to revisit that?” 
 
    “How can we?” Colonel Carter asked. “If the military really did knock down an entire shopping mall just to get at Stone Sword personnel, how can we focus our attention on digging underground shelters and leave ourselves exposed? The shelters will do us no good if the military smashes down the eastern gate and storms us.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” Jack replied. For the first time that Jack could remember, Carter looked sullen. Exhausted. At a loss. The swollen circles beneath his eyes were dark, his eyes themselves thinly lined with red. His cheeks were sunken, his jaw rigid, and his posture had slipped a bit from its normal stoic rigidity. 
 
    Events of the past two months were taking their toll, and if they were taking their toll on the normally resilient Colonel Carter, they’d be taking their toll on others as well. 
 
    “Sir,” Jack said, looking over his shoulder and down the road. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I am supposed to be at the training simulator right now.” 
 
    “Of course,” Carter replied, nodding, before stepping aside and giving him a path past him. “Thank you, Jack. I know you’ve been treated poorly by me and by others in this town, I appreciate you looking past that at what’s best for everyone.” 
 
    Jack nodded, smiling stiffly. He wasn’t yet convinced the move was what was best for everyone, but he was willing to give it a shot. 
 
    Leaving Colonel Carter behind, he broke into a slow jog, following the path trod by the rest of his group and headed off to the training simulator. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    East of Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Cameron Pike’s fingers tightened around the gnarled and withered branch he was using as a walking stick, making his way along the narrow mountain path, heading west through Wyoming. He moved very carefully, foot over foot, watching his step along the way. 
 
    His motorcycle had run out of gas the day before and he’d set out on foot, at first believing he’d arrive at Stone Sword within the day. He’d been wrong. 
 
    Rain hammered down around him as he walked, the hard rock path unforgiving against his aching feet, the muscles and bones straining from within shoes inadequate for their current use. He’d grabbed sneakers on his way out the door from the underground shelter in Washington, DC over a week ago, thinking they would be fine for the cross-country trek. But as he made his way through the narrow path, trudging down the steep decline through the high altitude, he found himself wishing he’d found hiking boots somewhere along the way. 
 
    His attention had mostly been on food and water during his travels, and in that regard, he’d done relatively well. The capsized truck full of canned goods he’d come across in Kentucky had provided him the food he’d needed, and he still had two cans in his backpack, the last remnants he was purposefully saving until he absolutely needed them. It had been well over twelve hours since he’d eaten, though thankfully the path he’d been walking was along a narrow mountain stream and he’d been able to refill water bottles along the way. 
 
    He had nothing to filter the water, and his stomach churned occasionally at the thought of what bacteria he might be consuming but dying of thirst was a much stronger certainty than getting a bacterial infection, so it was a chance he was willing to take. 
 
    His legs ached, his back hurt, and his feet were killing him, the combined effects of a week’s journey finally wearing him down. Pike was in excellent shape, all things considered. A former military man, he still routinely lifted weights and rode a bike, but even the most physically fit man would wear down under these circumstances. 
 
    Pike smiled as he looked ahead, watching the path as it led to another small grass-covered clearing. Walking the last several yards of the path, he came into the clearing and searched the ground, looking for signs of game. The cans of soup in his backpack were a fallback, and they would serve well, but he was exhausted and starving, and felt a need for additional calories and protein. He’d had a steady diet of soup for almost a week, and the meaty soups had been few and far between, leaving him mostly vegetable broth and one can of chicken noodle. 
 
    It had been good, but not good enough. 
 
    Before making his way to the mountain pass, he’d stopped in a small town the previous night, locating an abandoned house and sleeping with a roof over his head for one of the nights of his weeklong trek across the country. 
 
    Before he’d left the house, he’d located as many electronic appliances as he could find and had used the Leatherman he’d found to cut the cords from the appliances, taking them with him, just in case. 
 
    That just in case was officially here. 
 
    Moving toward a medium-sized hole dug in the grass, he checked piles of dirt around it, then looked through the grass for other signs of movement. He found what appeared to be some claw marks, dug-up grass, and scattered scraps of eaten leaves and food. 
 
    It was, as it appeared, a gopher hole. 
 
    Pike slipped the backpack from his shoulder, sighing as the weight on his back released, if only for a short time. Opening the pack, he removed the cables he’d cut from the appliances and used the same Leatherman to strip the housing free, removing the copper from inside. Twisting the copper strands together he carefully and meticulously made a thicker gauge wire, extending it several feet by joining multiple copper strands together. 
 
    Next, he found a narrow sapling and bent it over, fashioning a latch system with a couple pieces of cut and carved wood from tree branches, testing to make sure the sapling remained set in its bent position. 
 
    Then he uncoiled the copper strands, carefully running the wire through the grass and forming a makeshift noose near the gopher hole, setting everything in place and ensuring that none of it was easily visible. 
 
    Smiling, he flexed his sore fingers, then walked around the bent-over sapling and made his way to a more remote section of the collection of trees, plopping down his backpack and easing himself into a seated posture, resting his back against the trunk of a tree. There was at least some shelter in that part of the mountain path, the rain drops scattering across the thick leaves above his head. He’d been walking a long time, his feet and legs were aching and exhausted and he leaned back slightly, resting his eyes and listening to the falling rain. 
 
    # 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he slept, but he didn’t think it had been long. There was a swift snap-cracking sound and Pike jolted awake, reaching over his torso, searching for the pistol he’d brought with him. 
 
    His heart hammered in his chest as his fingers clawed at the belt on his left hip, reaching for the weapon tucked there. Finally, they touched the cool metal texture of the handle and he grasped the weapon, pulling it free, climbing to his feet, trying to glare through the haze of exhaustion in his eyes. 
 
    As soon as he rounded the large rock face, he smiled. The bent-over sapling was no longer bent over. The trigger had tripped, the wire noose had tightened, and a plump gopher was snagged in the noose, dangling limp, legs a foot above the hard ground. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge gopher, but big enough, and Pike slipped his pistol back into his belt, removing the Leatherman in its place, then extended the sharpened knife blade of the tool. Grabbing the cord just above the gopher’s broken neck, he sawed through the twist of copper wires, lowering the dead creature to the ground. Untangling the tightened noose, he bound the cord together and put it back in his backpack. 
 
    Pike looked at the creature, then looked at the Leatherman and suddenly wished he’d brought a hunting knife. The blade of the Leatherman was sharp, but it was small, and gutting, skinning, and preparing the animal was going to be messy, gruesome work. 
 
    Walking over to the small clearing, he tossed the animal onto the ground, then looked around at the trees, finding one with several low hanging branches, under the cover of leaves so they weren’t too damp. 
 
    Pike snapped several of the branches off and gathered them together, assembling a small stack of kindling. He cleared out a place, using his shoes to scuff up the terrain, pushing aside grass and digging up dirt, setting the kindling in a broken cluster. 
 
    Dragging his backpack over, Pike rifled through it until he came upon a book of matches stuffed into one of the inside pockets, miraculously dry in spite of the constant rain over the past several days. 
 
    Ripping one of the matches free, he snapped it alight and lowered the flicking orange end toward some gathered grass and dried leaves that he’d mixed within the broken branches. After a few attempts, the end of a leaf curled, glowed softly, then slowly started to burn, orange fingers of flame clawing their way up the leaf’s surface, finally catching on the dried wood branches. 
 
    Fire crackled, smoke drifting into the air, floating aimlessly on the soft breeze, swirling in the wind and mixing with the falling rain. Pike smiled, closing his eyes against the radiating warmth of the fire, then turned around, snapped open his Leatherman, and prepared to go to work on the gopher. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Helen had always been a good student, though not a great one. She was naturally smart and did fairly well in classes, but hadn’t ever really had to apply herself. It had frustrated her father to no end, seeing it all come so naturally to her, but knowing she could do even more if she tried. 
 
    He’d always warned her that when she went to college, she was due for a wake-up call, and that her days of coasting through academic life would be over. 
 
    But there would be no college now. High school would be as far as she ever got. Certainly, she was sitting in a classroom now, going through the motions, Ms. Lace walking them through an abbreviated history of the United States electoral college. 
 
    It all seemed so ridiculous. Who cared about the electoral college? The days of democratic elections felt far in the past at that point, and Helen wasn’t sure they would ever get there again. Even inside the classroom she could hear the low rumble of thunder above, nowhere close, but somewhere out there, the angry gods in the sky growling their warnings to the unfortunate humans stuck on the planet below. 
 
    Never had she felt so trapped. Pinned, not just within the camp and within the classroom, but from above and outside as well. Encroaching thunder and violent lightning, everywhere she looked there was a wall or ceiling keeping her down. 
 
    She swallowed hard, closing her eyes, trying to block out the darkness, trying desperately to find some small kernel of light. 
 
    “Helen?” a voice called from the head of the classroom. “Are you with us?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Lace,” Helen said, feeling her cheeks flush. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” the teacher said with a soft, smoothing smile. “It can be hard to concentrate during these challenging times. Nobody would blame you for being lost in thought.” 
 
    Helen smiled sheepishly. 
 
    Ms. Lace looked at the group for a moment, as if chewing something over in her mind. Finally, she strode forward and pulled a chair out from a desk, moving to sit down in it. 
 
    “How are you all doing?” she asked, looking around the room. There were about fifteen students there, all of them looking at the teacher with a sort of muddled curiosity. Nobody replied. 
 
    “I mean how are you really doing?” Ms. Lace repeated. “I’ve been standing in front of you, reciting facts and history, but certainly you must all be wondering what the point of all this is.” 
 
    At least a few heads nodded. 
 
    “Will the electoral college even exist during our next election? Will there even be a next election?” Ms. Lace leaned back in her chair and sighed. “It almost seems as if I should be teaching more practical things. Identifying wild plants. Growing vegetable gardens. Maybe self-defense?” 
 
    A few of the girls leaned forward at that last comment, seeming to pay attention. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve all heard the rumors,” Ms. Lace continued. “The missing people from the camp? The missing girls, specifically?” Eyes darted around, girls looking at each other, then looking back at the teacher, nodding carefully. All of them had heard, Helen was certain, though up until now it had mostly been whispered rumors from uncertain sources. 
 
    Now, there was a teacher talking about it. Someone in a position of authority. Somehow that seemed to give the rumors more credit. More truth. 
 
    “Is…is it true?” one of the girls asked, sounding nervous. 
 
    Ms. Lace sighed again, that one longer. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is,” she said quietly, leaning forward, resting her arms on bent legs. “We’ve been told not to say anything, not to get you all worked up, but I can’t stay quiet, not anymore.” 
 
    The students all leaned forward a bit more as well, listening keenly to the words Ms. Lace was speaking. 
 
    “From what I understand there are labor camps throughout the major cities. Efforts are under way to rebuild. Obviously there likely isn’t enough labor to do this work, so they are—well, my understanding is that they are forcing American citizens to work in these camps. In some cases, taking them from their homes or from places like this. They identify the ones who won’t be missed and they just…disappear.” 
 
    There was a collective gasp throughout the classroom and Helen closed her fists at her sides. The thought of identifying those who wouldn’t be missed chilled her to the bone, mostly because she was probably one of them. No parents, no family, no attachments to anyone here in town. She seemed like a perfect candidate. 
 
    “You all need to be very, very careful,” Ms. Lace continued. “Walk in groups like you’ve been doing. Don’t talk to strangers.” 
 
    Everyone around the room nodded. 
 
    “Even,” Ms. Lace continued, her eyes roaming the room as if expecting people to be lurking in the corners, listening, “if they’re wearing military uniforms. From what I understand there could be soldiers involved, okay?” 
 
    Helen swallowed hard, thinking back to her exchange with Private Marks that morning. She’d outright accused him of taking part in the disappearances, not knowing that it could actually be true. Goose flesh ran up and down her arms and she drew in a shaking breath, suddenly feeling as though she had a target on her back. 
 
    “I’m not saying this to scare you, okay?” she continued, pushing the chair away and standing up to return to her spot at the head of the class. “I just want you all to be prepared.” 
 
    Helen looked around the room and her eyes landed on someone. One of the girls on the far side of the classroom was watching the teacher with rapt attention, her eyes glistening with tears. She had long, dark hair and wore a black tank top, a pale sweater draped over her shoulders. Her fingers were crossed on the desk in front of her and she was nervously picking at her fingernails. 
 
    Her name was Kim. Helen knew that, and she knew that, like her, her mother was gone, and she was more or less alone. Maybe she was scared about what the teacher was saying like Helen. Maybe she felt the target on her back, too. 
 
    “Okay,” Ms. Lace said, standing back at the whiteboard. “I suppose we should get back to the actual schoolwork before I get you all too worked up.” 
 
    # 
 
    For two hours, Ms. Lace did indeed return to the normal schoolwork, but the damage was already done. Helen spent the rest of class exchanging looks with her friends, who in turn had looked over toward Kim, watching her reactions. 
 
    During lunch break, Helen and her friends gathered outside the building, collected into a small, huddled group, whispering amongst each other. 
 
    “Did you see Kim’s reaction?” one of the girls asked and Helen furrowed her brow. 
 
    “She’s probably scared like me,” Helen said. “Her parents are gone too, right?” 
 
    One of the other girls widened her eyes. 
 
    “You don’t know?” she asked, looking at Helen. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “That’s Kim. She was brought here with her mother three weeks ago.” 
 
    “But I thought—” 
 
    The other girl nodded. 
 
    “Right. Her mother is one of the people who disappeared!” Her voice was a low, accusatory whisper and Helen gasped, putting her hand to her mouth. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she said. “I thought Ms. Lace said they only looked for people who wouldn’t be missed!” 
 
    The other girl shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know, but her mother was here and then was gone. That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    Helen shook her head, looking around the passing crowds, several pedestrians walking throughout the FEMA camp, mostly traveling in pairs or small groups. She was suddenly keenly aware of every person, every group and every set of eyes that passed by, glowering at them in narrowed suspicion. 
 
    Joel had tried to hammer that innate mistrust into her since they’d first set out on their journey, that reflexive hesitation to believe anyone you came across, the thought that anyone could be a thief or a murderer if they were desperate enough. She’d struggled with that. 
 
    But standing there outside the makeshift school, knowing what she knew? Mistrust was suddenly becoming all too natural for her. 
 
    “We’ve got half an hour before our next class,” one of the girls said. “Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    “Not too far,” another girl said, “I don’t like it out here. Not with what Ms. Lace just said.” 
 
    Helen found it difficult to argue that point. She hadn’t been crazy about the outdoors ever since the lightning started coming more regularly, but what the teacher said only made it worse. Together as a group, they walked along the grass just behind the school building, which was little more than a prefab stand-up structure hastily deployed by FEMA as they built out the recovery camp. 
 
    “Do you think there really are soldiers in on it?” one of the girls asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “Tough to believe anyone would get away with it if they weren’t,” Helen said. 
 
    “What about those guys from this morning?” 
 
    That was exactly what Helen didn’t want to think about, considering how she’d spoken to Marks. 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me,” another girl whispered. “The way they were standing in our way. They were all kinds of threatening. Trying to scare us.” 
 
    “What would they want us for, anyway?” Helen asked. “It’s not like we’re big, strong guys who could work in a labor camp.” 
 
    The other girls looked warily at each other, then looked at Helen, strange expressions on their faces. For a moment, Helen wondered what they were thinking, but clarity soon emerged in her young mind. 
 
    “You don’t mean—” she started to say but couldn’t bring herself to finish. They stood near the edge of the grass where the road passed by for a few moments, talking quietly amongst themselves. Helen let her eyes wander, her well-taught situational awareness combing the surrounding areas, drawing in every tiny morsel of information. 
 
    As one of the girls spoke, her eyes spotted a figure walking, someone all by themselves, which was unusual enough. They were striding between two buildings, walking confidently, but cautiously. It was a big man, tall and broad shouldered, though he walked with a subtle limp, as if there was an old injury he was favoring. A dark-colored sweatshirt covered his barrel-chested torso, and he had his hood pulled up over his head, which wasn’t all that surprising, considering the light scattering of rain spitting down from the clouds. 
 
    He hesitated as he approached the building he was walking toward, turning toward them just for a moment, though he wasn’t looking at them. 
 
    Helen’s skin ran with deeper goose flesh than it had before, a bone-deep chill drilling into her body. Her mouth hung open and her eyes refused to blink as she watched the man look carefully both ways before crossing the street. 
 
    For one split second she’d seen his face. 
 
    Or what remained of it, anyway. It was gaunt, the cheeks drawn and skin an ashen hue, the man’s features barely recognizable. But he had a swath of gauze pulled over his left eye, obscuring half of his face, shadows cast over his opposite cheek and jawline. 
 
    It wasn’t possible. The limp. The skin. The missing eye. It felt as though the world was suddenly closing in around her, the clouds above converging, roars of thunder within her ears, lightning jolting her rigid body. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    “Helen?” a voice said, crisp and alert, and it jolted her from her trance. The man she was looking at had passed behind the building and might never have been there if his visage hadn’t been burned into her memory. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked. 
 
    “You were lost again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she acknowledged, nodding. “Sorry. Just saw…something.” 
 
    “What?” one of the girls asked, looking in the direction that Helen was staring, though the street was now empty. 
 
    “Nothing,” Helen replied, almost absently. “Must have been a ghost.” The girls around her chuckled uneasily, then started moving back toward the school. Helen followed them, though her head was turned, eyes lingering on the spot where she’d seen the man with the missing eye. 
 
    The man she’d only barely recognized, but the man she suddenly felt one hundred percent certain was Ali Davud. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” Shawna said, waving a hand at Charest as he strode across the parking lot, gas cans in either hand. 
 
    “Morning!” he shouted, nodding toward her, even though it was now afternoon. “Took a little run down to the interstate. Actually found some go juice!” He held up the two cans and smiled. Shawna returned the smile. It was tough not to. Charest was a boisterous wannabe tough guy, but when he smiled, she felt compelled to follow suit. 
 
    She felt almost guilty, not wanting to spoil his obviously good mood, but at the same time she had critical information to share, information that couldn’t wait. 
 
    “I don’t want to ambush you with this,” she said as he approached, and his expression darkened almost immediately. 
 
    “What terrible, horrible, no good news do you have for me now?” he asked. 
 
    “Roxie took a run this morning, typical early morning trip into town.” Shawna fell in next to Charest, the two of them walking toward the rear parking lot of the Eagle complex. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And there’s an increasing military presence. The FEMA regional office we liberated has now been taken over.” 
 
    “No bueno,” Charest replied. 
 
    “It gets worse.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re just full of sunshine and rainbows today.” 
 
    “Don’t shoot the messenger.” 
 
    “I know, I know. Sorry,” he apologized, approaching another man who had walked out to greet them. The second man extended his hands and took the fuel cans from him, nodding and walking off toward a group of vehicles parked nearby. Shawna and Charest stepped away, into the shadows of the research building, some place a bit quieter than the open parking lot. 
 
    “You look spooked,” Charest said in a low voice, more concerned than he had been previously. 
 
    “Roxie did some eavesdropping on the soldiers she saw near the FEMA office.” 
 
    Charest shook his head and sighed. 
 
    “They were saying something about a regional command center in Omaha. A big gathering of all the regional military officers is happening there soon, and supposedly they’ve got Kansas City on their list of soft targets.” 
 
    “Shit,” Charest said. 
 
    “Yeah, exactly.” 
 
    “So, we’re expecting trouble, then.” 
 
    “I’m not sure when, but I’m sure it’s coming.” 
 
    “Does Gossett know?” 
 
    “Selanda was heading to tell him right after Roxie came back. A couple of hours ago now.” 
 
    “He won’t like this one bit.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us like it,” Shawna replied. “Question is, what do we do about it.” 
 
    “Secure the perimeter, first of all—” 
 
    “Tristan is on it.” 
 
    Charest nodded. 
 
    “We’ll have to beef up security somehow. Start soliciting volunteers if there’s anyone left.” 
 
    “We’re running on skeleton crews as it is,” Shawna replied. “We’re devoting all of our resources to the satellite launch, and whatever’s left is food prep and basic necessities.” 
 
    “Surviving a potential military assault seems like a basic necessity in my book,” Charest said. 
 
    “I know,” Shawna agreed. She sighed and turned away, shaking her head. “Believe me, I know.” 
 
    “Hey,” Charest said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not your fault, it’s not anyone’s fault, it’s just shitty circumstances.” 
 
    “The last two months have been one shitty circumstance after another,” Shawna replied, and she could feel the pinch of tears. She blinked quickly, forcing them from her eyes, staunchly refusing to cry in front of Charest. The hand on her shoulder moved to her arm and he pulled her closer into a strange half-hearted embrace. 
 
    She leaned to the left, resting her head on his shoulder and smiled. It felt good. Comforting. A sort of human contact that she hadn’t had in a very long time, even long before the planes started crashing. 
 
    “It’s been a long, hard road for everyone,” Charest said, “but what you and Tristan have been through—that’s something else entirely. The fact that you’re still walking upright is a damned miracle, Shawna, okay? Don’t ever sell yourself short.” 
 
    “I’m just so ready,” Shawna said softly. “So ready for this all to end. For the endless cycle of violence and crises to cease. I don’t know how much longer we can stand this. At some point, don’t people have to just get along?” 
 
    “There are those people out there,” Charest said. “I firmly believe that. I mean, look at us. Look at what you guys built in Chicago. You’re seeing the worst of it, and you have been for two months, but there’s a light at the end of the tunnel, okay? There’s gotta be.” 
 
    “I really hope so,” Shawna said. “I really do. But the longer this goes on, the more I doubt that light exists. Either that or it’s the longest damn tunnel in history.” 
 
    Charest squeezed again and Shawna kept her eyes closed, enjoying the comfort of his embrace. The truth was, she’d built a wall around her emotions, and had done it during her issues with Chad so long ago. She’d gotten too close to him, so close it had hurt, and she was wary of getting that close to anyone again. 
 
    Already she found herself caring too much about Tristan, though she cared about him in a different way than Charest, that much was for sure. Tristan was a father—an older brother. A mentor she looked up to and valued. 
 
    Charest was…something different. 
 
    “Not that I don’t enjoy this,” Charest said, squeezing again, “but we need to keep moving. If Selanda has told Gossett, which she no doubt has, he’s going to be looking for solutions, solutions he’ll want me to provide.” 
 
    “I know,” Shawna replied. “It’s fine.” Her voice sounded colder than she intended, but Charest seemed to roll with it, and they fell in side by side, walking across the parking lot, back toward the administration building where they knew Gossett was likely preparing for the worst. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Laura Park sat in the chair, staring at her hands, fingers bent at the knuckles, her fingernails ringed with grime and dirt. She wore pale blue scrubs and her breath came in hard, ragged gasps, exhaustion seeping deep into her bones. 
 
    Life hadn’t been easy at the Stone Sword compound in Malcolm, Wyoming, but with each passing day it seemed to be getting less and less easy, a mentally taxing march through emotional turmoil one day after the next. Since the word had come of the attack on the Cheyenne branch of Stone Sword, the world had turned upside-down.  
 
    She looked longingly at the skeletal frame of the lightning rod, the structure she’d been overseeing the construction of, hoping to use it to attract some of the ground-based lightning strikes, collecting data and intelligence that might help them survive the approaching calamity. She doubted there was anything anyone could do to actually stop it, but even if she could calculate the intervals and gauge the area of impact, that might help, if only a little. 
 
    But that work had all but ceased. The men who had been tasked with building the device had been recalled to military duty and the entire town of Malcolm had shifted from agriculture and sustainability to a makeshift militia fortress tasked with training and preparing for the inevitable invasion. 
 
    Farms and gardens were left with skeleton crews, just enough people available to tend the grounds and maintain what was already set in motion, and the rest of them moved to building bullets, constructing makeshift rockets, perimeter security, overwatch, medical duties, or other critical operational necessities. 
 
    Even Laura herself had been moved to her sister’s nursing staff. Laura, who had little to no clinical experience, was getting a crash course in helping to mend wounds, set broken bones, and alleviate pain. She lowered her head, her eyes threatening to fall closed as she stared aimlessly at her dirt covered fingernails. 
 
    It wasn’t all dirt. There was…other stuff there, too. 
 
    One by-product of the increased attention to military response was the increased chance of bodily injury during training or preparations. Already in the past week patients at the clinical practice had gone up nearly twenty percent, requiring the additional staff to get quick training and even quicker practice in battlefield triage. 
 
    This wasn’t what she signed up for. 
 
    “Hey, sis,” came a tired voice to her left and Laura turned, nodding and smiling. Bruiser, her dog, stood from where he was lying on the grass next to her, resting his snout on her thigh and looking at her sister Lindsey, his tail wagging back and forth. The German Shepard had become a mainstay of Malcolm, the town mascot, so to speak, and Laura was glad for that. 
 
    She patted the chair next to her. 
 
    “Take a load off, Lindsey,” she said. “Lord knows you worked harder than I did.” 
 
    Lindsey blew out a breath of air and sat on the chair, leaning back and closing her own eyes against the cloud-covered sun. 
 
    “What the hell is even happening?” Laura asked. In the near distance, a group of camouflaged soldiers marched by, talking in loud voices, rifles slung over their shoulders. “This place seems so sideways, and I haven’t been here nearly as long as you.” 
 
    Lindsey shrugged. 
 
    “There have been plenty of drills over the years. We’ve all been conditioned to expect something—well, not something exactly like this, but something close.” 
 
    “So, this wasn’t a surprise to you?” Laura asked. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Lindsey replied. “I think it’s something we’ve all been aware could happen, just none of us thought it would happen. Still seems pretty unbelievable. It all does.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about food stores now that we’ve pulled so many people from agriculture and farming?” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Lindsey replied. “But we’ve got reserves in the underground bunkers. MREs and emergency energy bars. All sorts of nonperishable food. Don’t forget, the name of the game around here is preparation. It’s not just about preparing for whatever we’re dealing with now, but preparing for everything. Everything including drought, tornados, nuclear winter, all that stuff. There are contingencies in place just in case the farming breaks down. Granted, it shortens our sustainability by a great deal and reduces the numbers of lives we can support, but at this point I’m not sure what choice we have.” 
 
    Laura shook her head. The way Lindsey spoke in plain, calculated terms about “supporting lives” was almost clinical. Detached from reality. Laura had felt like she’d found a sort of home with the people of Stone Sword, but as focus shifted from survival to defense, suddenly she wasn’t quite sure where she fit in. 
 
    “Something bothering you, Laura?” Lindsey asked, leaning forward slightly. Laura chuckled, though it was a humorless sound. “What is it, sis?” Lindsey probed. 
 
    “You want to take a walk?” Laura asked, easing herself up from her chair. “I have a sudden need to move my legs.” 
 
    Rain spattered the ground around them, and the low grumble of thunder echoed overhead. Lindsey cast a forlorn look to the sky, then looked at Laura again. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Laura said. “We’ve only had one lightning strike anywhere close to here and it hit the mountains to the north.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Lindsey said and followed Laura as they made their way out to the road running alongside the medical center. 
 
    # 
 
    “So, talk to me, Laura,” Lindsey said as they strode along the narrow path, exiting downtown and heading toward the more rural outskirts of Malcolm. 
 
    “Talk to you?” Laura asked. She was walking noticeably slower than her sister, but had at least been able to move without crutches for the first time since being shot by a would-be assassin in her sister’s living room. 
 
    “What’s up with you?” 
 
    “I’m not following you,” Laura said warily. 
 
    Lindsey blew a gust of air from her nostrils. 
 
    “Look,” she started, “I know things are tough. Have been tough. Shit, tough is just about the understatement of the century.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “Something’s eating at you,” Lindsey said, “and has been ever since you arrived. Maybe the others can’t tell, maybe even Jack can’t tell, but I can.” 
 
    Laura chuckled, her walking getting a touch faster to try and keep up. 
 
    “This whole thing has been a train wreck,” she said quietly. “I mean—how do you expect me to feel? No matter how small, I played a direct role in the satellite network that’s killed millions of people around the world.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Laura replied. “It’s the truth. But it’s not just that, it’s—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The man who recruited me. The guy who worked for American intelligence. He was sort of the mastermind behind a lot of the technology, especially the stuff that was used to bring down the planes.” 
 
    “Sounds like an asshole.” 
 
    Laura didn’t reply, their feet crunching on the dirt-covered path. 
 
    “That was him, huh?” Lindsey asked. “Tall, dark, and mysterious? The boyfriend from Washington who you refused to talk about?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Laura replied, short, simple, and to the point. “I have the worst taste in men.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “My last boyfriend literally caused the apocalypse.” 
 
    Lindsey barked out a cough of laughter, barely catching herself before the outburst. 
 
    “I’m glad you find it so damn funny!” Laura replied, but did so through her own sputtering laughter. “Seriously, though. He’s the same guy who paid people to try and kill me in Seattle, for crying out loud. He’s probably the guy who sent the dude to Malcolm. I was almost engaged to him!” 
 
    “Wow,” Lindsey replied. “Maybe you do have the worst taste in men.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Laura snapped, punching her sister’s arm. 
 
    “Truth hurts,” Lindsey replied, still chuckling. Laura rolled her eyes, trying to straighten her slanted smile. 
 
    “Whatever happened to Wayne, anyway? You never talked about him much after—you know. After the divorce.” 
 
    Laura’s smile faltered at that, her thin lips forming into a grimace. 
 
    “Sore subject, I take it.” 
 
    “Wayne was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. Wayne and Helen both. And I screwed it all up.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I felt trapped down there in East Bumville, Louisiana. Totally trapped. I had things I wanted to do, and that town was not the way to do them. But Wayne had his restaurant, and I couldn’t ask him to give that up.” 
 
    “What about Helen?” 
 
    Laura sighed, blinking rapidly to clear out the haze in her vision. 
 
    “I wanted to be a storm chaser. To be on the road, recording my victories and adventures. Not much room for a kid in that life, you know?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Lindsey replied, nodding. 
 
    “How’s that for a metaphor for my life?” Laura asked. “Always chasing something, knowing that once I catch it, I’ll be screwed, but chasing it just the same. How transparent am I?” 
 
    The two sisters walked in silence for a short distance longer, soft spattering rain pelting down around them, hitting the dirt and dampening their hair. Thunder rolled within the clouds, though neither woman showed a sign of fear. 
 
    “You know,” Lindsey said, not looking at her sister. “I envied that about you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You weren’t afraid to chase your dreams, even at great cost.” 
 
    “C’mon, Lindsey, seriously? You had the happiest marriage on earth. You were chasing your dream going to nursing school at night, working the farm during the day. That’s real life right there.” 
 
    Lindsey shrugged. 
 
    “It was the safe way,” she said. 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    “No bull. My husband offered to hire on farm hands, let me go to school full time, really dive headlong into it. I was too scared. Too worried about failing. Costing us all that money if nothing came of it. He died shortly after I finished school. I never even really got the chance to be a nurse until I came here.” 
 
    Laura laughed, then winced, the lingering pain from the bullet wound in her chest flaring slightly. 
 
    “Don’t envy me. I burned every bridge I walked across. Now, here we are, facing the possible end of everything, and what do I have to show for it?” 
 
    Lindsey shrugged. 
 
    “Same thing I do,” she said, “when it comes right down to it. Hell, you’ve got a kid. I don’t even have that.” 
 
    “A kid who probably hates me.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I would if I were her.” 
 
    “You’re not her,” Lindsey said firmly. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Laura replied. She smiled, her eyes lifting to the sky. “Helen’s one of the strongest kids I ever met,” she said wistfully. “Wayne used to keep me posted. Poor kid had a rough time of it in school, but she never let it bother her. She just kept right on trucking.” 
 
    “She probably got that strength from you,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “High school was the worst,” Laura replied. “I was a train wreck.” 
 
    “You and I remember your high school years very differently,” Lindsey replied. 
 
    Laura stopped and looked at her, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I was the bookworm, sis. You were fighting the boys off with a stick. Cheerleader for the football team, barely putting any effort in, but skating by on high honors. Whatever you wanted to do, you just decided to do, and did it. I had to work for every last inch and even then, was barely scraping by.” 
 
    Laura just shook her head, closing her eyes as the rain scattered across her forehead. 
 
    “Tell me about him,” Lindsey said quietly, the two women standing on the edge of a steeply sloping hill, the dirt road out of town narrowed to little more than a path. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The guy in Washington.” 
 
    “Why?” Laura asked, the tenor of her voice sharpening. 
 
    “I want to know. Obviously, there must have been some redeeming qualities about him.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Laura said. “I was storm chasing, but having trouble making ends meet. Somehow, I ended up in Virginia and stumbled across this ad for a research assistant position with Eagle Atmospheric. The pay was junk, but at that point I wasn’t sure if I was going to make the next month’s rent. So, I interviewed with some stuffed shirts, and this guy was there, too. Like I said, tall, dark, and mysterious, always lurking in the shadows.” 
 
    “You said his name was Cameron?” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t really jibe with the Eagle people, but he sought me out afterwards and said he needed some help in the Special Projects division of the National Security Agency. He said the work was in my wheelhouse, and all I had to do was pass about sixty different background checks and sign forty-seven NDAs.” 
 
    “Insane,” Lindsey said. “From uploading tornado videos on YouTube to working on one of the largest climatology projects in the history of the world?” 
 
    “Not nearly as glamorous as you make it sound,” Laura replied. “A lot of dull administrative bullshit, to be honest. Glorified coffee girl most days. But the longer I worked with him, the closer we got. Truthfully, there were probably about half a dozen confidentiality laws he broke by pulling me in as close as he did. That’s probably why he’s so eager to get rid of me.” 
 
    “You really think that was his doing?” 
 
    “Who else could it be?” 
 
    “He’s gotta work for someone, right?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    Laura chewed her lip. 
 
    “I guess. I don’t see how I’d be on their radar, though.” 
 
    “You were involved in Project: Heatshield. You have knowledge of what they were really using it for. Obviously, someone knows that.” 
 
    Laura nodded, her brow furrowing as if deep in thought. Lindsey put a hand on her back, a soothing, sisterly touch. 
 
    “What about this Jack kid?” 
 
    Laura turned and looked at her, scowling, but with a hint of a smile, the corner of her mouth turned slightly up. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He seems to be a big fan of yours.” 
 
    “He’s just a kid,” Laura replied, rolling her eyes. “Just puppy love, I’m sure. Once he gets to know me, he’ll grow out of it. They all do.” 
 
    “You guys have been shoulder to shoulder for two months,” Lindsey replied. “How much better do you think he’s going to get to know you?” 
 
    Laura shrugged, her cheeks warming underneath the cool rain. 
 
    “You should think about it. He’s a good kid. Has a decent head on his shoulders.” 
 
    “He’s like twelve years younger than me.” 
 
    “So? Rob the cradle. The world’s coming to an end. Might as well throw caution to the wind, right?” 
 
    “You’re such a jerk,” Laura replied, laughing. 
 
    “Not the worst thing you’ve called me.” 
 
    “Give me a minute, I’ll come up with something else.” 
 
    The two women laughed together, standing in the rain, looking over the sloping hills of rural Malcolm, Wyoming. For a brief moment, they were just two sisters enjoying each other’s company like they had countless other times throughout their lives. For one brief moment it was a normal day, and they would grab that feeling and hold on tight, knowing those days would only get fewer as time went on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “Helen, right?” the voice said, a hard and firm tone, but with a hint of friendliness to it. Helen whirled around, stepping back nervously as Major Valley approached. He lifted both palms as if defending himself. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said calmly. His eyes scanned the area around her. “But you shouldn’t be walking around alone.” 
 
    “I need to see him—Joel, I mean.” Helen said quietly, her eyes darting toward the makeshift prison that had been set up near the rear of the FEMA camp. 
 
    “Helen,” Valley replied, “I pulled some strings to get you guys one visitation per day. You had it already. If we start pushing that, it could be trouble.” 
 
    Helen shifted on her feet, her hands closed tight at her hips. 
 
    “I really need to see him,” she said. “It’s—it’s important.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Valley asked, suddenly looking concerned. 
 
    Pressing her teeth together, Helen looked away, not wanting to look the older man in the eye. He had a steely, disarming gaze that made her feel like she could tell him anything, but she didn’t want to tell him that. 
 
    “It’s kind of personal,” she replied quietly, still not looking at him. “Between him and me.” 
 
    “Your friend is in a lot of trouble,” Valley said. “I won’t be able to protect him or you forever. As a matter of fact, I’m leaving for Omaha later today, so I need to know you’re going to respect the rules while I’m gone. I won’t be here to protect you.” 
 
    “Omaha?” Helen asked, and that time she turned and looked at him, her eyes pleading. She didn’t fully trust Valley, not yet, but she knew full well that he was one of the only people in Cheyenne who had her and Joel’s best interests at heart. “If you’re not here, we’ll be in danger.” 
 
    “I’ve got someone who is going to keep her eyes open while I’m gone,” Valley said. “Her name is Sergeant Bills. She’s still in recovery; she got shot during the incident at the Clover Hills Mall, but she’s good people.” 
 
    “But she’s not you. She’s not in charge.” 
 
    “No, she’s not, and I’m sorry for that. But the truth is, I’m still a soldier in the United States Army and I need to follow orders. I’ve been ordered to Omaha, so that’s where I need to go.” 
 
    Helen nodded, her eyes downcast. 
 
    “Will I be able to still walk with him once a day?” she asked, her voice meek. 
 
    “I…hope so,” Valley replied. “Those will be my instructions. If not, I’ll be back in a few days, and you tell me if someone gave you a hard time, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Now, why don’t you move along? Get back to the dorms. It’s not safe out here by yourself.” 
 
    “No,” Helen said firmly, looking back up at Valley through narrowed eyes. “I need to talk to Joel. It’s very important.” 
 
    Valley crossed his arms, looking at her, his jaw rigid. For a moment, Helen was petrified that he might say no, her mind racing, wondering what she would do if he did. But finally, after what seemed like forever, he nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Follow me. But don’t make a habit of this, got it?” 
 
    “I understand,” she replied. They walked toward the prefab structure. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel lifted his head from the pillow when the door opened to the enclosed structure, which was essentially twice the size of the holding cell itself. 
 
    “Helen?” he asked, looking at her as she made her way inside, reading the serious look on her face. 
 
    “Just a few minutes,” Valley insisted, then stepped back out, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    Joel swung his legs from the cot, bringing himself into a seated position. 
 
    “Helen, what’s up?” he asked, sensing her fragile emotional state. Standing, he moved to the bars and wrapped his fingers around them, looking out into the larger room. 
 
    “I—I saw him, Joel,” Helen whispered, coming close to the bars. 
 
    “Saw who?” 
 
    “Ali.” 
 
    Joel’s mouth hung open and he drew back slightly, looking at her with a piercing, cold stare. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged halfheartedly. 
 
    “I…think so. I was far away, I saw him from across the street, but he was walking with a limp and had a hooded sweatshirt. When he turned, I could see he had wrapped bandages over his face, covering his left eye.” 
 
    Joel lowered his head, his fingers still tightly curled around the metal bars, skin pulling so tight, his knuckles were whitening. 
 
    “How?” he asked nobody in particular. 
 
    “Is it him?” Helen asked. “Do you think he could have possibly survived?” 
 
    Joel thought back to the storm-ravaged night what felt like forever ago. The Kansas trees, south of Wichita. They’d joined up with a woman named Wanda who had helped nurse Joel back to health after a particularly nasty infection as a result of the arrow wound in his chest. A dull heat throbbed at the injury as he thought back on it. 
 
    Ali had slit Wanda’s throat, right in front of Helen, moving quick and silent as a snake and just as deadly. Joel had faced off with him in the forest, and he’d cut his eye out with a vicious knife strike. The trusty trench knife souvenir his Army buddies had sent him home with. 
 
    Even if the wound hadn’t killed him, the ensuing infection certainly would have. Joel couldn’t picture him getting actual official medical care. Was he just too stubborn to succumb? 
 
    “Joel?” Helen asked urgently. “Do you think it’s really him? Or was I just seeing something?” She was nearly begging him to say yes, she was just seeing something and that there was no way it could possibly be Ali. 
 
    But he didn’t say that. He tightened his fists and drew a long, deep breath, resting his forehead against the metal bars. 
 
    “You think it’s him,” Helen said. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “How did he find us?” Helen asked, turning to look back at the door as if Ali himself might barge in after her. 
 
    “We don’t know that he did,” Joel said. “Him being here could just be a coincidence.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Helen replied harshly. 
 
    Joel nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably bullshit,” he replied. “God, I need a cigarette.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Helen asked. “That’s what you’re worried about right now?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m always worried about these days.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Joel lifted his head slightly, then set it back down on the bars. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I’m—I’m afraid,” Helen said, moving closer to the bars. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” Joel said, lowering slightly so he could look her in the eyes. “It’s going to be all right,” he said. Squeezing his hand through the bars, he rested it on her shoulder. Helen looked at him, her face pale and eyes wide, and he could see the glisten of tears in her eyes. Over the past two months, Helen had become a rigid, tough, strong young woman and seeing the renewed sense of fear and fright on her face was startling. 
 
    “How can you say that?” Helen asked. “You’re stuck in here. I’m out there all by myself.” 
 
    “There are plenty of people here who can help you,” Joel replied. “Major Valley isn’t about to—” 
 
    “Major Valley’s going to Omaha for a few days!” she hissed. 
 
    “What?” Joel asked, his voice edging toward frantic. “Why?” 
 
    “He said it was some regional gathering he had to go to. Said he was following orders.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Joel said, lowering his head again. “Dammit.” 
 
    “He said he’s leaving someone to look after us. A Sergeant Bills.” 
 
    “A sergeant? She’s not a high enough rank to do anything. The minute he’s out of town, everything is going to go to shit. I’m one hundred percent sure of that.” 
 
    “And what about Ali?” Helen asked. “If he does know we’re here—if he’s looking for us. Who will protect us?” 
 
    “Helen,” Joel replied, “even without Major Valley here, this place is crawling with soldiers. Just keep walking in groups, okay. Keep your eyes open. Remember what I taught you about—” 
 
    “—situational awareness, I know.” 
 
    “Exactly. Always have an exit plan. Always have a fallback strategy. If Valley’s only gone for a few days, it’ll be fine. Just be careful.” 
 
    “What if he finds out where you are?” she asked. 
 
    “There are two guards stationed here twenty-four seven,” Joel replied. 
 
    “I don’t think two soldiers are going to stop him.” 
 
    Joel opened his mouth to disagree, but found that he couldn’t. She was right. If Ali found out where he was, he wouldn’t let two soldiers get in his way, and if he got access to a firearm—Joel didn’t want to think about that. It would be like shooting fish in a barrel. 
 
    “You have to believe me, Helen,” Joel continued, “it’s going to be okay. I made a promise to you, and you have to trust that I’ll keep that promise.” 
 
    “How can you?” Helen asked, then waved her hand absently at the bars. “If you’re locked in here?” 
 
    “Just—trust me,” Joel said. 
 
    Helen drew in a deep, ragged breath and blew it out in a frustrated gush. She nodded, turning away from him and taking a step toward the door. 
 
    “We’ll get through this,” Joel said to her back, but she made no reply. She just pulled open the door and slipped through, banging it closed. Joel watched her leave, then hung his head low, closed his fist, drew it back, and banged it on the metal bars as hard as he could. 
 
    It took three slamming fists before the radiating pain from his wrist and his hand prompted him to stop, and he halted with his hand in mid-air, staring through a haze of unspent tears before finally falling back onto the cot, blinking at the floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Helen felt lost. She walked from the holding cell almost in a trance, staring straight ahead as she moved from the grass onto pavement, crossing over the sidewalk. The two guards outside the door watched her as she went, and she could feel their eyes on her back, though she pretended not to notice. 
 
    Cheyenne was bustling with activity at that hour, workers milling around, the clanging clatter of construction machinery echoing in the distance. Military vehicles ran alongside her, rattling over pavement, the low chatter of soldiers’ voices coming from inside Humvees. 
 
    Day by day, Helen felt increasingly alone. She’d told Joel that things weren’t so bad, that she was with girls she got along with and she felt more like she belonged, and that was somewhat true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. Since her father’s death, Joel had been her anchor, the one constant in her life, and now it felt like he was gone. 
 
    Yes, he was here, and yes, she could see him once a day, but beyond that she felt like she was floating, a satellite losing its orbit around the Earth, on the verge of spinning off into the vast emptiness of space. 
 
    She paused, watching as two more Humvees drove by, her eyes following their track, watching as they reached an intersection, then turned right, heading off toward the north. From there she saw two separate groups of soldiers on foot, one of them walking toward her on the other side of the road, the other huddled around the grounds outside the school. Everywhere she looked there were soldiers, a fact that might normally comfort her, but right now, especially with the rumors going around, didn’t ease her fears in the least. 
 
    She continued her silent observation as she walked, watching entrances and exits, paying attention to how many men or women were posted in each place. She found that she could now track the border of the camp pretty well and she knew the traffic patterns and the schedules, not just for military personnel, but for emergency responders and FEMA workers. 
 
    As she walked, she could see the village up ahead, a collection of several white trailers that had been stationed in even rows on the dirt ground just south of the train station. She wondered just how many people were living here. Several of them were refugees from Denver she remembered, recalling the near capture of her and Joel in Sterling shortly before they’d made the trip here on their own. 
 
    Thinking back, she wished that she and Joel had given themselves up then and there, talked to Major Valley and let them bus them to Cheyenne. They would have been better off in the long run, and by now could have broken free and made their way somewhere else. 
 
    But where else? There was nowhere else, was there? 
 
    Joel had heard the soldiers talking about Malcolm, Wyoming and the Stone Sword headquarters which was apparently there and not in Cheyenne, but she still didn’t know for sure if her aunt or her mother were even there. It felt as though every decision they’d made to that point had been the wrong one, and the more time that went on, the less likely they were to ever dig their way out of the series of holes they’d dug for themselves. 
 
    Seeing Ali had set her back, that much was certain. She’d had small pockets of optimism here and there during their weeklong stay at the Cheyenne FEMA camp, but ever since seeing Ali several hours ago, she’d been caught in a tornado of negativity and pessimism. Stuck in the mud of her worries and fears. If Ali was still alive and if he’d followed them here—all bets were off. They weren’t safe here or anywhere. 
 
    Thunder raced through the clouds overhead as if emphasizing her unease. She tensed, watching as a ragged gash of lightning speared across the sky, striking off in the distance, chased by another raucous drumroll of thunder. 
 
    Helen picked up her pace, suddenly feeling very exposed and vulnerable. She looked left and right, searching for a place of refuge, the rain starting to sprinkle down around her. She broke into a light jog, following the sidewalk to the east, heading toward the FEMA village a short distance ahead. An almost deafening slam of thunder pounded the sky, so loud that she could almost feel it. 
 
    Her heart hammered and her eyes skittered left and right, looking for shelter. Rain pounded, falling in large, thick sheets, the drops drilling into her hair and swiftly soaking her shirt. She darted to the right, spotting a bridge just north of the train station, a stone arch crossing a side road heading down to a construction site just beyond. The road to her left bent down and around, traversing a path beneath the arched bridge, and she could see the long neck of a crane extended above the train station. 
 
    The bridge. It was right there. A bolt of white lightning shot down from the clouds, striking in the distance, but not as far away as the previous one and she picked up her pace, crossing the pavement. 
 
    “Watch it kid!” a soldier said, stepping back as Helen ran past him. 
 
    “Sorry,” she gasped, “I’m sorry!” 
 
    “Where you goin’? It’s not safe out here alone!” 
 
    “I’m fine!” she reported back, waving the soldier off as she followed the street, curving back around toward the underside of the bridge. 
 
    Her shirt and hair were already soaked as she reached the gradual bend of the road, bringing the narrow path beneath the bridge’s underpass. The bridge was larger than she thought, a massive stone construct, its arch passing over the entrance to the construction yard and she sped up again, racing forward until she was beneath the overpass, the scattering rain falling away, the shelter of the bridge finally offering some protection. 
 
    Helen bent over, pressing her palms to her thighs, drawing in some deep, gasping breaths, desperate to steady her nerves. None of the lightning strikes had been close, but she still had the lingering paralysis of fear when storms came in, the memories of her and her father running off the road and into the water still fresh in her young mind. 
 
    “Calm down,” she breathed to herself, gasping for small slices of breath. “Just calm down.” Her heart continued beating fast, making it even more difficult to breathe and she noticed for the first time that she’d somehow managed to find the only isolated place in the entire city. Still bent over, she looked around, her eyes scanning the downward slope of the pavement, the long stretch of dry concrete beneath the bridge, and the dirt-covered construction yard on the other side. She couldn’t see a single soul. 
 
    Her recognition of her surroundings did little to settle her nerves. She straightened up, looking back out at the approach road, considering going back out, though the shattering blanket of rain still pounded furiously against the pavement, turning the light gray roadway to a dull charcoal wetness. Thunder echoed and in her mind’s eye she could picture twisting coils of lightning flickering deep in the clouds, preparing to unleash their deadly fury. 
 
    “Dammit, Helen,” she cursed herself. “It’s just a storm.” 
 
    It wasn’t just a storm. Never again would there ever be just a storm. It was a new reality for not just her, but the entire human race, a new reality of impending disaster hovering in the clouds at all times, just waiting to strike. 
 
    Suddenly it felt like the world was closing in around her, the looming structure of the bridge’s overpass converging on her like some kind of strange trash compactor. Helen’s erratic breathing sped up again and she stepped back, pressing her spine into the concrete of the bridge, holding herself steady with an extended arm, fingers clawing at the stone. 
 
    Her heart raced even faster, and she closed her eyes, slowly sinking down along the surface of the bridge until she was seated on the ground, her head lowered, knees bent, arms embracing her lower legs, pulling them close. She squeezed, pressing her eyes tightly closed, desperate to shut out the outside world. 
 
    A sound caught her ear, quiet but close. 
 
    The forceful closing of her eyes relaxed slightly as she focused on that new point. She heard it again. It sounded almost like…a voice. A female voice. 
 
    Turning her head to the right, Helen opened her eyes, tilting her head to get a better idea of where the sound was coming from, and she heard it again, louder that time, coming from the direction of the construction site. Using the concrete wall as leverage, she eased herself up into a bent-knee stance, moving forward, toward the construction site of the opposite side of the bridge, head still cocked to listen for whatever sound she’d heard before. 
 
    The voice was louder, and it wasn’t so much a voice as a series of wet, gasping sobs. But now there were other sounds mixed with that one, other voices, deeper, more threatening, though still too faint to tell exactly what they were saying. 
 
    Helen made her way toward the edge of the bridge, listening through the pouring rain. The construction yard was spread out before her, the dirt dark with rainwater. The large crane was set in the center of the wide expanse of open area, its neck stretched high above. There was a pale blue trailer at the far side of the yard and piles of stacked wood just next to the edge of the bridge. A large dump truck was just on the other side of the wood, and Helen could hear the voices coming from that direction somewhere. 
 
    Her feet slipped on some loose, wet stone at her feet and she stumbled forward, barely catching herself, her palms digging into the silty surface of the ground. Lifting her hands to her eyes, she saw the light dusting of pale, crushed stone coating her flesh, a strange, grainy material, the crushed remains of rock that had been blasted to make way for whatever construction was happening. She brushed her hands on her pants, making her way back to her feet. 
 
    Rain continued hammering down, but she ignored it, forcing herself to not let her thoughts linger on the thunder and lightning, taking a cautious step out from under the bridge, listening to the voices. She moved from the bridge to the stacks of wood, dropping down into a low, creeping stance, keeping her head below the top level of the stacked wood so she’d be hidden from view. 
 
    Walking down the length of the lumber, she reached the far corner, the dump truck just ahead, and she peered just to the left of the parked truck, spotting some figures huddled over by the blue trailer. There were four of them total, three standing and one sitting in the dirt, head down and arm raised as if in plea for something. 
 
    She could hear the sounds of their voices, but still couldn’t hear the words and she bolted forward, crossing the empty space between the lumber and the dump truck in a few swift strides. Dropping down next to the huge, knobby tire of the truck she crept closer still, listening. 
 
    “We got ears everywhere. Things you say, things anyone says, we know about it.” It was a male voice, angry and dripping with menace. 
 
    “I—I didn’t mean anything,” the female voice said, barely audible through the pounding rain. Helen’s hair was slicked to her head, her clothes like a second, heavier skin. 
 
    “Yes, you did!” another male voice barked. “You wouldn’t have said it if you didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “What you’re doing—” the woman’s gasping voice said, “it’s wrong. This isn’t how it’s supposed to work!” 
 
    “We decide how it works,” a male voice replied. 
 
    Helen drew a bit closer and through the curtain of rain she could see the three men more clearly. They all wore the camouflage uniforms of soldiers, the same sorts of soldiers she’d seen walking around Cheyenne. They were all geared up, though none of them wore helmets or carried rifles, but they did all have pistols slid into thigh holsters. 
 
    “Okay,” the woman replied, nodding. “I get it. I understand.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do,” one of the soldiers growled. 
 
    Helen squinted and crept just a little closer, reaching the front of the truck, now just ten yards away from the four of them. Her eyes widened as she came upon the front edge of the vehicle, finally within sight of the woman sitting on the ground. 
 
    Even with her soaked hair pressed tight to her head, she recognized her. It was Ms. Lace. Her teacher. Helen tried to shake the cobwebs loose, desperate to get some clarity about the situation. She couldn’t figure out how or why Ms. Lace would be in that position, who these men were, and why they’d want her, of all people. 
 
    “What you told those girls,” a man continued, “those girls in your class—those are dangerous rumors to spread.” 
 
    “They’re not rumors,” Ms. Lace gasped, her face stoic in spite of the three men looming over her. “They’re not rumors, and you damn well know it.” 
 
    One of the men shook his head, both fists clenched before him. 
 
    “You’re gonna make us do this,” he said. “You really are.” 
 
    “I’m not making you do anything,” Ms. Lace replied. “You choose your own actions. You could set me free right now. You know I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Maybe you will, maybe you won’t,” the man said. “I’m not sure we can take that chance.” 
 
    As Helen watched the man reached to the holster at his thigh and unsnapped the clasp, removing the pistol. She pressed a hand to her mouth. Purely by instinct she reached around to the small of her back, but felt nothing but shirt and belt. That was one rule FEMA was adamant about. No weapons. Her precious SIG Sauer that had gotten her through so many tough situations over the past two months had been confiscated. 
 
    She was unarmed. Even worse, she was unprepared. She’d run, scared, toward the bridge without even thinking of the possible outcomes. Denied every ounce of training she’d received from Joel. Now she was stuck here with Ms. Lace while the soldiers— 
 
    The man stepped forward, pressing the barrel of the pistol to the woman’s hair-soaked head. Rainwater ran in streams down her face, into her eyes and soaked her shirt.  
 
    “Please, no,” Ms. Lace pleaded. “Please. You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “Damage has been done,” the man growled. “You already told them. The word’s starting to spread.” 
 
    “I’m their teacher! They don’t listen to me. Nobody has to know!” 
 
    “Sorry, lady,” the man replied, his voice cold and firm. “That’s not a chance we can take.” 
 
    Helen stepped forward, her mouth opening, preparing to yell, to do something, anything to distract them. 
 
    The man pulled the trigger and the pistol fired, a sudden, shattering clap of thunder. Ms. Lace’s head snapped aside, and Helen gasped, her eyes stinging with sudden, shocked tears, her hand pressed tightly to her lips so she wouldn’t scream. 
 
    “Damn, son,” one of the other men said, stepping back from the guy with the gun. “Did you really have to do that?” 
 
    “What the hell else was I supposed to do?” the man with the pistol asked, holding the gun out like it was little more than a hammer or screwdriver. “She was spilling our shit.” 
 
    “This is getting out of hand, man. Way out of hand. We were just supposed to be helping Colonel Lancaster put some work crews together. Now we’re—she’s a damned schoolteacher!” 
 
    “Then she should have kept her mouth shut!” the man with the pistol shouted. 
 
    Helen stepped back, sucking in breath, forcing her hand even tighter over her mouth. She moved back toward the end of the dump truck, moving quickly, the voices of the arguing men fading into the crashing rain. 
 
    They were still yelling at each other by the time she reached the bridge, turned toward the FEMA village and took off at a dead sprint for home. 
 
    # 
 
    “Helen?” the voice said, quiet and calm, but Helen could barely hear it. She hadn’t even taken the time to change out of her soaking wet clothes, she was just sitting in bed, back pressed against the wall, rocking gently back and forth, biting her lips closed to prevent herself from openly sobbing. 
 
    “You’ve been sitting here for an hour, girl,” the voice continued. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Helen shook her head, blinking rapidly. The girl was her roommate, her name was Yasmine, and Helen really didn’t know her all that well. She was older than the rest of the girls Helen hung out with and too old to be in their class at school. Yasmine sat down on Helen’s bed, putting an arm around her shoulders. Helen clenched at the touch, but relaxed a bit, continuing to just look straight ahead, shivering slightly in her wet clothes. 
 
    “Something happened,” Yasmine said. “Do you need me to tell someone? Are you in trouble? Is it a boy?” 
 
    A boy. As if she’d be this worked up over a stupid boy. 
 
    “Not a boy,” Helen said, squeezing her knees tighter. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” asked Yasmine. “You seem really, really upset.” 
 
    Upset. As if upset even began to cover it. Helen looked at her through the fog of her tears, and for a moment, considered telling her what she’d seen. 
 
    But how could she? The men who had done this were cold-blooded murderers, and if anyone else knew what they’d done, they’d be next on the list of victims. 
 
    No, she couldn’t tell anyone. She had to just button it up inside and ride it out, hope that it somehow went away. 
 
    Hope that the vision of Ms. Lace’s rain-slicked hair blowing back as the bullet burst through her skull went away. Helen closed her eyes, tears streaking free, running down her cheeks and continued rocking back and forth and back and forth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The dark night pulsed with lightning, a gentle illumination shifting the black to white, then black again. A handful of seconds later, thunder echoed over the mountains, long and labored. 
 
    “Thunderstorms twenty-four seven,” the young sentry said, standing at the eastern gate of the Stone Sword compound. He looked out over the darkened shadows of the mountain peaks, watching as the clouds in the sky faded back into darkness. 
 
    “Man, I used to love thunderstorms,” the other young man said, shaking his head. “Not anymore. I’m about sick of ’em.” 
 
    “Me and some of the other art class kids used to talk about the end of the world back in high school,” the first sentry said, turning to look at the other man. “None of us ever thought it might be stupid thunderstorms. Atomic bombs, maybe. Volcano or geysers, even. But thunderstorms? Seems like a sissy way for the world to go out, you know?” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing sissy about five thousand airplanes crashing all at once. Shit’s terrifying is what it is.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I don’t fly,” the first man said. “Couldn’t pay me enough to strap my narrow ass into one of those even narrower seats and rocket me through the air in a metal tube. Screw all of that, man.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to worry about that anymore. Even if things ever get close to normal again, ain’t no way people are going to be flying anywhere any time soon.” 
 
    The first man chuckled, then turned, looking out over the darkened slope of the mountains to their north. Behind them the broad iron gate blocked the entire entrance to Stone Sword, a tall guard tower currently inhabited by a man with a long gun, that rifle’s scope trained on the road approaching from the east. 
 
    They’d seen their fair share of refugees seeking some sort of asylum in the early days after the disaster, but things had slowed considerably lately, which made things a bit more boring. 
 
    Boring was fine with them, though. Considering what was happening in the world, they could all stand a little more boring. 
 
    “Hold up,” a voice hissed in their earpieces and they both froze, the sentries looking along the eastern access road. “This is overwatch. I’ve got movement on the access road, headed your way.” 
 
    “Shit,” one of the sentries said, shaking his head and removing his rifle from the sling over one shoulder. The second sentry did the same, both of them holding AR-15s tucked close, stocks wedged under their arms. 
 
    “What do we got?” one of the guards asked, thumbing his earpiece to engage the built-in microphone. 
 
    “A single bogie. On foot. No friends, no vehicles.” 
 
    The two sentries looked at each other, then looked out at the access road, which curved slightly before its final straight approach. They both began walking cautiously forward, raising their weapons, cradling the hand guards of their ARs with support hands, letting the barrels sit level, pointed out along the roadway. 
 
    “Coming around the bend…” the voice said in their earpiece. “…now.” 
 
    Both guards engaged flashlights bolted to their weapons, beneath the barrels of their semi-automatic rifles. 
 
    “Don’t move!” one of the sentries barked, falling into a firing stance, rifle elevated. The crossbeam of their flashlights fell on a single approaching figure, a broad-shouldered man with a large backpack using a walking stick for balance. He stood tall and firm, but remained still as instructed. 
 
    “This is private property!” the other sentry demanded, taking a step forward, bracketing the newcomer with the beam from his flashlight. 
 
    “Is this—is this Malcolm, Wyoming?” the man asked, staying where he was. 
 
    “It’s none of your business where you are,” the sentry said. “Just turn on around and head back where you came from. Like I said, this is private property.” 
 
    “I know,” the man said. “This is Stone Sword, right? That’s where I am?” 
 
    The two sentries glanced at each other. A voice hissed into their earpieces. 
 
    “I’ve got him dead to rights. Just say the word and I’ll drop him.” 
 
    “We’ve got a man with a long-range rifle trained on you right now,” one of the sentries said, looking over the barrel of his AR-15. “I suggest you spin yourself around and head the other way. We’re not likely to ask again!” 
 
    “I need to get inside!” the man shouted.  
 
    “Sir, we have very clear instructions to not—” 
 
    “My name is Cameron Pike!” the man shouted. “I have top secret intelligence for Colonel Carter. I know he’s here and I know he’s going to want to hear this.” 
 
    The two sentries exchanged uncertain glances, their fingers hovering over the trigger guards of their rifles. 
 
    Pike took a careful step forward, using the walking stick to help steady him as he moved. 
 
    “I have the shot,” a voice spoke in the sentries’ earpieces. “Give the word.” 
 
    One of the sentries moved his fingers to his earpiece and pressed it quickly. 
 
    “Stand down, overwatch,” he said.  
 
    “Repeat?” 
 
    “Stand down. I repeat. Stand down.” 
 
    “Standing down.” 
 
    Pike took a few more steps toward them, holding his hands out so they could see he was unarmed. 
 
    One of the sentries strode forward, weapon still raised. 
 
    “Are you bullshitting us?” he asked in a no-nonsense tenor. 
 
    “I am not,” Pike replied. 
 
    “Call it in,” the sentry said, gesturing to the second one, and he nodded, falling back and walking toward the guard booth by the gate, striding swiftly. “Keep your hands where I can see them,” he said, then his eyes moved dubiously to the walking stick. “You need that thing?” 
 
    “It’s been a long trip,” Pike replied. “I didn’t bring the right shoes. My feet are killing me.” 
 
    The sentry gestured with his rifle for Pike to walk ahead and he did so, using the walking stick, but staying a few paces in front of him. Up ahead the door to the guard booth closed and the second sentry emerged. 
 
    “Carter says he’ll be right out.” 
 
    “He know this guy?” 
 
    “Not personally,” the sentry said, looking Pike up and down, his brow furrowed, “but apparently by reputation.” 
 
    Pike glowered back at him. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Stand right where you are,” the sentry replied. “Colonel Carter will be right out to tell you.” 
 
    # 
 
    They could tell Carter was approaching even in the dim light, his back rigid and stride swift, walking with a crisp curtness. The soldier with the long gun who had been on overwatch had come down from the tower and was standing by the booth, easing the gate open so Carter could exit the compound and walk out onto the access road. 
 
    “Is this him?” Carter asked, jerking his head toward Pike. 
 
    “It is,” the sentry replied. 
 
    “Say your name again,” Carter said thinly, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Cameron Pike.” 
 
    “These boys said you had top secret information for me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Pike’s eyes wandered nervously before finally settling back on the colonel’s. 
 
    “Is this the right time or place, Colonel?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who’s knocking on our door, promising to share secrets,” Carter replied, uncrossing his arms and showing his palms. “How’s that saying go? Shit or get off the pot?” 
 
    “Colonel Carter, the information I have is of a classified and sensitive nature. If you are serious about wanting to hear what I have to say—” 
 
    “If I’m serious?” Carter barked, taking a step toward Pike. “Look, you little Washington puke. I didn’t invite you out here. You came out here all on your own, which means we have something you want. You, on the other hand, have jack shit that I want, so in my mind that puts me in the driver’s seat, wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Pike?” 
 
    Pike closed his fingers around the walking stick and lowered his head slightly, looking at the road at his feet. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” Carter said. 
 
    Pike lifted his head. 
 
    “My name is Cameron Pike,” he said, his voice firm. “I’m an operative for the National Security Agency and one of the chief architects for Project: Heatshield. I have reason to believe the acting president, Drydan Willoughby, is actively engaging in military operations that will bring the enemy to your gates and could potentially burn this whole town to the ground.” 
 
    Colonel Carter blinked a few times, then drew in a long, steady breath. 
 
    “Follow me, Mr. Pike,” he finally said, turning back toward the gate. “We have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    “Shawna!” the voice was quiet but urgent, a hand clutching her shoulder and shoving back and forth. Shawna fought through the dark drowsiness of sleep, clawing her way back to the waking world. 
 
    “The hell?” she asked, her voice strained as she tried to get up. 
 
    “Shawna. It’s me, Tristan. You gotta get up!” 
 
    “Shit!” she hissed, eyes springing alert. “Are they here? They’re here, aren’t they? The military?” She leaped out of bed, nearly knocking Tristan over as she charged toward the wall, groping for her gun. 
 
    “Shawna,” Tristan said as she latched her fingers around the M4 carbine and popped out the magazine, looking at the rounds inside before hammering it back into place. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there,” she said, “get a weapon! We need to get to the perimeter gate!” 
 
    “Shawna, wake up!” Tristan said more urgently, the tone of his voice finally snapping her out of her instinctual frenzy. 
 
    “What?” she replied, looking around. “What? What is it?” 
 
    “It’s the satellite,” Tristan said, his eyes wide with excitement. “They finished it early this morning. They’re going forward with the launch.” 
 
    Shawna drew back as if she didn’t understand what he was saying. 
 
    “Say that again?” 
 
    “The satellite, Shawna. They’re launching it. Today.” 
 
    “That’s…good news, right?” she asked, her mind clearing somewhat as she dropped the rifle onto her mattress and ran a hand through her tangle of long hair. Her fingers caught in it and she grimaced. 
 
    “I need a damn hair salon,” she groused. 
 
    “I hear Roxie has a pair of scissors. She’s been helping with cutting people’s hair in the woman’s locker room.” 
 
    Shawna ran both hands through her hair. 
 
    “I don’t need scissors, I need garden shears.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” Tristan replied, ruffling his own graying mane. “I usually keep mine just about shaved clean. This is driving me crazy.” 
 
    “First-world problems, huh?” 
 
    “Ain’t no such thing as a first world anymore,” Tristan replied. “Whole planet’s been thrown back to the olden days.” 
 
    “You say as we’re about to go outside and watch a satellite launch.” 
 
    “Good point,” Tristan said. 
 
    Shawna strode across the floor, her bare feet slapping on the smooth concrete, then closed a bathroom door behind her. Tristan stood in the room outside, practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. It felt like a momentous occasion, a moment in history that would long be remembered, and he was there to see it firsthand. 
 
    “Praise God,” he said quietly, a wide smile on his face. “God is great.” 
 
    The sound of water being poured into the toilet bowl came from the other side of the door, followed by the bucket sloshing as Shawna washed up. Running water was a luxury that the men and women of Eagle Atmospheric could no longer afford, so they’d been forced to do certain things manually. 
 
    Each member of the makeshift community got a bucket of water per day, provided by the large water storage tank near the rear of the compound, a tank that no longer pumped the water into the facility without power, but a tank that had a manual release allowing facilities people to fill the buckets on a daily basis. It was a massive tank, though one of many concerns on the minds of the residents of the Eagle campus was just how long that water might last. 
 
    Shawna pushed open the door, wearing a sports bra and jeans, and swept a tank top from a hook on the wall next to the bathroom door. Tristan’s cheeks flushed and he looked away quickly. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Shawna replied, shaking her head. “You see worse stuff at the beach.” 
 
    “I don’t go to the beach,” Tristan replied. 
 
    “Maybe when this all blows over, I can take you,” she said. “I bet there are some lovely lakes in the mountains of Wyoming.” 
 
    Tristan smiled widely at that sentiment and nodded as they walked toward the door. 
 
    They proceeded down the stairwell and stepped out into the rear parking lot, seeing that a small crowd was already gathering to watch the launch. Shawna’s eyes automatically drifted to the tall fence surrounding the property and locked on the iron gates blocking the way. Three men in dark Deadbolt Security uniforms stood at that gate and she nodded, silently thanking Charest for doing his part to establish a secure perimeter. 
 
    Tristan had walked the entire wall the night before and had identified a few weak points which had been reinforced by parking cars and getting guards stationed, though Shawna remained concerned about their lack of personnel, especially trained personnel when it came to combat and security. 
 
    Just since she’d arrived, they’d had two different operations, one on the FEMA Regional Headquarters and one at the satellite manufacturer’s, and in both cases, they’d lost well-trained combat veterans, depleting their already thin reserves. 
 
    If there really was potential trouble coming from the military, they would be ill-equipped to deal with it. 
 
    “Shawna!” a shrill voice cried out and she turned, smiling as Roxie came running toward her, waving her hand. “Isn’t this exciting?” 
 
    “Very exciting,” Shawna replied, trying to keep the utter exhaustion from her voice. Roxie’s father, Paul, trailed along behind her, looking appropriately apologetic for his daughter’s exuberance at that hour in the morning. 
 
    “Calm down, kiddo,” Paul said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Just because you’re usually up at the butt crack of dawn doesn’t mean everyone else is bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Paul,” Shawna replied. “She’s right, after all. This is a big day.” 
 
    The rear parking lot behind the research building was awash with a sea of people. Shawna had never really asked exactly how many former Eagle employees and their families were sheltering here and had rarely seen them all in one place since arriving, but if she had to bet, she would have said most of them were in the parking lot right now. 
 
    Several of the engineers were checking the launch pad, which sat a few hundred yards away, the crowd kept back with stretched out yellow tape and a few scattered security personnel. Just on their side of the yellow tape was a series of three fold-out tables, several people standing by them, either looking out at the launchpad or looking over documents spread out before them. Gossett stood at the center table, arms crossed, looking over Jasmine’s shoulder. She was hunched over what appeared to be a laptop flipped open on the table, and the fold-out satellite receiver was extended on the table to their left, pointed at a vague angle toward the satellite launch pad. 
 
    There was a buzz of activity throughout the parking lot, the low murmur of conversation washing over everyone like gentle ocean waves, audible even above the light patter of rainfall that seemed to always be falling these days. Nobody had an umbrella or stood under shelter; everyone was just out in the open, accepting that they were going to get wet. These days there really was no way around it. 
 
    “Paul!” a voice shouted, echoing over the paved parking lot. Roxie’s father turned and nodded toward the man in the distance who was standing near the launchpad. 
 
    “They need me,” he said, patting Roxie’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, Dad,” Roxie said with a soft smile and watched as he trotted away, sliding smoothly underneath the yellow tape and then jogging across the parking lot toward the mounted satellite. 
 
    Shawna could hardly believe it. It had only been a week or so since they’d returned with the components to make the satellite, and without any vast resources, basically just using their own ingenuity and cobbling together some makeshift parts, a launchpad that had existed for display purposes only was now fully functional and propping up a satellite around the size of a riding lawn mower. Twin wings extended out from each side of the angular center body, each wing lined with reflective solar panels all cabled to rechargeable batteries within the body of the satellite itself. 
 
    The frame of the orbital device had been built around a reinforced Faraday cage that they could only hope was strong enough to withstand any electromagnetic pulses from the Project: Heatshield disaster still floating in the atmosphere. It all still seemed too theoretical in Shawna’s mind, more the plot of a science-fiction film than actual reality, but here she was, looking out at the results of all their efforts. 
 
    Nobody knew what the end result would even be. 
 
    Would it launch? Would it make it through the Project: Heatshield mess lingering high in the air above? Even if it did, what would they do with it once it got there? Sure, it would give them an eye in the sky and provide some information to Jasmine and the others, but what could they do with that information? 
 
    So many questions without answers. Shawna felt a pit forming in her stomach, twisting her insides into a tight, squeezing fist and she tried to imagine how Jasmine was feeling right now, the inevitable anticipation and angst over what had basically become her life’s work. 
 
    Although she’d been focused on it for a very short time—less than a month, all things considered—it was quickly becoming her looming legacy and as Shawna looked at her, back bent, left arm straight, supporting her weary form as her opposite fingers hacked away at the keys of a cobbled-together laptop, she wondered what she was thinking. 
 
    Shawna threaded her way through the emerging crowd, voices excitedly speaking, hands gesturing a sense of palpable anticipation thick in the air like a humid summer day. 
 
    Gossett turned as she emerged from the crowd and nodded curtly at her, stepping away so she could walk up to the table and stand just next to Jasmine, looking at the screen. 
 
    “Hard to believe,” she said quietly. “We’re here already?” 
 
    Jasmine nodded, but didn’t look at her, clearly focused completely on her screen. 
 
    “Everything’s a go?” 
 
    Jasmine blew out a thin gust of air through pursed lips. 
 
    “Far as I know,” she replied. “Things are as good as they will ever be.” Standing straight, she placed her hands at her lower back and stretched, groaning softly. Selanda, who was at the next table, walked over to join them, a tired smile on her face as well. 
 
    “Morning, Shawna,” she said, blinking away the lingering exhaustion she no doubt felt. 
 
    “Bunch of rock stars, you are,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “Only if it works,” Jasmine said, twisting her neck back and forth to work out the kinks. 
 
    “It’ll work,” Shawna said, nodding. “It will work.” 
 
    “See?” Tristan said, coming up behind her and placing a hand on her back. “I knew you had faith somewhere inside you. It just takes some time to show beneath that crusty exterior.” 
 
    “Crusty exterior?” Shawna asked. “Boy, you know how to flatter a girl.” 
 
    “We about ready to get this show on the road?” 
 
    Shawna looked up and smiled as she saw Charest, who had been one of the security guards keeping people out of the work zone, approaching. Over his left shoulder she could see the launchpad, with a few workers lingering, inspecting joints and making some quick adjustments. Roxie’s father was there, mostly supervising. 
 
    “Getting there,” Jasmine replied. “Just triple-checked the code and the debugger came back clean.” 
 
    “You don’t look convinced,” Charest replied. 
 
    “My coding sucks. Debugger never comes back clean. Must be something wrong.” 
 
    “I thought the point of the debugger was to find the wrong things?” Charest asked, shrugging. “But I’m not a technical guy.” 
 
    “That is the point,” Selanda said with a laugh. “Jasmine just likes being hard on herself.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough rocket fuel for exactly one launch,” Jasmine replied, no trace of humor in her voice. “If this doesn’t go exactly right, any chance we have of getting this bird in the air is gone.” 
 
    “No pressure,” Shawna said. 
 
    “None whatsoever,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “She does her best work under pressure,” Gossett said. “During the ramp-up to Project: Heatshield she wrote a chunk of the navigation code in less than a week.” 
 
    “Almost killed me,” Jasmine replied, rubbing at her eyes. 
 
    “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, my dear,” Gossett said with a tone of voice that might have actually passed for humorous were it from a different man. Jasmine didn’t respond, but she cracked her knuckles, bending her fingers sharply backwards and stared down at the screen, her eyes roaming along the lines of code. It was so much gibberish to Shawna, but the way Jasmine was watching the words on the screen told her that she understood exactly what she was reading. 
 
    “Paul!” she shouted, lifting her head and gesturing to Roxie’s father. “Get everyone clear! We’re a go for launch!” 
 
    Paul smiled broadly and flashed a thumbs up, then turned and beckoned to the other two engineers hovering around the launchpad. All three of them converged and jogged toward the yellow tape, then slipped under it. Roxie stepped toward her father and threw her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Proud of you, Dad,” she said. “You guys really did it!” 
 
    “It was all her,” Paul said, nodding toward Jasmine. “None of this happens without her.” 
 
    “None of it has happened yet,” Jasmine reminded him, then drew in a deep breath. A small blinking cursor pulsed at the bottom of the lines of text, awaiting a final command. Gossett and Jasmine exchange a look, then Gossett climbed up onto one of the tables, careful not to knock over the satellite dish. He lifted both arms high. 
 
    “Hello, Eagle Atmospheric!” he shouted, and voices shouted back. “Today is a landmark day! Not just for us, but possibly for the nation, if not the entire world!” 
 
    Voices shouted their jubilation and Gossett waited for them to slowly fade into silence. 
 
    “For nearly two months humanity has teetered on the brink of extinction! All of us here have seen our share of violence and suffering. Well, today marks the day that mankind begins the rebuilding process!” 
 
    Again, a chorus of cheers rebounded back at him. Shawna and Tristan exchanged glances and she suddenly felt a little uncomfortable. It had quickly gone from a triumph of engineering to raucous propaganda and she was feeling increasingly uneasy. 
 
    “A year from now—five years from now, ten years from now—your names will be on the lips of men and women around the world. They will remember every single one of us and the events of this day will be documented in human history!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Shawna said quietly. Tristan gave her a crooked smirk and she shook her head. “Let no opportunity go unexploited.” 
 
    “Let them enjoy this,” Tristan said. 
 
    “So, let’s all celebrate!” Gossett shouted, then waved an arm as Jasmine. “Give the word, Ms. Trevor!” 
 
    Jasmine lowered her hands and slowly pecked at the keyboard, making sure she was typing every word precisely. Finishing a brief session of typing, she held up her hand, all five fingers aloft. 
 
    “Five!” shouted Gossett. 
 
    Jasmine tapped a few more lines, her finger hovering over the Enter key. She held up four fingers with her other hand. 
 
    “Four!” shouted Gossett. 
 
    She tapped Enter one more time and lowered one finger. 
 
    “Three!” 
 
    A few more lines of code. One more finger dropped. 
 
    “Two!” 
 
    Shawna could see Jasmine’s shoulders heaving as she tried to steady her breathing and watched as she carefully tapped out one last line of code. Her finger lowered but hung just above the Enter key again and she lowered the second finger. 
 
    “One!” Gossett almost screamed. 
 
    Jasmine slammed her index finger down on the Enter key, closed her fist and pumped it into the air. 
 
    “Ignition!” Gossett said and whirled around to face the satellite and its launchpad. The entire crowd could hear the noise, the low hiss of machinery, the roaring throttle of an engine starting, smoke billowing out from beneath the rocket thrusters. The satellite shook on the launchpad, jostling wildly as everyone looked on. 
 
    Jasmine used the touchpad of the laptop to minimize the coding window and bring up a secondary window, which looked a little more user friendly to Shawna, but was still mostly foreign language. 
 
    A diagram of the satellite was there, along with several different indicators showing how the pieces and parts were functioning. 
 
    “So far, so good,” Jasmine said, her mouth twisting into a gradual smile. The satellite shook harder, the roaring engine and billowing smoke cascading across the pavement. 
 
    Suddenly, Jasmine’s screen flared in red warning. 
 
    “No!” she hissed. “Something’s wrong!” 
 
    “What?” Paul asked, stepping away from his daughter and moving toward her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jasmine’s fingers hammered away at the keys furiously, the blinding speed of her typing generating a rapid-fire drumbeat of keyboard clicks. 
 
    “Fuel line,” she gasped. “Main engines aren’t getting enough fuel. There’s a pressure leak in the third line. Dammit, dammit, dammit!” 
 
    Shawna’s eyes went wide, and she could feel everything slowly sliding out of control. 
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    “What fuel line?” Paul barked, pressing a hand to Jasmine’s shoulder. 
 
    “Three,” Jasmine replied, her normally firm and strong voice sounding faint and shaky. “Fuel line three.” 
 
    Paul closed both fists, looking out at the satellite, watching as the smoke churned out from the thrusters, rolling over the parking lot like early morning fog. Shawna watched Paul’s face blanch, his Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed deeply. He turned and looked hard at Roxie. 
 
    “I love you,” he said. Roxie looked back at him, her mouth open, her eyes wide in wonder. 
 
    Suddenly, she realized something, and her eyes widened even more, her mouth dropping open, her arms stretching forward. 
 
    “Dad, no—” 
 
    But Paul was already wheeling around, charging toward the yellow tape. With one hand he swept his tool bag from the pavement and ducked under the tape, charging across the pavement, his shoes clapping on the ground as he moved. 
 
    “Daddy, no!” screamed Roxie, lurching forward, but Shawna slipped between the throng of onlookers, wrapping her arms around Roxie’s shoulders before she could run after him. 
 
    The young girl screamed as the silhouette of her father disappeared into the billowing smoke. 
 
    # 
 
    Paul’s eyes stung as he plunged into the thick gray clouds churning just above the pavement. He could feel the raw, blistering heat of the thrusters, the roar of the engines deafening to him as he ran toward the launch pad. Luckily, because of the fuel pressure the thrusters hadn’t yet fully engaged so there was no fire yet, but there was plenty of smoke. 
 
    Glaring through the gray, he saw the darkened shadow of the launchpad and tried to trace back the path of the different fuel lines, working to remember which one had led where. Somewhere beyond the smoke he thought he could hear his daughter screaming, but he closed that thought out of his head and charged forward at a sprint, dropping low to the ground, to search for the thick tubing that ran along the surface of the parking lot. 
 
    His foot hit something wet on the ground and he slipped, tumbling left and down, striking the asphalt with his shoulder, pain racing up and down his entire left side. The acrid stink of rocket fuel flooded his nostrils and for one terrible second, he thought he was going to pass out. He felt lightheaded and dizzy, his stomach angry with nausea. 
 
    Slowly, he got to his hands and knees, feeling around the pavement, confirming that he had, in fact, slipped in fuel. 
 
    “Here,” he gasped, his tongue tasting the bitter smell of gas and smoke. It was so thick he couldn’t see more than two feet in front of him, and he closed his eyes, clawing at the ground. Finally, his fingers struck a narrow, rubber tube, and he felt along the edge, trying to confirm that it was what he was looking for. 
 
    Moving right, the tube felt intact, he couldn’t see or feel any sort of break. Then he felt to the left, his knees soaking with spilled gas and he located what he was looking for. A thin jet of fuel was spitting out through the punctured tube onto the pavement in a narrow stream. 
 
    “Dammit!” he hissed, desperately hoping he wasn’t already too late. If enough fuel had spilled onto the pavement, it wouldn’t matter if he patched the tube; the endeavor would be for nothing. 
 
    Staying on his knees, Paul ripped open the tool bag he’d been carrying and rammed his hands into it, still keeping his eyes closed against the stinging smoke and smell of gas. It felt like forever that he rummaged around in the deep pouch, searching for just the right item, until finally, down near the bottom, his fingers touched the circular shape of the roll of electrical tape. 
 
    He smiled and yanked it free, already picking at the end of the tape with a fingernail, trying to pry it loose, to peel off strips of the black adhesive. 
 
    The entire world was a roaring, smoking ruin, cascading waves of heat carrying over him, his arms already feeling as though they’d gotten the worst sunburn of his life. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on,” he whispered, prying the end of the tape off and listening to the soft hiss of escaping fuel. Once again, he located the breach and he pressed the electrical tape to it, holding it down, feeling the liquid trying to force the tape free of the hole. 
 
    Using one hand to hold down the square edge of the tape, he used the other to roll the adhesive around the tube again and again and again, doubling over, then tripling, binding and twisting, crisscrossing, circling the gas line time and time again, feeling for any more leaking liquid. 
 
    He closed his fist around the bound line holding tight, then played the tape farther left and farther right, knowing that the work was messy, praying that it was effective. 
 
    Finally, the tape ran out. One last bit tore free of the roll, leaving just a cardboard circle, and he was kneeling there on the parking lot, swaying gently, the noxious fumes and broiling heat almost too much to bear. 
 
    The world around him swirled into a distorted whirlwind of colors and smells, tears streaming, his lungs choking, the unbearable heat cooking his flesh.  
 
    That was it. He’d done what he could. 
 
    But had it been enough? 
 
    Then, he heard it. The guttural growl of thrusters, the high-pitched whine of the satellite’s engines, an even stronger and hotter burst of smoke shooting at him and over him. Finally, he forced his eyes open, turning to look at the satellite and he could see the thrusters were firing, they were igniting, slowly lifting off from the platform. 
 
    He’d done it. He’d sealed the line and the satellite was taking off, propelled by the intense heat of combusting fuel. 
 
    “I love you, Roxie,” he said again, closing his eyes and the world erupted in fire. 
 
    # 
 
    No one cheered. 
 
    From a few hundred yards away, they saw the thick carpet of smoke expanding outward from the satellite’s thrusters and they saw the sudden bloom of white light and yellow flame. The satellite lifted briefly, jostled somewhat, then flung upwards, suddenly propelled by an explosion of fire, thick white smoke trailing after the launching projectile. 
 
    Everyone stood in stark silence, watching the gentle arc of the orbital probe as it shot up into the sky, trailing a long, twisting tail of pale smoke. 
 
    As the roar of propulsion eased into quiet, the only thing anyone could hear were Roxie’s soft sobs, her shoulders shaking in Shawna’s grasp. 
 
    “We did it,” Jasmine said flatly, watching as the satellite became a tiny white dot in the sky, punching up into the low clouds. 
 
    “You did it,” Gossett replied, though his voice lacked just as much emotion as hers. 
 
    It was a great victory, though at that moment it didn’t feel like it. 
 
    “Is—is he?” Roxie asked, not even able to finish the sentence. Shawna turned and looked out over the parking lot, the clouds of smoke finally starting to fade. But nothing moved out there. Nobody was walking toward them. Nothing was moving. 
 
    “I think he is,” Shawna said, and Roxie melted away into crying. 
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    Sleep had been a slippery thing the night before, slick and oozing between Helen’s fingers every time she tried to close her fist around it. What little snatches of slumber she did have were fraught with nightmarish visions, the scene of Ms. Lace’s fate replaying over and over in distorted, excruciating detail, images so vivid that Helen woke up nauseous and disquieted. 
 
    She’d seen and experienced many horrific things over the past two months, but for some reason that particular scene was haunting her. Perhaps it was because of Ms. Lace’s innocence—perhaps it was because of her killer’s viciousness. 
 
    Maybe just because it was the most recent. But whatever the case was, the pictures clung in her mind like wet clay, the residual aftereffects lingering in thick clumps. 
 
    She walked along in a persistent fog, the background chatter of her group of friends trailing behind her. Helen was moving in a trance, one foot in front of the other, barely following her own motor functions, working on just tiny fistfuls of sleep the previous night. 
 
    “Helen, are you okay?” one of the girls asked, lightly touching her arm. Helen turned and forced a smile. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said quietly. “Just didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 
    “Why not?” another girl asked. “It’s not like we can sit up and watch Netflix all night. I don’t know what’s worse, millions of people dying or the Internet going out.” Her tone of voice was sarcastic, but Helen wasn’t convinced that she didn’t really mean what she said. 
 
    Her eyes roaming the sidewalk ahead, she realized where they were as they approached the school and she looked at the squat building over the grassy hill to their left. Joel and Major Valley had been there earlier, and most mornings she’d see them at least somewhere around here. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    She turned to the crowd of girls she was walking with. 
 
    “Go ahead without me, ’kay? I’m going to run over there for a minute.” 
 
    “Helen,” one of the girls replied, “it’s too dangerous to go off on your own. Remember what Ms. Lace said.” 
 
    The mere mention of the teacher’s name was like a dull knife in Helen’s guts and for one frightening moment she thought she might keel over and vomit. But she held herself in check. 
 
    “It’s just over the hill there.” 
 
    “Wanna go see your boyfriend?” another girl chided, putting an emphasis on the word. 
 
    “Ew, gross,” Helen spat back. “He’s old enough to be my dad, you sicko.” Helen was already veering off, walking toward the slight incline. “I swear, I’ll be at the school in a few minutes. If I’m not, send a search party.” 
 
    One of the girls rolled her eyes and shook her head, but the group continued on as Helen strode up the hill and approached the prefab structure she knew the holding cell was inside. As usual, two guards stood outside the building, flanking the front door, armed with tactical rifles and in full camouflage BDUs. They leered at her as she approached, and she recognized them both from previous visits, but neither stood out to her as trouble. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said, trying to sound sweet. 
 
    “School’s starting soon, kid,” one of the guards said. “Keep on trucking.” 
 
    “I was just hoping—I wanted to see Joel,” she replied, standing before the two tall men, suddenly feeling very young and very small. 
 
    “Ain’t gonna happen,” the other guard said. 
 
    “But it always happens. I get one daily visit.” 
 
    The first guard shrugged. 
 
    “Funny, I don’t remember seeing that in the rule book.” 
 
    “Come on,” Helen replied. “You’ve both been here when I’ve visited before. Major Valley always lets—” 
 
    The second guard bent over, looking at her, his cold eyes drilling deep into hers. 
 
    “Major Valley ain’t here, you little shit. Visitation rights have been revoked.” 
 
    Helen took an uncertain step back, trying to maintain her balance, but feeling suddenly very weak in the knees. 
 
    “Why? I wasn’t causing any trouble.” 
 
    The guard extended his arm, pointing a long finger in the direction of the school. 
 
    “Keep moving. You’re not welcome here.” 
 
    “Major Valley will hear about this,” Helen replied, though her threat suddenly felt empty. 
 
    “Go tell someone who cares,” the first guard said. “The guy in here is a federal prisoner. He’s a scumbag who opened fire on the United States Army. We’re not real inclined to give him much leniency.” 
 
    “But Major Valley—” 
 
    “The major’s in Omaha. He can’t help you now.” 
 
    Helen closed both of her fists, pressing her hands to her thighs, trying desperately to contain the sudden inferno inside of her. She wanted to yell and scream, to start pounding on them with those closed fists, to hit them until they were bloody and beaten, begging for her to stop. 
 
    She closed her eyes and drew in a steadying breath. 
 
    “He won’t be happy,” was all she could think of to say. 
 
    “Guess we’ll just have to learn to live with that.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped and Helen turned away, striding back along the grass, keeping her eyes closed for fear that the tears might start to come. And if they started to come now, she was worried they’d never stop. 
 
    # 
 
    Her heart thudding, Helen walked down the hallway, heading toward the classroom they’d been using for the past week. Coming up to the door, she held out her hand, letting it hover near the knob. 
 
    What if she’d been wrong? What if she hadn’t really seen what she thought she saw? What if Ms. Lace was standing in that classroom right now, at the head of the class like nothing had ever happened. 
 
    What if— 
 
    “You’re late, Ms. Park,” a voice said behind her and she turned. One of the other teachers glowered at her from the hall, a tall man whose name she couldn’t remember, wearing a thick, tweed suit. He looked ridiculous, dressing the part of the old-school English professor when everyone knew those sorts of rules and regulations about dress code were long since extinct. 
 
    “Sorry,” she stammered. “Had to make a stop along the way.” 
 
    “You were walking alone?” 
 
    Helen nodded sheepishly and the man shook his head. 
 
    “I thought you were smarter than that, Ms. Park.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” the man replied. “You won’t. Now get to class.” 
 
    Helen nodded and twisted the knob, pushing the door open, sliding inside, her eyes immediately tracking to the head of the class. She saw a woman teacher at the front, bending over near the whiteboard, reaching for something under the desk, and her heart leaped for a moment, her eyes widening as she eased the door closed behind her. 
 
    It was her. It was Ms. Lace. Everything that she’d seen had just been some sort of twisted— 
 
    “Hello?” the woman asked, pulling herself upright, looking at Helen with questioning eyes. 
 
    Helen’s shoulders fell and she swallowed hard, a sudden, rocky lump forging in her throat. It wasn’t Ms. Lace. It was someone new. 
 
    “Hi,” Helen said sheepishly, waving her hand. “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    “Good morning,” the woman said succinctly, a thin, middle-aged, severe-looking woman who exuded the attitude of teacher. Her graying hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and thin, circular glasses perched over her hooked nose. She leaned forward slightly so she could look over the rims. “Now take your seat,” she said. 
 
    Helen’s eyes roamed around the classroom until she found an empty spot near her normal group. She slipped into place, her hands feeling clammy. 
 
    “Where were you?” one of her friends asked in a hushed whisper. 
 
    “They wouldn’t let me see him,” Helen replied quietly. “I got mad, and I had to take a little walk to cool off.” 
 
    “By yourself? Helen, don’t be—” 
 
    “Ladies?” a chilly voice came from the front of the classroom. “Something to share with the rest of the class?” 
 
    “No,” Helen barked out, shaking her head. “Sorry.” 
 
    The woman fixed her with a long, cold stare, like two sharp daggers digging into Helen’s eyes. 
 
    “Very well,” she replied. “Now, as I was saying before being…interrupted,” she glanced at Helen again. “My name is Mrs. Hough. Ms. Lace is unfortunately unavailable for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “What happened?” a young voice asked from the class. “Did she leave?” 
 
    “She has been…reassigned,” Mrs. Hough replied. “That’s all I really know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Aw, I liked Ms. Lace,” one of Helen’s friends said quietly, careful not to look at any of the other girls for fear of being discovered by their new eagle-eyed teacher. 
 
    “Me, too,” another of the girls said. “I wonder where she went.” 
 
    Helen’s fingers hooked into talons on top of her makeshift desk, the tendons bulging on the backs of her hands. Her jaw was clenched so tightly that her teeth ached, and she looked at Mrs. Hough with a sort of virulent anger, as if she’d been the one to shoot Ms. Lace in the head, not one of the soldiers. 
 
    The woman resumed talking, her droning voice fading into so much formless background noise as Helen sat, rigid in her chair, trying to listen to what the woman was saying, but failing miserably. She was caught in some strange in-between world, a place just outside of reality where she could see everything happening before her, but not really see it. Not understand it. 
 
    Suddenly the vast mountain of experiences she’d had over the past two months seemed to be slowly coming down on top of her. Her father’s death, Wanda’s throat being slit, getting kidnapped by Hugh and Sadie. Joel shooting an arrow into someone’s face from two feet away. 
 
    Blood, rain, thunder, all of it swarmed around her, twisting into a nightmarish vision of carnage. She shot to her feet, pushing back, knocking the chair aside. It toppled over and clattered loudly to the floor, interrupting Mrs. Hough’s speaking and drawing the attention of every other face throughout the classroom, all of them whipping around to glare at her. 
 
    She stumbled backwards slightly, removing her clawed hands from the top of her desk, wide eyes roaming around the class. 
 
    “S—sorry,” she stammered. “I—I need to go to the girl’s room—” 
 
    Mrs. Hough glared at her through narrow, mistrustful eyes, though Helen didn’t wait to ask for permission. She wheeled around, threaded through two rows of desks, then sprinted toward the door, pushing it open with her shoulder. 
 
    Spilling out into the hallway, she ran ahead, then burst through the side door of the trailer which led down a short flight of steps to the wet ground. A row of port-a-potties lined the chain-link fence several yards away and she kept sprinting, ripping open the door of the first one she came to and barely making it inside before she bent over and lost her breakfast into the darkened pit. 
 
    Pausing for a moment to collect herself, the strong smell of the confined space overwhelmed her, and she lurched forward again, vomiting a second time, her stomach twisting in pain. She’d had a small breakfast that morning, as she always did, a single scoop of powdered eggs, some lumpy, almost flavorless oatmeal, and a glass of mixed powder that barely resembled orange juice. All of it came back and for the next five minutes she regretted ever eating the first bite. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen barely remembered returning to class, and had certainly tried not to pay attention to all of the staring eyes as she weakly returned to her desk and pulled her chair back upright, sitting down quietly and obediently. 
 
    Mrs. Hough had at least done her the courtesy of not calling out her return and not asking her any questions, electing instead to just continue on her instruction as if she wasn’t even there. That suited her just fine. 
 
    Standing in line in the makeshift cafeteria, she shifted nervously on her feet, trying to ignore the looks she was getting from her group of friends. The cafeteria was a series of tents behind the FEMA trailer that made up their school, a few scattered tables with portable grills where they were fixing up whatever gross food was on the menu for the day. 
 
    Today it looked like grilled spam, canned vegetables, and a single ladle of white rice, all of it from the FEMA food stores. Helen had no idea how much food they had stored there or how long it might last, but for once it wasn’t her problem to deal with. She was just another mouth to feed. 
 
    She found that she missed that feeling. The feeling of fending for herself. Of relying on herself for her next meal, her next drink, her very survival. Every day in the camp felt like another empty-headed step toward a life of dependence and subservience. 
 
    That was the trick, she’d decided. They’d give you just enough food and shelter to get you dependent on it, then they’d use it as a lure, a way to coerce you into falling in line, into obeying their requests, into staying silent and not asking questions. 
 
    Then, before you knew it, you were once again beholden to the government, just one more eager mouth at the teat, unable to pull away, unable to live without their gracious handouts. And that’s when they had you. 
 
    But they wouldn’t have her. They’d never have her. 
 
    Walking through the wet dirt alongside her group, she waited in line, received her metal tray and thin rations of nasty-smelling food, then followed the rest of the girls to a picnic table underneath a separate tent. Rain pattered on the canvas roof and moistened the ground, some divots in the mud and dirt starting to collect rainwater into rounded puddles. 
 
    Setting her tray down, Helen eased herself into a seated position on the bench and stared at the food with a mixture of distaste and outright revulsion. 
 
    “You gotta eat, Helen,” one of the other girls said. Marjorie was her name. Why was Helen having such a hard time remembering their names? She’d been with them almost constantly for the past week. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Helen murmured. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    Helen lifted her gaze, looking at Marjorie first, then the other girls around the table. She could feel their glares upon her, the low, persistent heat of their stares. 
 
    “Yeah, you seem even more quiet and miserable than usual.” 
 
    Helen looked down at the food on her plate, trying to decide what to say. How much to tell them? If they knew what she’d seen, would that put them in danger? Or should she tell them so they could understand just what kind of trouble they were all in? 
 
    “I—I saw something last night,” she finally said, her voice almost silent. 
 
    “Saw something?” Marjorie asked, then looked around to the others. “You mean, when you went off alone, like we told you not to?” 
 
    Helen nodded, remembering the scene from last night in vivid detail. The sheets of falling rain, the darkened shadow of the bridge overpass. The looming crane in the construction yard. Voices. The pistol. 
 
    She pressed her eyes tightly shut. 
 
    “What did you see?” one of the other girls asked. 
 
    “It was Ms. Lace,” Helen said. “She was in the construction yard. The one where the crane is on the other side of the bridge.” 
 
    Marjorie looked confused. 
 
    “Mrs. Hough said she was reassigned.” 
 
    “Mrs. Hough was lying,” Helen said. “Or maybe someone lied to her, I don’t know.” 
 
    “What was she doing there?” 
 
    “I think she got taken there. By the soldiers.” 
 
    “What soldiers?” 
 
    “I don’t know who they were,” Helen replied. “I couldn’t really see them clearly through the falling rain. Everything was all foggy.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” Marjorie asked again, even more frantic that time. 
 
    “The soldiers. They were angry. I think they were angry at what she told us. About girls disappearing.” 
 
    Marjorie put a hand to her mouth, seemingly understanding where the story was going. 
 
    “No,” she said quietly. “Don’t tell me—” 
 
    Helen nodded, tears brimming in her eyes. 
 
    “They—they killed her,” Helen said, her voice cracking. “I saw it.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Marjorie said, shaking her head. “It’s not true.” 
 
    “It is,” Helen insisted. “I’m telling you, I saw it. That’s why I wanted to go see Joel this morning. Try to ask him what I should do. If there’s anyone I should tell.” 
 
    “You have to tell someone,” one of the other girls said. “We can’t just let this happen.” 
 
    “Who?” Helen asked. “Who can we trust? I trust Major Valley, but…but he’s not here. He’s in Omaha.” 
 
    “What did Joel say?” Marjorie asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t see him,” Helen replied, looking down at the table. “The guards wouldn’t let me in. They said as long as Major Valley was gone, visitation rights were canceled.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Marjorie said. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.” 
 
    “We have to act normal,” Helen pleaded. “If anyone thinks we know something’s going on, it could put all of us at risk.” 
 
    “We’re already at risk,” another girl said. “You’ve heard the rumors.” 
 
    “This could make it worse,” Helen said. 
 
    “So, what do we do then? How do we just keep going like everything’s normal?” 
 
    “We have to,” Helen replied. “This is why I didn’t want to say anything. But we need to go on like everything’s normal.” 
 
    Marjorie lowered her eyes and stared at her own tray, looking at the food on it with disgust. 
 
    “Major Valley won’t be in Omaha forever,” Helen said. “We just need to hold it together until he gets back, okay? A few days. A week at the most. Can you all do that?” 
 
    The girls around the table all nodded and finally Marjorie did, too, though she had tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    “Ms. Lace—I really liked her,” Marjorie said. “She made this all a little bit better.” 
 
    “I know,” Helen replied, reaching across the table and taking Marjorie’s hands in hers. “This sucks. This all really sucks. But we need to make it through, okay? We need to stick together.” 
 
    “We will,” Marjorie said. “Hardest part will be keeping this from my mom. If she knows what’s going on here, she’ll tell someone, I know it.” 
 
    “We need to keep this between ourselves,” Helen said. “We have to.” 
 
    Everyone around the picnic table nodded somberly, then one by one they each started to eat, slowly picking at their spam, vegetables, and rice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Joel heard the door starting to open even as he lay on the cot within the chain link holding cell, though he didn’t pay a whole lot of attention. It was close to lunch time, and he figured someone was bringing him a tray of foul-smelling food as was the usual routine. 
 
    He was partly correct. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he picked himself up and looked through the mesh wall out into the open room beyond. The prefab structure wasn’t huge, and the holding cell took up a good half of it, but he could see a familiar face entering the room, then set a metal tray down on a table next to the front door. 
 
    “Good morning, sunshine,” Private Marks said with a crooked sneer, glaring at him. 
 
    Joel shook his head with a soft chuckle. 
 
    “Marks, right? That’s your name?” 
 
    “That’s my name.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remember that when I get out of here,” Joel said. “I’ve got a good long list going.” 
 
    “Was that a threat, Mr. Robertson?” Marks asked, tilting his head slightly as he glared in at him. 
 
    “I don’t make threats,” Joel replied. “Now why don’t you just give me my lunch and leave me alone? I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re a little cranky today, are we? Why? You have so much to look forward to.” Marks walked into the center of the room and crossed his arms, looking through the wall of the holding cell at him. “From what I hear from Major Valley, he lets you out for a little walkie walkie once a day. Gives you a chance to stretch your legs, mark your territory. All that stuff.” 
 
    “If it’s all the same to you,” Joel replied, “I’ll wait for him. I have no doubt he’s better company.” 
 
    “Oh, well, see, that’s the thing,” Marks replied with a sarcastic shrug. “Major Valley is…indisposed. He’s in Omaha for a few days, so I’m sorry, but you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    Joel had known Valley was going to Omaha, but part of him had been hoping he hadn’t left yet. He couldn’t help but wonder whether or not he’d even be alive when Valley returned. 
 
    “It is what it is,” Joel said, seated on his cot and looking out. 
 
    “It’s all right, though,” Marks continued, taking a step toward the cell. “I plan on fulfilling the major’s obligations.” He pulled a ring of keys off a loop on his belt and approached the cell door. Joel tensed. It was clear Marks wasn’t doing it just to be nice or because Major Valley had left him any kind of instruction. 
 
    He had, as he always did, other things in mind. The keys rattled in the lock and Marks opened the cell door, stepping back to leave Joel’s path clear. 
 
    “Come on out, Joel,” he said. “It’s a nice sunny day.” 
 
    “We haven’t had a sunny day in two months, Marks.” 
 
    “First time for everything.” 
 
    Joel sighed and stood from the cot, stretching slightly as he looked at the man by the door. 
 
    “You must think I’m a total sucker,” he said. “I don’t know what you’re playing at here, but I’m not interested. Just lock the door and leave me the hell alone, would you? I’m not in the mood for stupid mind games.” 
 
    “No mind games here,” Marks replied. “Just come on out. Come on out, or we’ll track down that little girl you were hanging out with and we’ll take her for a walk instead. Would you like that?” 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” Joel replied, rage blossoming like a hot flower in his chest. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Marks said. “Come on out, let’s go for that walk.” 
 
    Joel drew in a deep breath and stepped through the opened door, keeping a leery eye on Marks as he passed by him. Marks smirked, gesturing forward and Joel stepped out into the room. 
 
    Joel wasn’t sure what to expect, but he didn’t expect what happened next. Marks slammed the door behind him, lunged forward, and drove a hard fist directly into Joel’s left kidney. It was a blistering, sudden blow that stole the air from Joel’s lungs and swept it free, buckling his legs and sending a searing pain into his lower torso. 
 
    Air choked from him as he stumbled forward, dropping down to his knees, both of them slamming hard and painfully against the floor. He toppled forward, barely catching himself with his hands, palms painfully digging into the floor. 
 
    He started twisting around to look back, but Marks was coming forward again, swinging a thick leg, driving his combat boot into Joel’s right ribcage. More pain exploded and he coughed loudly going forward again, barely catching himself with his left shoulder. 
 
    “Man, I gotta be honest with you,” Marks said, shaking his head. “Major Valley’s gonna be pretty disappointed in you. Attacking me for just bringing your lunch. An unprovoked and brutal assault.” 
 
    Joel pushed up onto his left elbow, the metallic taste of blood in his mouth, the searing agony of strained ribs clutching him in a tight, razor-sharp embrace. 
 
    “He’ll know,” Joel mumbled, running a tongue over his bloodied lips. “He’ll know the truth.” 
 
    “Your word against mine,” Marks said, and lifted his knee high, then stomped down as hard as he could. Joel rolled to the right, barely avoiding the stomp as Marks’ boot heel drilled hard into the floor. Joel kicked out with one leg, slamming his own heel into the side of Marks’ knee and sending him stumbling to the floor. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Marks exclaimed catching himself as he went down. He turned, but Joel was moving, pushing past the tearing pain, lurching up to his feet. Marks charged up, slamming Joel in the stomach with his shoulder, wrapping his arms around him in a linebacker tackle, shoving him backwards. 
 
    Planting his feet, Joel stopped his movements and rammed his knee forward, pounding it into Marks’ chest, loosening his grip. Lowering himself to get leverage, Joel swung a quick punch, driving knuckles into his sternum once, then twice, then swinging a left fist in a tight horizontal sweep, blistering Marks’ right temple and snapping his head to the side. 
 
    The private went backwards, feet scrambling on the floor, trying to maintain his balance. Joel started after him, but Marks corrected and lurched back toward him, swinging wildly. Knocking the punch aside, Joel moved into his shoulder, driving hard, then torqueing his hips, lifting Marks off his feet. 
 
    Swiveling, Joel flipped him over a bent shoulder, sending his spine crashing into the chain-link holding cell with a metallic crash, bending the fencing inwards, though it didn’t break. Releasing the soldier, Joel stepped back, letting Marks thud to the ground, landing awkwardly with a grunting noise. 
 
    Already scrambling back to his feet, Marks was huffing and puffing, red-faced and enraged. He stepped forward, but Joel was already moving to intercept, driving his instep into Marks’ left thigh, then punching him in the jaw, then a second time in the right ribs. 
 
    Marks started to double over, and Joel grabbed his head with both hands, shoving down as he brought his knee up in an intercept course, the bones colliding with a dull crack. 
 
    The private screamed, whipping back and clutching at the blood streaming from his broken nose, clawing at his face now awash with crimson. 
 
    “The hell’s going on?” a voice cried as the door slammed open and two more soldiers emerged, both of them with nightsticks in hand. Joel dashed forward, grabbing the metal tray from the table, the one filled with food, and swung it like a baseball bat. 
 
    The tray crashed into the first soldier’s face, snapping his head, scraps of Joel’s would-be lunch scattering into the air. The second soldier charged, swinging his baton, but Joel stepped back and lifted the tray, blocking the blow with the small metal sheet. The night stick punched a deep dent in the tray, but that was better than hitting his skull and Joel twisted around, tried to get a better angle, then lunged forward again, swinging the tray a second time. 
 
    The second soldier was ready for it and stepped back, letting Joel’s wild swing fly past him and carry the attacker off balance, then moved in with his nightstick and drove the blunt end hard into Joel’s left side, near his armpit. Pain flared and his fingers flexed, one hand releasing its grip on the tray, though the first hand held fast. 
 
    Joel went down to one knee and the soldier descended upon him. Desperately he swung around and up, bringing the tray around in a silver blur, the nightstick and tray colliding loudly against each other. The speed and force of Joel’s swing knocked the baton aside, leaving the soldier exposed and he shot up, grabbing his tray in both hands and ramming it hard into the man’s stomach. He went over forward, and Joel adjusted the bent and mangled tray, then drove it straight up, the narrow edge driving into the soft flesh beneath the soldier’s chin. 
 
    His head shot back, colliding with the wall, and he faltered briefly, though he did not go over. A sudden forceful slam drove into Joel’s right hip and his knee went out, sending him over sideways. The first soldier had recovered and carried his baton in two hands. As Joel went down, he moved forward, swinging the nightstick in a swift arc, drilling it into the side of Joel’s head. 
 
    Stars burst in his eyes at the impact and there was a sudden, swirling whirlwind of fireworks. For a moment he thought he might plunge backwards into darkness, but he fought for consciousness and managed to catch himself with his hands as he went down, the tray clattering out of reach across the floor. 
 
    Coughing and sputtering, Joel tried to move, tried to stand back up and into a better position, but the soldiers were converging on him. A nightstick drove into his shoulder; a second one rammed its blunt end into the base of his neck. Joel battled for consciousness, straining desperately to hold onto some semblance of awakening, but he could feel it slipping away moment by moment, the clarity of being aware breaking apart into fine grains, grains too small for him to hold. 
 
    Another blow, and another. A boot in his chest a baton in the meaty flesh of his thigh, sending pins and needles down through his toes. He tried to roll over and scramble away, but they descended upon him, shoving him between the shoulders with a hard stomp. 
 
    Marks leaned down, pressing his knee hard into the small of Joel’s back, white-hot pain flaring alongside his spine and ribs. There was a shifting of weight and the private leaned forward, pinning Joel’s cheek into the hard floor. Hot breath blasted his left ear and his lips pursed, Marks’ sour breath flooding his nostrils. 
 
    “You’re gonna regret this, Robertson,” Marks hissed. “I’m gonna find your little girl and make her disappear just like the rest.” 
 
    Joel opened bloodied lips to reply, but Marks pressed down again, even harder, and Joel’s chest ached with the weight of him. 
 
    Then he knew it was over. He couldn’t hold on to consciousness any longer, and the world faded amidst rapid-fire bolts of pain and impact, and he was consumed by darkness. 
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    Pike had no idea what he was looking at, but knew it had to be better than the gopher he’d eaten for dinner the night before. It certainly couldn’t be much worse. 
 
    Digging a plastic spoon into the bowl of gray mush, he spooned some into his mouth and chewed, grimacing slightly. It tasted like oatmeal, only without any of the actual flavoring that made oatmeal edible. 
 
    “Sorry, we’re fresh out of maple syrup or brown sugar,” Colonel Carter said, leaning up against the far wall, his arms crossed, looking over at the man seated at the table. 
 
    “Strawberries? Anything?” Pike asked, a note of humor in his voice. 
 
    Carter’s look was decidedly devoid of humor. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you set out to accomplish here,” he said, gesturing at him. “Throwing my name around isn’t going to get you very far.” 
 
    “It got me this far already,” Pike replied, easing another spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth. 
 
    “You might wish it hadn’t.” 
 
    Pike set his spoon down and pushed the half-full bowl away, scraping it across the table. 
 
    “What do you want to know, Colonel?” Pike asked. “You invited me in, you locked me up, kept me in solitude for most of the night, then you pull me out and shove this food at me. Why? I told you I have information that could—” 
 
    “That could what?” Carter demanded. “What information could you possibly have that will make one bit of difference to me?” 
 
    “I told you already,” Pike replied. “The president is dead. He was killed by Drydan Willoughby along with the majority of the current oversight committee. Willoughby is a rogue operative running roughshod through Washington, doing whatever the hell he pleases to whoever the hell he pleases.” 
 
    “You said he was bringing enemies to our gates. Why?” 
 
    “He knows—or suspects, anyway—that you are harboring a fugitive from justice. A fugitive who might have some key information about what’s happening to the world right now.” 
 
    “And he wants that fugitive back?” 
 
    “He wants that fugitive dead.” 
 
    Carter smiled a narrow, sideways smile. 
 
    “He tried once already,” Pike said. “Technically twice, but from what I hear, she survived the first attempt.” 
 
    Carter’s smile faltered. His resolve cracked, just a little. Pike had told him something that Pike shouldn’t know. Couldn’t know.  
 
    Unless he really was what he said he was. 
 
    “What do you know about that?” Carter asked, absently rubbing his arm where the healing bullet wound was embedded. The bullet wound given to him by a paid assassin who had come very close to succeeding in his mission. 
 
    “I know they sent someone here. Someone to kill the fugitive I was speaking of. They shot her once, hit her in the chest, very nearly killed her. But somehow, she survived. She survived and ended up here.” 
 
    Carter blew a gust of air from his nostrils. 
 
    “I’ve spoken to her about these events,” Carter said. “She claims that it was someone else within the government responsible for this. Not anyone in a position of power, but someone deeper. Darker.” 
 
    Pike didn’t reply, his gaze drifting down to the bowl of tasteless oatmeal. 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if maybe she thinks it was you.” 
 
    Pike looked up at him again, trying to hold his gaze. 
 
    “I will be the first to admit,” he replied, in a flat, even tone, “that over the past two months, mistakes have been made. By myself, by others in Washington, probably several by you, yourself, Colonel. Not one of us is perfect and trying times have a habit of bringing out the best and worst in people.” 
 
    “So, it was you?” 
 
    Pike sighed. 
 
    “So, you send an assassin after this fugitive, an assassin she managed to escape, then she comes here, and you expect me to just invite you in and let you run free? Why? Your assassin couldn’t do the job, so now you want to try it yourself?” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m here,” Pike replied firmly. 
 
    “Excuse me for being slow to trust a man who literally lies for a living.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help!” Pike shouted, slamming his palms on the table and standing up so fast his chair toppled backwards, crashing to the floor. 
 
    Carter didn’t even budge, he just remained standing, his arms crossed, his eyes cutting laser thin seams through the air. 
 
    “You want to convince me that you’re here for the right reasons,” Carter continued, holding out a hand, “how about you stop throwing a temper tantrum and start convincing me?” 
 
    Pike pressed his palms to the table, tucking his chin to his chest and drew in a deep, haggard breath. 
 
    “If you want to know whether I’ve been a perfect angel, then no, I haven’t. Of course, I haven’t. I played a key role in the global initiative that has brought the world to a grinding halt. If you’re going to ask whether I sent an assassin to kill Laura Park in Seattle—” He hesitated for a moment, trying to gather his strength. His shoulders moved in a steady rhythm as he tried to compose himself. 
 
    “I did,” he finally said. “On two occasions I gave a kill order.” 
 
    “And you waltz in here and demand to see me, thinking that I’m just going to roll out the red carpet for you? A man who ordered the death of an American citizen?” 
 
    “Like I said,” Pike replied, “I made mistakes. I’m not the only one.” 
 
    “You and I have a very different definition of mistake.” 
 
    Pike sighed, turning away and staring off through a narrow, open window. They were in a small room off of the makeshift prison, the same jail cell that Jack had stayed in not so long ago. The separate room had been repurposed as a sort of interrogation suite with a single window looking out into a narrow patch of grass just north of the building. It was in the middle of downtown, but the other surrounding structures weren’t visible from where they stood, just the pale light of emerging morning. 
 
    Pike stepped away from the table and walked to the window, still looking out into the world. 
 
    “In those early days, I don’t think any of us fully understood the gravity of what had happened,” he said. “I was consumed by a sense of honor and duty. Preserving national security was of the utmost importance. With everything falling apart around me, I focused on a singular person I viewed as the most direct threat to that national security.” 
 
    “Why her?” 
 
    Pike shrugged. 
 
    “She knew—everything. She was right there, shoulder to shoulder with me throughout the research and development process. She provided key analysis for weather patterns, tropical jet streams, the propulsion needed to keep the nanotechnology net stable and in position. I’m not sure she realized it at the time, but she was a pretty important piece of the puzzle.” 
 
    “And you wanted to reward that by killing her.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Pike replied. “Honestly? I was so torn up at the time. Project: Heatshield was my shining moment. It was going to be my legacy. I’d spent most of my career in the shadows, doing bad things to bad people, most of which can’t be discussed. Even though I wasn’t officially attached to this project, I still saw it as the one good thing I could give to this world after a career spent in the mud.” 
 
    “It certainly seemed to have a noble intent,” Carter conceded. 
 
    “When Laura left it didn’t just hurt me professionally, it hurt me personally. I think many of those lingering feelings are part of why I focused so much on her in those early days. Why I saw her as the big looming threat. It was my emotions acting out.” 
 
    Carter nodded but did not speak. 
 
    “As the days and weeks went on, it became clear what was happening in Washington. It became less about national security and more about covering your ass. Those are distinctly different things, but for the people left in charge, they started to bleed together.” 
 
    “Secretary of Defense Willoughby certainly seemed to take things more personally, you said?” 
 
    Pike nodded. 
 
    “He ordered the death of the President of the United States. And they pulled it off, too. Somehow, they made it happen and I doubt anyone in the world even knows.” 
 
    “With what else is going on, is that a surprise?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not. I’m sure they’ll write it off as some sort of accident tied to everything that happened. Armageddon is the perfect alibi.” 
 
    “So, even though your hatred of Laura diminished, you don’t think Willoughby’s did?” 
 
    “I know it didn’t. His little rat-faced errand boy, a dirtbag I only knew as Corvan, called in the assassin that last time. I hadn’t spoken to the man since Seattle, and when he called back in, I was ready to call the whole thing off.” 
 
    “But not Corvan?” 
 
    “Not Corvan. Or Willoughby. If anything, they seemed to be doubling down.” 
 
    Carter nodded solemnly. 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    “I heard Corvan on the radio with the guy who tried to kill Laura. Heard him ordering her death. I heard that Laura had been shot, and for a short time, I thought it was over. I really thought she was dead.” He closed a fist and pressed it against the window, lowering his head. “It destroyed me, Colonel. I felt like a part of me died with her.” 
 
    Carter gave him a few minutes, sensing the emotional tightrope he was walking on. 
 
    “Continue,” he finally said. 
 
    “I heard him on the radio again. Corvan, I mean. Heard him get the news that Laura was still alive. That she’d somehow survived. I felt this giant weight lift off me, felt like maybe something good was still possible in this torn-up world.” He chuckled, a low, dry, humorless sound. “Then I heard him order her death a second time. Callous. Cold. Like it meant nothing, just one more body to add to the pile.” 
 
    “And you decided enough was enough.” 
 
    “I snapped. Strangled Corvan with a cord from the radio headset. Crushed the life from his lungs, slowly, second by second, watched it leave his eyes. And I don’t regret a single second of it.” 
 
    Carter nodded, Pike still looking out through the window. 
 
    “And somehow, through all of this, you think they’re coming for us?” 
 
    “I don’t think,” Pike replied, turning to face Carter. “I know. I’ve heard Willoughby talk about it. Stone Sword was already on their radar, mostly because of those radio broadcasts. But once they got word that Laura might be associated with you now? All bets were totally off.” 
 
    “And they know where we are?” 
 
    “They sent the assassin in here, remember? They definitely know where you are.” 
 
    “So, what do you propose we do about this?” Carter asked. 
 
    “Well, you’ve obviously got guards at the gates already. I’m assuming both east and west?” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “Twenty-four-hour perimeter sweeps?” 
 
    Carter nodded again. 
 
    “Ever since our Cheyenne branch got hit about a week ago, we have doubled and tripled our militia capacity. Ramped up resupply and manufacturing, increased our munitions capability. We are at max strength right now. My concern is how long we can maintain that. We only have so many people. So many resources. We can’t go at one hundred percent all the time forever. We’re only human.” 
 
    Pike nodded. 
 
    “I don’t have any brainstorms. Once I knew what they were planning, I killed Corvan and got the hell out. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what I’d find when I got here. Part of me wondered if I might be too late.” 
 
    “Not too late,” Carter replied.  
 
    “They could be headed from Cheyenne right now,” Pike said, alarm in his voice. 
 
    Carter shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so. We’ve got runners all up and down this part of Wyoming. They take turns, but basically make a straight line between here and Cheyenne and back. If they’re planning a full-blown attack, we’ll know.” 
 
    Pike nodded and the room fell into silence, the two men standing quietly as the dim light of morning shone through the window. 
 
    “So, what now?” Pike asked. 
 
    “What now?” Carter looked at him. 
 
    “You’ve asked your questions. I answered them as best I can. What’s next? Firing squad? Hangman’s noose?” 
 
    Carter chewed his lip. 
 
    “We don’t do public executions,” he said. “It’s bad for morale. We could just take you up into the mountains and drop you off. If the bears don’t get you, the cold nights will.” 
 
    Pike nodded. 
 
    “Sounds lovely.” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not sure what we’ll do,” Carter replied. “We take a pretty hard stance here. We have to. Everyone likes to think we live in friendly harmony with our neighbors, but the truth is we believe in law and order and we don’t hesitate to enforce it. That helps keep everyone at least somewhat in line.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Pike replied coldly. 
 
    “You ordered the assassination of one of our residents, Mr. Pike,” Carter continued by way of explanation. “I can’t just overlook that.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Carter glanced at his watch, his eyes narrowing a bit. “Mayor Phillips is going to be awake shortly and he’s going to want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Why don’t you finish up your oatmeal? It tastes like shit, but it’s going to be the only meal you get for a while.” 
 
    Pike nodded and moved back to his chair, easing himself into it. Colonel Carter strode from the room and closed the door, leaving Pike to his breakfast. 
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    “It’s been a long time, Jack,” Laura said, using her fork to shove around the powdered eggs on her plate. 
 
    “No kidding,” Jack replied. “Our schedules haven’t exactly been lining up. Me with all those extra perimeter sweeps and you with your clinical rotations.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Laura replied, running a hand through her lengthening hair. “I honestly don’t know how Lindsey does it. I don’t think I’ve worked this hard in my entire life.” 
 
    “Everyone is,” Jack said, and clasped his fingers around a metal cup of steaming coffee, slowly pouring it into his mouth. He winced slightly. “This instant stuff is garbage.” 
 
    “Beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
    For a few moments, they slowly forked their food, mixing the powdered eggs with a small pile of beans and a slice of thin, white toast. There was no butter and no salt, and today was one of the many days where nobody got any meat so they could ration the supplies over a longer period. 
 
    But food was food, and compared to what they had to survive on during their trek from Seattle, it felt just fine. 
 
    “So, what’s this I hear about you being in charge?” Laura asked, chewing through the rubbery eggs. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “I’m a squad leader,” he said. “Doesn’t mean anything, really. Just one dumb kid telling even dumber kids what to do.” 
 
    “Colonel Carter doesn’t hand out responsibilities like that to just anyone.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Jack asked. “Just to the ones he falsely accuses of murder and throws in the brig?” 
 
    “Jack—” 
 
    Jack lifted a hand. 
 
    “I know, I know. The dead horse has been sufficiently beaten.” The mess hall was a murmur of conversation from people sitting around the surrounding tables. The town typically ate in shifts, and you had about thirty minutes to get through your breakfast before the next shift rotated in. There were many reasons for that, though Colonel Carter never really elaborated on them. Jack suspected it was to ensure as few people as possible would be caught with their mouths full in the event of an attack, and as a way to prevent overwhelming mess hall staff. 
 
    Besides, if they knew what to expect, they didn’t run the risk of running out of anything and creating the perception that stores were running thin. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Jack said, looking over his forkful of eggs. 
 
    Laura looked uneasy. She set her fork down and rested her hands on the table. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Have you been thinking about your daughter at all? Your ex-husband?” 
 
    Laura chewed on her lip, her eyes dancing away, which told Jack all he needed to know. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said quietly. “Of course.” 
 
    “At one point we thought this might be a pit stop. And that you might continue on to Louisiana. See about tracking them down. Is that still the plan?” 
 
    “I—I’m not sure,” Laura replied quietly. “I’d like to think so. But we’re doing good work here. Our skills are needed.” 
 
    “Our skills are needed everywhere,” Jack replied. “Is this place so special?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “It has its faults and its problems, but…yeah, I think it is pretty special. Plus, my sister’s here.” 
 
    Jack set down his own fork and nodded as though he understood, though his eyes told a different story. 
 
    “Besides,” Laura continued, shaking her head and blinking rapidly as if holding back tears, “Helen is probably doing just fine without me.” 
 
    “Laura,” Jack replied, “considering what’s going on in the world, I highly doubt any fourteen-year-old kid is ‘doing fine’.” 
 
    Laura smiled thinly, chuckling mostly to herself. 
 
    “I don’t know, I was just thinking,” Jack continued, “maybe when things settled down, that could be an option, you know? We could—we could go together.” Jack hadn’t really considered what he was proposing, but his hands moved almost of their own volition and suddenly his fingers were touching hers, a little jolt of electricity sparking at the contact. He felt his heart race and Laura looked at him, then looked down at their hands, her cheeks flushing. 
 
    “I—I hadn’t really thought that far ahead,” she replied, her eyes moving away. She wouldn’t look at him directly, but she also hadn’t moved her hands. “What about Nebraska?” she asked, still not meeting his gaze. 
 
    “Screw Nebraska,” Jack said. “I was just using that as an excuse.” 
 
    “Really?” that time Laura did look at him. “An excuse for what?” 
 
    Jack smiled, looking at her as though he couldn’t believe her lack of awareness. 
 
    “Because,” he said. “I wanted to come with you. To help you.” 
 
    The red in Laura’s cheeks deepened and she looked down at the table, though still made no attempt to move her hands away. 
 
    “The last two months should have been the worst of my life,” Jack said. “Everything we’ve seen. Everything we’ve done.” 
 
    “It wasn’t?” Laura asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “No. Because we spent it together.” And then Jack’s cheeks flushed, and he pinched his lips between his teeth, suddenly aware that maybe he was over sharing. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m not trying to put any pressure on you.” 
 
    Laura chuckled. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Jack. It’s sweet.” 
 
    Her tone of voice was stinging in Jack’s ears, the tone of voice a teacher would use on a younger student who professed his silly adolescent crush. But she didn’t move her hands and they remained brushed against his, sitting on the surface of the table between them. 
 
    Jack nodded, but had suddenly run out of things to say, his emotional well running dry. Laura sensed it, slowly pulling her fingers from his, then patting the backs of his hands. 
 
    “We’ll talk more about it, okay? I’m not saying it’s totally off the table, but I just don’t feel like we can abandon Stone Sword. Not right now.” 
 
    “I know,” Jack replied, tucking his hands back close to his plate. “I wouldn’t want to either. I just wanted to put a bug in your ear, you know?” 
 
    “Well, the bug is in my ear,” Laura replied and used the fork to shovel in a small pile of beans. 
 
    “I’m—I’m glad our schedules matched up today,” Jack said, now completely focused on his plate. “Maybe they will again.” 
 
    “We can hope,” Laura replied, and they continued eating. 
 
    # 
 
    About ten minutes later their thirty-minute rotation inside the mess hall was over and they both exited the front door, moving out to the sidewalk outside. They could see downtown Malcolm from where they stood, a scattering of pedestrians throughout the roads. Many tightly clutched groups were gravitating toward the mess hall, getting ready to await their rotation for breakfast.  
 
    Bruiser had been obediently waiting on the grass outside the mess hall and he bounded toward them, rubbing his head against Laura’s leg, forcing a smile on her face. She bent over and rubbed his head as they moved from one sidewalk to the next. 
 
    Laura could see Mayor Phillips standing over by the town hall, hands crossed over his chest as if waiting for someone. A crowd of six young men wearing camouflage made their way along the sidewalk and one of them waved to Jack, who nodded his head in return. Two blocks ahead, Lindsey exited the clinical center, brushing back a wild mane of unkempt hair, and even from that distance, Laura could tell how haggard and exhausted she was. She’d just finished an overnight, which was part of the reason Laura had been able to have breakfast with Jack. There was a lingering feeling of guilt in watching her sister trudge slowly up the sidewalk, looking sullen and almost defeated. 
 
    Lindsey had always been full of life. Aggressive in her love for people and things. But the last two months seemed to have beaten that sense of hope and optimism out of her and every time Laura saw her, she seemed one step closer to crumbling. She’d been installed as the de facto leader of the local nursing corps, and most of the members had little to no experience, so not only was she helping care for injured and sick people, but she was trying to train two dozen others how to do it as well. 
 
    It must have been exhausting, especially in today’s climate, running on zero power and few medical resources.  
 
    She and Jack continued walking along the sidewalk toward the clinical center, where Laura would now be reporting for her day’s work. Jack was apparently escorting her there. She felt heat rush to her cheeks as they walked shoulder to shoulder, weaving through approaching throngs, simply walking in silence beneath the thick gray clouds. 
 
    A low accent of thunder continued to growl, and throbbing flashes of lightning coursed through the low cloud cover. It wasn’t raining at the moment, but Laura knew it would be soon, it was inevitable. It rained every day these days. Sometimes all day. 
 
    God, how she missed the sun. Walking along the sidewalk, she thought back to the days of weekend camping, of taking Bruiser and going to the Washington wilderness, nothing to worry about except bringing the right boots and enough suntan lotion. 
 
    Closing her eyes as they walked, she could almost feel the sun beating down on her forehead and she clearly remembered one particularly great weekend getaway. It hadn’t been in Seattle, though; it had been in Virginia, Shenandoah National Park. She and Cameron had taken a weekend trip there, back when they were still getting along. 
 
    When he wasn’t trying to kill her. 
 
    She and Cameron had been working nonstop on preparing for the presentation of Project: Heatshield to the United Nations Security Council and had made a concerted effort to take the weekend off. They’d packed up his SUV, some expensive, oversized, gas-guzzling thing, and had driven north to the state park. 
 
    For two straight days they’d hiked, drank beer or wine, camped under the sun and under the stars, and had not talked about work once. That had been the weekend that convinced Laura that she might have actually found “the one”. That she might finally be in love with a man who shared her dreams and ambitions, a man who wanted the same things she did. 
 
    Cameron Pike. Just thinking about him brought a swirling mixture of longing and anger, his face coalescing in her mind, fading into reality within her subconsciousness. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she glanced across the street to where Mayor Phillips was standing. Colonel Carter was approaching him, walking alongside two other young men in camouflage with a fourth man between them. 
 
    Jack’s pace slowed a little and she could tell he was looking at them and she looked at them as well. 
 
    The image of Pike swam in her mind, the lingering tendrils of rage intertwined with lost love. The image was so vivid, so clear and so persistent that for a moment she thought she saw Pike’s face superimposed over someone in the group walking toward the mayor. She slowed her pace as well, coming almost to a stop, looking long and hard at the group across the street. 
 
    Her fists closed, pressing to her thighs. 
 
    “Laura?” 
 
    She barely heard Jack’s voice, her mind purely focused on the group of men ahead, walking on the sidewalk on the other side of the street. She could see the man clearly, the one pinned between the two camouflaged soldiers. Heat radiated through her face and head, her biceps clenching with a rock-hard tension. 
 
    “Laura?” 
 
    Before she even knew what was happening, she was stepping off the sidewalk, striding swiftly across the road, her shoes slapping on pavement, her mind roiling with conflicting emotions. She approached the sidewalk and stepped up onto it, picking up her pace to intercept the approaching group to try and get between them and the mayor. 
 
    The man with Pike’s face turned to look, hearing her approach. His eyes widened and his lips parted slightly, his pace slowing so he could turn and face her. 
 
    “Ms. Park!” she heard a voice say faintly, somewhere in the distance, a barely audible memory. The two young men in camouflage turned toward her as she charged toward them, not at a run, but at a swift walk. 
 
    The one closest to her lifted his hands to halt her, but she was moving quicker than he thought and she closed in on him, pushing his arms aside, reaching for his hip, her fingers fumbling with the clasp on his holster. 
 
    “Ms. Park!” the voice bellowed, loud and hard, but she pushed it away, ripping the young man’s pistol from his holster, shoving him back with her outstretched palm, bringing her hand up and around, finger on the trigger guard of the pistol. Snapping her arm like a whip, she crashed the butt of the pistol against the man’s temple. Pike’s superimposed face twisted in pain, his head snapping to the side, her mind barely aware of what she was doing. As he stumbled backwards on weakened knees, she lunged, pushing him back and down, shoving him to the grass, landing on top of him, her forearm wedged to his throat, pushing back his chin. 
 
    She pressed the barrel of the stolen pistol to his head, shoving the rounded tip deep into the flesh between his eyes, the man’s expression crumpling into a look of anticipation and fear. 
 
    “Ms. Park!” Colonel Carter’s voice finally shattered the crimson haze of her rage, finally locking its cold fingers into her mind. “Put that gun down right now!” 
 
    “What the hell is he doing here?” she screamed as loudly as she could, staring wide-eyed down into the face of Cameron Pike, a face she knew was no longer superimposed but actually there on the grass below her. 
 
    Hands clutched at her shoulders and arms, but she resisted, planting her feet, her knees bent close, kneeling down on top of the fallen form of Pike. 
 
    “Why the hell are you here?” she asked again, this time asking Pike directly, fine spittle from her lips scattering over his pale face. 
 
    “I—” Pike stammered, trying to find the words to explain himself, but failing. 
 
    “Laura!” Jack shouted, slowing behind her after sprinting across the street. A crowd was gathering, all of the people headed for breakfast now stopping to look at the strange scene ahead. Jack grabbed her shoulder, trying to pull her back. 
 
    “You tried to kill me!” Laura screamed, pushing the barrel of the pistol even harder into the flesh of Pike’s brow. The skin was turning red with the force of her pressure. 
 
    “Laura, I can explain,” Pike croaked. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear a damn word that comes out of your mouth,” she hissed. 
 
    “Ms. Park, please,” Carter said again, his voice lower and calmer, but still firm. The fog of anger started to clear, and Laura turned, looking up at Carter. 
 
    The second soldier had unholstered his pistol and held it in two hands, pointing it at Laura, while Carter had stepped between the unarmed soldier and her, holding up placating hands. He had his own weapon at his hip, but hadn’t drawn it, choosing words as his weapon instead of bullets. 
 
    Jack’s hand squeezed on her shoulder. It was hard but calming, and she felt her tense limbs loosening, just a little. 
 
    Laura’s eyes were streaming with tears, her cheeks slick with wet, tiny droplets pattering down on Pike’s left cheek. 
 
    “Why?” she gasped, though the pressure of the pistol barrel on his forehead eased a little. 
 
    “I—I can explain,” he repeated, unsure of what else to say. 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that,” Laura snapped in reply, but she drew the pistol back and turned it over in her hand, handing it back to Colonel Carter, butt first. The colonel retrieved it and turned, handing it back to the unarmed soldier with a particularly sharp glare. 
 
    The soldier’s eyes drifted away, not wanting to meet the colonel’s, knowing what he’d see in them. Resting back on her knees, straddling Pike’s waist, Laura looked down at him with anger and hate and she shook her head slowly. 
 
    “Whatever explanation you have,” she said, “I don’t want it.” 
 
    “Laura—” 
 
    She swung a swift right fist, slamming a punch into his left jaw, snapping his head and splitting both lips. Blood spattered across the sidewalk near Carter’s boots and Pike grunted, leaving his head turned to the side, running his tongue over his cracked mouth. 
 
    “That’s enough, Ms. Park,” Carter continued and stepped forward, working with Jack to pull her up and away, off of the fallen form of Cameron Pike. Laura looked at the colonel, barely able to make out his face through a fog of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “Why is he here?” 
 
    “I’m here to help,” Pike said, the two camouflaged soldiers lifting him up by his arms and helping him to his feet. 
 
    “To help?” Laura asked incredulously. “To help what? Finish the job that you all started?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to forgive or forget,” Pike replied, shaking his head. “Lord knows I haven’t forgiven myself. But whether you want to believe it or not, this compound is in grave danger, and I came here to try and help however I can.” 
 
    “If you really want to help,” Laura snarled, her voice dripping with venom, “take a walk in the mountains and never come back.” 
 
    She turned away before she could see Pike’s reaction, then stormed off toward the clinical center to try and take her mind off the morning’s events. 
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    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
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    The successful launch of the satellite from Eagle Atmospheric was a monumental victory, but the atmosphere surrounding the campus was anything but celebratory. 
 
    Most of the people who had been watching the event had drifted away, returning to whatever passed for their normal daily lives. Jasmine sat at one of the tables, the fold-out satellite dish extended beside her, the cobbled-together laptop opened in front of her, and she’d furiously been typing, adjusting the mouse, and typing again, trying to orient the back-and-forth signal from the satellite to the terrestrial receiver. 
 
    Nearby, Roxie Bass sat on a picnic table, knees tucked tight to her chest, her arms wrapped around her legs, staring off into nothing. She’d stopped sobbing, finally, but had the look of someone being slowly crushed by the realization that their life from that moment on was going to be significantly different than it had been, and for a young woman who had already faced life-altering events, it seemed like one more burden than she could bear. 
 
    “Roxie?” Shawna asked, walking slowly toward her, wanting to simultaneously give her space, but also take some of the weight from her shoulders. 
 
    “Hey,” Roxie said, though she didn’t look over at her, just continued staring straight ahead. Sheets of fine, misting rain fell throughout the parking lot, soaking the pavement and scattering across the heads of those who remained. Gossett was standing just behind Jasmine at her right shoulder, with Selanda next to him, all three of them waiting for some sort of magic inspiration to strike. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Shawna asked, knowing it was a ridiculous question. A question that barely deserved an answer. 
 
    Roxie chuckled, her low laugh rattling into a soft croaking sound. 
 
    “Holding up,” she said, her voice sounding vacant and far away. She drew in a deep, struggling breath. “My dad really didn’t know what to do with me, to be honest.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Mom died—maybe ten years ago? Car accident. Freak thing. I was eight or nine at the time, I think, and it completely wrecked me. Dad was forced into primary caregiver mode and probably did the best he could, but a single dad guiding his little girl through puberty and into her teenage years? Yeah.” 
 
    Shawna laughed quietly. 
 
    “I won’t lie,” Roxie continued. “It wasn’t some fairy tale thing where he realized his shortcomings and suddenly became father of the year. It was a very tough time. I mean, he tried. Came to most of my track meets, whether I wanted him to or not. Tried to balance his demanding job here and being a single parent. Luckily my grandmother on my mom’s side moved close to town to try and help, too, though honestly she wasn’t any better at it than Dad was.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Shawna said, putting a hand on Roxie’s shoulder. 
 
    “It is what it is, you know?” Roxie replied. “I had it better than most. Dad made good money; I had a nice house. He bought me an old beater car when I turned sixteen. Hell of a lot better than a lot of kids my age.” 
 
    “I bet you would have traded that beater in for some more time with your mom.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You two seemed very close.” 
 
    Roxie smiled and brushed tears away with the back of her hand, then looked over at Shawna. 
 
    “The last year or two got better. A lot better. Once I got out of high school, matured a little bit, realized just what my dad had given up for me. I appreciated him more and he kinda started figuring things out. I was battling my way through community college, working part time here for Eagle, starting to learn what being an adult really meant.” 
 
    “Funny how that can change your perspective on your parents, huh?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Little bit,” Roxie agreed. “Is that how it worked for you?” 
 
    Shawna rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Never really knew my dad, to be honest. My mom was there, but truth be told, I didn’t really know her either. I’d moved out by the time I was fourteen, was mostly living on the streets of Chicago. Got hooked up with a guy who was four years too old for me, and well—somehow I ended up on the right side of things.” 
 
    “Is that what this is?” Roxie asked. “The right side?” 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “Who the hell knows at this point. It kinda feels like the right place, though. I mean, we’re trying to do good, aren’t we?” 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I really think we are. Though I’ve heard some nasty things about Mr. Gossett that make me wonder sometimes.” 
 
    “You and me both. If you ask Selanda, he’s pretty much Satan’s minion.” 
 
    Roxie laughed dryly. 
 
    “I’ve known him for like ten years,” she said. “He’s bristly, but I’m not sure he’s Satan material.” 
 
    Shawna’s eyes shifted slightly, looking to make sure Gossett was still next to Jasmine and Selanda. For a moment she considered telling Roxie what she knew about the man, but she reconsidered. She’d been through an emotional meat grinder over the past few hours, telling her that her dad’s boss had potentially initiated Armageddon didn’t feel like the right sort of conversation to have at the moment. 
 
    “Everyone’s got a little good and bad in them,” Shawna said instead. 
 
    “Some more than others.” 
 
    Shawna squeezed Roxie close to her, hugging her to her shoulder, and Roxie didn’t resist, leaning into the half embrace. 
 
    “Your dad was a good man,” Shawna said. “What he did—giving his life—” 
 
    “It’s the kind of man he was,” Roxie replied. “I just wish it didn’t take me so long to figure that out. We could have had ten good years together instead of two.” 
 
    Shawna could feel the prick of tears in her eyes, but she blinked hard, forcing them away. She suspected that Roxie would be crying enough for both of them. Sure enough, she could feel the gentle rocking of the young woman’s shoulders, moving up and down in concert with her gasping sobs, fresh and raw. 
 
    She hadn’t been cried out, after all. 
 
    Hearing the sound, Gossett turned from where he stood and frowned slightly, though Shawna couldn’t quite translate the emotion he was trying to portray. He patted Jasmine on the shoulder and threaded through two picnic tables, approaching Roxie with slow, calculated strides. 
 
    “Ms. Bass, are you okay?” he asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    Roxie cleared her throat and nodded, though tears were still clinging to her round cheeks. 
 
    “Fine, Mr. Gossett,” she replied, her voice strained. 
 
    “What do you need from me, dear?” Gossett asked. “Your father was a fine man. I feel fortunate to have known him for the years that he worked for me. He accomplished some amazing things, and what he did today— I just can’t describe my appreciation.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Roxie replied. “He would…he would have been honored to hear you say that.” 
 
    “The honor was mine,” Gossett replied. “So please, just think and let me know whatever I can do to ease your burden. To soften your grief.” 
 
    Roxie nodded again, sniffling hard. 
 
    Footsteps scuffed on the pavement and Shawna turned to see Charest striding across the parking lot, gesturing toward Gossett, who turned and saw him coming. 
 
    “Mr. Gossett,” Charest said once he was close enough. “You’ve got a call.” 
 
    “A call?” Gossett asked, perplexed. 
 
    “The old radio. I know we haven’t used it in a while, but someone just called in on the standard frequency. Asked to talk to you directly.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Gossett asked. He looked at Shawna and she saw real confusion in his face. Not just confusion, though—something else. Concern? Just a hint of anger? 
 
    Gossett turned back to Roxie and put a comforting hand on her shoulder, then squeezed gently. 
 
    “Think about it and let me know.” 
 
    Roxie nodded wordlessly. 
 
    Gossett released her shoulder, turned, and followed Charest back into the building. 
 
    # 
 
    Gossett stormed through the narrow hallways, his footfalls echoing in the tight corridors, surrounded by dim lights and silence. Charest trailed along behind him, working to keep pace with his determined stride. 
 
    “You’re sure it was him?” Gossett barked, turning right, walking briskly toward the radio room that he had not visited in weeks. 
 
    “I can only tell you what he said,” Charest replied. “Never talked to the man personally.” 
 
    Gossett paused by the door to the small room where the old ham radio had been installed and kept but had gone unused for the past few weeks. For much of that time it hadn’t even been powered on, but when they fired up the generator to use power tools for the launchpad, the radio had apparently powered back on as well. 
 
    “One more time,” Gossett said, turning back to Charest. “On that radio, right now, is Drydan Willoughby?” 
 
    Charest nodded. 
 
    “Secretary of defense, right?” he replied. “You guys are tight. I remember reading that somewhere.” 
 
    “We were tight,” Gossett replied. “Were.” 
 
    Charest shrugged and gestured toward the radio, a questioning look on his face. 
 
    Gossett drew in a breath and stepped forward, into the small room, sweeping out the stool and sitting down, bracing himself on a squat counter where the radio was installed. 
 
    He plucked the headset from a rack and slipped it over his ears, then flipped a switch to activate the microphone. 
 
    “This is Edmond Gossett,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Edmond!” a voice said on the other end. “Long time no talk, old friend.” 
 
    “Drydan,” Gossett said with a curt nod that the other man couldn’t see. “It has been a while, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “Time has been, shall we say, slipping away?” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” Gossett replied. “To what do I owe the honor of today’s correspondence?” 
 
    “Right to the point, eh?” 
 
    “I’m not one for small talk, Drydan. Certainly you know that about me by now.” 
 
    “That I do,” Willoughby replied, his voice chased by a low hiss of static. 
 
    “You know,” Gossett continued, leaning back slightly, crossing his arms over his chest. “I must admit, I’m a bit surprised by your call. Considering I spent three weeks reaching out to you for supplies at the start of all of this, only to at first be turned away, and then ignored. It made life particularly difficult around here.” 
 
    There was a moment of quiet on the other end and Gossett figured he’d gotten his point across. 
 
    “I can understand why you feel that way,” Willoughby replied. “Just please remember, we were triaging requests from countless places throughout the nation. For me to prioritize your request over others would have been disingenuous at best and treasonous at worst.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Gossett replied, leaning forward slightly. “After everything I did for you—after everything we did together. You’re pulling the treason card now?” 
 
    “Calm down, Edmond,” Willoughby said. “This isn’t an adversarial call.” 
 
    “Then what kind of call is it, exactly?” 
 
    He could hear Willoughby sigh on the other end of the line and couldn’t help but smile, sensing the frustration from a thousand miles away. 
 
    “I was hoping we could have this conversation like two friends,” Willoughby said, “but it would seem that perhaps we’re beyond that.” 
 
    “Drydan,” Gossett said, leaning forward and rubbing his temples. “We’ve known each other a long time. We have not always agreed or seen eye-to-eye, but we’ve always respected each other and looked out for each other.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Willoughby replied. “Because I was hoping you could explain just what the hell we saw shooting into the sky from Eagle Atmospheric a few hours ago.” 
 
    Gossett’s mouth hung open, the rubbing of his temples stopping immediately. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Earlier this morning,” Willoughby said, “an unidentifiable object was seen launching from your campus and entering the Earth’s atmosphere. An unauthorized launch that I can only imagine was not cleared with the government.” 
 
    “Drydan, are you spying on me?” Gossett asked. “How did you know something launched from our campus?” 
 
    “So, you’re not denying it?” 
 
    “Why would I deny it?” 
 
    “Because unauthorized orbital launches are illegal, Edmond. Article VII of the Outer Space Treaty dictates that all—” 
 
    “We have all of the appropriate licenses through the FCC, Drydan. The last I looked we were still an orbital device manufacturer.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Willoughby replied. “There are laws that—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ve been in this business a long time. I know the laws. You know that I know the laws. You don’t need to recite them to me. How exactly was I supposed to get authorization to launch, send the request via Pony Express? Maybe grab a couple of tin cans and tie them together then drive one of them out to Houston or Virginia?” 
 
    “This is not a joke—” 
 
    “You’re damn right it’s not!” Gossett barked. “Because of what we did—of what you made me do—our nation has been brought to its knees. I’ve seen nothing but death, destruction, and tragedy for two months and there’s no end in sight. If you’re going to sit there and ask whether or not I’m willing to cut corners in order to throw a hail Mary pass to save humanity, then yes, Drydan, I most certainly am, consequences be damned.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Drydan asked. “About damn the consequences. Because trust me, my friend, there will be consequences.” 
 
    Gossett furrowed his brow, his fingers curling on top of the counter where the radio was installed. 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “When have you ever known me to threaten?” Willoughby asked. 
 
    Gossett pressed his teeth together, his eyes closing. Drydan Willoughby had been a valuable friend over the years, and part of the reason he’d kept him so close was because he knew all too well how vile an enemy he could be. Now, it seemed, in spite of all of his attempts throughout their three-decade relationship, he’d finally landed on the wrong side of Willoughby and at the worst possible time. 
 
    “No, Drydan,” Gossett replied. “I’ve never known you to threaten. Only promise.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Willoughby replied. “Please consider this a promise. There will be consequences and you will not like them.” 
 
    “For the good of humanity, I’m doing what I feel like I have to do,” Gossett replied. “I suppose you’ll have to do what you feel like you have to do, too.” 
 
    “It didn’t have to go this way.” 
 
    “Of course, it did,” Gossett replied. “What happened to this country—to this entire planet. This was us. You, me, and Cameron Pike. After all was said and done there was going to be no kumbaya. No great coming together. What we did divided this nation forever. All I can do is try to put things back together.” 
 
    “You’re talking as if things are irreparable. They may be broken, but they’re not fractured. I am fixing this nation, Edmond. You could help.” 
 
    Gossett shook his head. 
 
    “What you’re doing—it’s not fixing. Your thugs are killing people. Taking over states and governments. This isn’t fixing, this is establishing a dictatorship on the back of dead Americans and I won’t be a part of it.” 
 
    “Edmond, don’t do something you’re going to—” 
 
    Gossett punched the power button on the radio, killing the call. He sat in the small room, breathing heavily, his chest raising and falling, the sounds of his breathing the only thing audible inside the building. 
 
    “That sounded like it went well,” Charest said meekly. 
 
    “Not really,” Gossett replied without a trace of humor. He pressed his hands to the counter and stood up, the stool squeaking as it rolled backwards. “We need to go outside. We need to warn everyone. Trouble is coming.” 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna knew something was wrong the moment she saw Gossett and Charest storm from the building, slamming the door open and stalking across the pavement. Gossett veered right and immediately started walking to the residential wing, while Charest broke away and went to intercept Shawna as she approached. 
 
    “What was that about?” Shawna asked, noticing the hard, determined look on Charest’s face. 
 
    “Whatever we were expecting to come, we need to get ready, because it’s coming.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Shawna asked, feeling her heart rate speed up. 
 
    Charest walked past her, forcing her to fall in behind him, walking swiftly to keep pace. 
 
    “That radio call Gossett just answered was from Drydan Willoughby.” 
 
    “Drydan who?” 
 
    Charest glared at her. 
 
    “Willoughby. Secretary of sefense? You never heard of him?” 
 
    “Oh,” Shawna said. “That Drydan Willoughby. Sorry, the crew I ran with in Chicago wasn’t really up on our representatives in Washington.” 
 
    “You didn’t miss much,” Charest replied. “Guy’s a snake. And not one of those little garden or garter snakes, either. He’s a full-blown Anaconda.” 
 
    “And he knows Gossett, I take it?” 
 
    “They’ve been friends for a while, yeah,” Charest replied. 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me? Snakes of a feather stick together.” 
 
    Charest gave her an odd look as they strode across the pavement, heading back toward the administrative building. He halted for a moment, gesturing toward two men wearing the familiar blue uniforms of Deadbolt Security. 
 
    “James! Langley! We need full tactical! Get back to the supply depot and get your vests on. Coordinate with Barkley and Perkins. As many M4s as we’ve got, full ammo loads, mags in every pouch. When you run out of those, fall back to AR-15s. I want rifles in everyone’s hands, but Deadbolt staff get priority.” 
 
    “You got it!” the one named James replied. “We expecting trouble?” 
 
    “Gossett is,” Charest replied, “and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    The two men broke off and ran at a full sprint back toward one of the supply outbuildings. 
 
    “No love lost for Gossett, huh?” Charest asked as he and Shawna resumed their walk toward the admin building. 
 
    “Selanda seems to think he’s been up to no good. She indicated that he might have sabotaged Atlas-01, which caused most of the issues we’re facing now.” 
 
    “That’s a steep accusation,” Charest replied, his eyes darting to the right to make sure nobody was too close. “I wouldn’t say that too loudly around these parts. Most of the people on this campus right now owe their lives to Mr. Gossett.” 
 
    “It could be argued that most of the people on this campus wouldn’t have had to rely on Mr. Gossett’s generosity if he hadn’t played a role in this disaster to begin with.” 
 
    “And there’s evidence supporting this claim?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “But you trust her.” 
 
    “I’ve seen no reason for her to lie,” Shawna said with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, except for the fact that it exonerates her from any responsibility of the initial crash of Atlas-01.” 
 
    “Exonerates her from what? Punishment by a legal system that no longer exists? Freedom from the court of public opinion of a wounded and dying nation? 
 
    “Look,” Shawna said as they picked up their pace, “when we found her, she was under attack by a government kill squad, okay? Full battle rattle, black uniforms, all the trademark of a black ops team. They weren’t members of a Chicago gang, they were well trained, well equipped, and well-coordinated. Why would the government be after her if she wasn’t on to something?” 
 
    “The government seems to be after Mr. Gossett as well,” Charest replied. “Does that exonerate him, too?” 
 
    “Dammit, Charest—” 
 
    He stopped walking, planting his feet and holding up a hand. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “Just stop. What are we even arguing about?” 
 
    Shawna blew out a gust of air, lowering her head. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Does it matter who’s at fault? Who’s to blame?” 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “It matters who we can trust,” she replied.  
 
    “I’ve seen nothing to indicate that Mr. Gossett is anything but trustworthy. He has risked his life and risked his fortune to provide for the hundreds of us who live on this campus.” They both started walking again, the admin building looming before them, casting a wide shadow on the pavement beneath the cloud-filled sky. “Maybe he is a snake. Maybe he’s the most venomous serpent in history. But if you ask me, Willoughby is the real enemy, and how does that saying go? The enemy of my enemy is my friend? Gossett makes a pretty good friend right now.” 
 
    “Everyone makes a good friend until they don’t,” Shawna said. “And most of the time, when they stop being a friend, it’s at the time when you need them the most.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Charest said, stopping to open the front door for her. “We survive the next forty-eight hours, I promise we can sit down and have a long, philosophical discussion about all this. Right now, I’d like to focus on making sure we don’t all get killed.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Shawna agreed and they both entered the building, shutting the door behind them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Offutt Air Force Base 
 
    Omaha, Nebraska 
 
      
 
    Major Valley eased back into the uncomfortable chair, his eyes roaming around the briefing room. His trip to Offutt Air Force Base in Omaha had been long but uneventful, his role as a senior military officer greasing the skids for passing through all of the border checkpoints established between Cheyenne and Omaha. It had been more hours in the back of a Humvee than he’d spent consecutively in a long time, but he’d grabbed a few hours of sleep and was ready to go for the briefing. 
 
    Typically, these briefings put him to sleep, but Major Valley felt pretty sure that would not be the case, especially when he walked in and saw freshly minted Colonel Lancaster standing at the front of the room, looking bright-eyed and alert. He saw a few familiar faces around the room, men and women he’d served with and some he’d just crossed paths with. It seemed surreal to him that they were all seated in the same room talking about the steps needed to secure states and cities within their own borders. 
 
    “Welcome,” Lancaster said, his back facing the group while he made some markings on a whiteboard at the front of the class. “I know we’ve all got a lot on our plates. I appreciate you coming together at such a critical juncture.” 
 
    There was a scattering of mumbled replies throughout the room, along with some brief nods of heads. 
 
    “First and foremost, I’m very happy to report that Chicago remains safe, stable, and secure as we move into our second month of recovery from the Atlas-01 disaster. Unfortunately, the crash of the orbital prototype and the ensuing aftereffects claimed many lives — approximately a quarter of a million souls gone. Nearly ten percent of the entire population of the city was lost, but, while tragic and horrific, the results bring a sense of optimism and hope to a place that seemed poised on the brink of collapse.” 
 
    Valley crossed his arms over his chest and looked up at Lancaster, trying not to look as pessimistic as he felt. Judging by the looks on the faces of those around the room, he was not alone in his doubts or concerns, but like him, no one else seemed willing to voice them. 
 
    “We have several success stories to discuss here today and several opportunities for concerted improvement, and my hope is that we can come together to forge a path forward.” 
 
    Lancaster turned and stepped back, revealing the diagram drawn on the whiteboard. Valley could tell even from near the back of the room that it was a segment of the United States, essentially a sectioned-off middle half of the country, although it stopped at the southern border of Utah, Colorado, Kansas, and Missouri, extending east all the way through Tennessee and back north to the Great Lakes. It was a huge square of real estate and some of the key cities were identified within that square, all of them marked with either green, yellow, or red. 
 
    Lancaster gestured toward a large green star fairly close to the middle of the square, but nearer the northern edge. 
 
    “This is Chicago,” he said. “As I said we have officially secured the city, established refugee camps and have been funneling local residents into work groups, soliciting volunteers to initiate the rebuilding effort across the city. It’s not perfect; there are definitely still pockets of resistance, but by and large, violence has been stamped out and at least the framework of law and order is in place.” 
 
    A hand went up and Lancaster nodded to it. It was an older woman who Valley didn’t know. 
 
    “You’ve established martial law, correct?” she asked. 
 
    “We have,” Lancaster replied. “We’re enforcing the presidential order with a combination of Illinois National Guard and the United States Army with emergency services provided by FEMA and the American Red Cross.” 
 
    “And you’ve seen no resistance?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Of course, there’s been resistance,” Lancaster replied. “Plenty of it. We’ve just evaluated the situation and dealt with it on a case by case basis.” 
 
    “When you say dealt with it,” Major Valley said, lifting his own hand slightly, “can you elaborate on that?” 
 
    Lancaster smiled stiffly. 
 
    “Major Valley, good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, Colonel,” Valley replied with a nod. 
 
    Lancaster cleared his throat. 
 
    “We always attempt nonviolent response first, but at the end of the day, the safety and security of the innocent civilians potentially caught in the crossfire are of the utmost importance. If we sense that a nonviolent response isn’t going to get the job done, we have full authorization from the President of the United States to act accordingly.” 
 
    “And this is President—?” Valley asked. 
 
    “Acting President Drydan Willoughby,” Lancaster replied, an annoyed look on his face. The name triggered another ripple of murmurs throughout the room, as clearly the communication had not made it to everyone. 
 
    “What happened to President Willis?” Valley continued. “Was he on a plane? I was under the impression there were secure underground bunkers in Washington to provide—” 
 
    “Major Valley, we didn’t call you all here to discuss the presidential line of succession.” 
 
    “I apologize, Colonel,” Valley replied, holding up a hand. “I didn’t mean to derail the conversation.”  
 
    Lancaster smiled again, even more stiffly than last time, his narrowed eyes lingering on Valley mistrustfully. 
 
    “So, yes, to answer Lieutenant Irsey’s question,” he continued, nodding toward the older woman who had started the conversation, “there are times when violence begets violence, and while we always regret those moments, they are necessary and we will not hesitate to do what we feel is best for the safety of America at large.” 
 
    He waited for a moment, as if bracing for more uncomfortable questions, but then stepped back again, revealing more of the whiteboard. Several cities throughout their square of the United States were marked. 
 
    Just south of the green star of Chicago was a red star labeled Indianapolis. Detroit was marked with an equally red indicator, while Minneapolis was colored in yellow. 
 
    Kansas City was red, as was Denver, while both Cheyenne and Nashville had been labeled in green, like Chicago. Valley’s eyes roamed around the map, trying to get a rhyme or reason behind the color variants. 
 
    “This gathering represents military leadership throughout section three of the United States recovery program. The nation is divided into four sections. Section One is the Northeast, while Section Two is the South. Section Three is the north central, and Section Four is the West. I think you’re all smart enough to tell how the other sections are broken down, but suffice it to say, our main concern is with Section Three, which you see outlined on the whiteboard at the front of the briefing room.” 
 
    Eyes throughout the room drifted to the whiteboard, a few of them nodding. 
 
    “Those cities marked in green remain relatively under control. Chicago, Cheyenne, and Nashville are some of the biggest success stories of this disaster and those of you in charge of those regions should be proud of yourselves.” He gave Major Valley a long look, though his facial expression did not appear particularly proud. 
 
    “Major Valley, let’s start with you,” Lancaster said, nodding to the major. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” 
 
    “Stand up,” Lancaster said, gesturing with his hand. “Talk to us about how you brought Cheyenne under control so quickly, especially as Denver has continued to burn two months later.” 
 
    Valley sighed slightly, looking out over the crowd of gathered military leadership. 
 
    “Honestly,” he replied, “I feel pretty fortunate. Cheyenne does not have a very large airport, just Cheyenne Regional, and while we had two planes crash within two hundred miles of the runway, it didn’t leave a lasting impact on the city’s infrastructure. Natrona County, just up the road in Casper, got hammered pretty good, but between the Wyoming National Guard, the Army, and the Air Force, we were able to dispatch rescue and recovery personnel quickly. We transported hundreds of refugees from Casper and other surrounding towns within Natrona County down to Cheyenne and quickly established a FEMA recovery center. Set perimeter security around the city, immediately began border checkpoints and perimeter sweeps.” He looked throughout the room again, trying to gauge the response he was getting. “It took a couple of weeks to get established within Cheyenne, and because of the broad scope of the disaster, we still do not have any power and very limited communications, but we have several trailers of military rations, we’ve managed to confiscate a significant amount of fuel, and there is plenty of water available, so we’ve been able to weather the storm.” 
 
    “Very well done,” Lancaster replied. “Tell us about Denver.” 
 
    Valley cleared his throat. 
 
    “Well, obviously, Denver has a major metropolitan airport. Denver International and the surrounding areas were peppered by plane impacts, which caused a significant amount of damage and loss of life. As a direct result of those incidents, the less scrupulous citizens within Denver saw an opportunity -  a gap in law enforcement and military personnel - and greatly took advantage of that. Looting began almost immediately and pretty soon there were full-fledged turf wars going on over what remained of the city. Before we could even respond at full strength, Denver was on fire and the decision was made to re-allocate our resources elsewhere.” 
 
    “So, Denver has been written off at this point?” Lancaster asked somewhat pointedly. 
 
    “No American city is ever written off,” Valley replied. “We have been running rescue operations on a weekly basis, using Sterling as a collection point. Refugees from Denver continue to flood east, and where we can, we pick them up and transport them back to Cheyenne. To date we’ve collected over fifteen thousand refugees from Denver and its surrounding areas, and we’re not stopping there.” 
 
    “Very admirable,” Lancaster replied. He walked to a desk at the front of the briefing room and leaned gently against it, folding his hands in front of him. 
 
    “Talk to me about Clover Hills.” 
 
    “Ex—excuse me?” Valley asked, thrown temporarily off his game. 
 
    “The Clover Hills Shopping Mall. I understand there was a bit of an uprising there. You had to make some hard decisions, did you not?” 
 
    "Hard is a good way to describe it,” Valley agreed, pulling away his chair and lowering himself back down into it. 
 
    “What insight do you have to share? I’m sure everyone around the room would appreciate some firsthand perspective on quelling a potential uprising.” 
 
    “Quell a potential uprising? Colonel, the men and women in Clover Hills were farmers, teachers, mothers and fathers. Were they upset? Yes, but I'm not sure the punishment fit the crime.” 
 
    Lancaster’s expression darkened, his eyes drilling into Valley’s. 
 
    “They were members of Stone Sword, Major. A well-established militia movement dedicated to subverting the rule of law. Clearly you executed an effective pre-emptive strike. That is something to be celebrated, not scorned.” 
 
    Major Valley chewed his lip but said nothing. There was a moment of tense silence and he thought for a second that Lancaster might just strip him of his rank and kick him to the curb. 
 
     But the colonel finally smiled and turned to look at someone else in the room.  
 
    “Captain Bismark, you're up. Talk to me about Kansas City.” 
 
    Bismark shook his head. 
 
    “Forgive my French, but Kansas City is a real shit show.” 
 
    The room chuckled in unison at the Captain’s blunt language. 
 
    “I mean, we started out with our regional FEMA headquarters getting bum-rushed by a couple local gangs. Real bad actors, too. Lifelong criminals, from what we gathered. A few of them escaped from a federal prison up in Jackson when a plane crash knocked down the exterior wall.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “Pretty much. Anyway, a couple of those crews worked together and took over the compound, then sat on their supplies for a while, burning through the food, going up and down city streets, doing whatever they wanted. Total carnage for a few weeks. Up until recently, actually.” 
 
    “What happened recently?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “Near as we can tell, another local group, we’re not entirely sure who, decided they wanted those supplies more than the gangs. Led a combat assault and punted those punks right off their little throne. Grabbed the supplies and got outta Dodge. Totally wiped out one of the gangs and left the other to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    “Really? Very enterprising of them, eh?” 
 
    “Guess so. The leftover gang calls themselves the West Side Posse. Believe it or not, a couple of their senior members are ex-Army. We’ve had an advance team on the street there for a little over a week doing some recon. Considering how stretched thin we are, we’ve actually considered enlisting the aid of the West Side Posse to see if we can get control of things again.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Valley asked, sitting up straight, looking over at Bismark. “You’re going to recruit gang members?” 
 
    “They know how to shoot, and they’ll work for cheap. Hell, we point ’em in the right direction and unhook the leash, they might just work for free.” 
 
    “And then what happens when they’re done with the target and decide they want the city for themselves again?” Valley asked. “Or what about collateral damage. Guys like that don’t care who gets caught in the middle.” 
 
    “At this point we’re about to write Kansas City off,” Bismark said. “It’s either unusual circumstances or we lose the whole town. I ain’t ready to lose the whole town. If some folks end up caught in the crossfire, in my mind that’s better than flushing the whole place down the drain. It’s too close to Chicago, you know. We don’t extend that secure foothold, we’re as good as sunk.” 
 
    Major Valley eased himself back in his chair again. 
 
    It wasn’t a recovery effort; it was an invasion. American citizens had retaken the nation and the Army was effectively trying to take it back. Not that they shouldn’t—by and large, the groups who had established footholds were very bad people who needed the hammer brought down on them. But if those hammer blows caught innocents in their backswing— 
 
    “Any timeline on all of this?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “We’re shooting for a week. Maybe two. Targeting end of the month to have Kansas City back under our control.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear, Captain Bismark,” Lancaster replied. “Keep us posted.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Valley’s eyes followed Lancaster around the front of the room as others in the group responded back, providing their updates and feedback. Soon the voices had faded into droning sounds, the persistent static of background noise as he battled to stay awake. 
 
    # 
 
    Major Valley bent over the table and eased the valve on the coffee dispenser toward him, filling up the foam cup with dark, steaming liquid. He shook his head at the sheer ridiculousness of it. Three quarters of the nation was literally fighting in the streets for food and water, but here he was at Offutt Air Force base, flipping a single lever to dispense a cupful of hot, fresh coffee. 
 
    What was wrong with the world? 
 
    “Major,” a voice spoke from behind him, and he pressed his eyes closed, immediately recognizing it. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster,” Valley replied, standing upright and turning toward him. 
 
    Lancaster smiled. 
 
    “Up until two weeks ago, it would have just been Craig. Take a walk with me, will you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Valley replied with a nod. Two weeks ago, he would have been the commanding officer. That fact was not lost on him. But the world had changed, battlefield promotions had once again become a thing, and now Lancaster could order him around. 
 
    He fell into stride with the colonel and they made their way down a dimly lit hallway, away from the briefing room and from listening ears. 
 
    “Major,” Lancaster said, “we need to talk about what just happened in there.” 
 
    “What did just happen in there?” Valley asked, not hiding the confusion from his tone. 
 
    “The nation is at a critical juncture,” Lancaster said. “We need to all be on the same side of this thing, or we’re never going to get this done. It’s a tall enough task as it is. If we’re infighting and questioning our own methods, we might as well just give it up to the civilians.” 
 
    “If given a choice between giving it up to the civilians or killing them by the thousands, I’m honestly not sure where I’d stand, Colonel,” Valley said. 
 
    Lancaster drew back, seemingly appalled by the comment. 
 
    “What has gotten into you?” Lancaster asked. “We’ve known each other for a long time, Major. I’ll be honest, I’m having trouble getting my head around this.” 
 
    “My job is and always has been to protect and defend this nation,” Valley replied. “Policing the streets—shooting up shopping malls—that’s not defense. That’s assault.” 
 
    Lancaster nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “You know, when I was flying toward Chicago to assist in recovery efforts, I felt the same way. I was heartbroken at the thought of thousands of American citizens lying dead in the streets. Thousands more injured and waiting for us to come help. Each minute of that helicopter ride felt like an eternity.” 
 
    Valley took a long sip of coffee, watching Lancaster as he spoke. 
 
    “When the helicopter went down in Indianapolis, I was still feeling the same way. I saw planes plunging toward the city by the dozen and all I could think of were the passengers inside and the victims on the ground. Men and women who I considered my brothers and sisters, people I had agreed to give my life for.” 
 
    Lancaster had to pause for a moment to collect himself, though Valley wasn’t sure if it was because he was truly emotional, or if he was just doing it for effect. 
 
    “After the helicopter crash, as you know, we were stuck in the wreckage for a period of time. It felt like a very, very long time.” He looked away for a moment, seemingly in reflection. “It took us some time to dig free, but we worked constantly to try and get ourselves out of the wreckage. Not because we were seeking our own freedom, but because we wanted to help the citizens of Indianapolis. We wanted to protect them. Save lives. Serve our country.” 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors,” Major Valley replied, “but I’m not sure I ever heard the full story.” 
 
    “It was the beginning of one of those traumatic experiences of my life,” Lancaster said, his voice trailing off. “Long story short, we dug our way free. Made our way back up into the city.” He drew in a breath and looked at Valley. “And the American citizens who we were willing to give our lives for, the very men and women we considered our brothers and sisters—those we were sworn to defend—attacked us. They killed my entire squad and very nearly killed me, too.” 
 
    Valley didn’t reply. 
 
    “Tell me, Major,” Lancaster continued, “have you ever seen anyone get a Molotov cocktail thrown on them? Have you ever smelled layers of flesh scalding? Seen pink skin sloughing from muscle and bone in thick clumps?” 
 
    “Colonel, I can’t possibly understand what happened to you and your—” 
 
    “Then don’t presume to question my motives during a public briefing.” 
 
    Valley’s words cut off in his throat, his opened mouth easing its way closed. 
 
    “I’ve been face-to-face with the monster that our nation has become. I’ve seen their eyes, their claws, and their teeth. You can stand there and tell me that the people in the Clover Hills Mall were farmers and teachers, but I swear to you any one of them would have put a bullet in your brain if you’d let them.” 
 
    “I can appreciate the negative experiences you had,” Major Valley said, “I struggle with them myself. But I hold myself to a high standard, Colonel, and I strongly believe we can accomplish what we’re setting out to accomplish without amassing a massive body count. Yes, there will be a time and a place for violent action—it’s inevitable in times of crisis—but we must approach those moments with care, thought, and dignity and exhaust all other options first.” 
 
    “Exhaust all other options,” Lancaster replied with a dry chuckle. “Well, Major, I’d say you should start working on that, then.” 
 
    Valley furrowed his brow and looked at the colonel. 
 
    “Because we are putting together a strategy for bringing down Stone Sword once and for all.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Valley asked. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Lancaster nodded, “and your team will be leading the charge.” 
 
    Valley opened his mouth to respond but the words died in his throat, and a communications officer swept down the hall, craning her neck, looking for Lancaster. 
 
    “Colonel?” she asked, interrupting them. 
 
    “Yes, Corporal?” Lancaster asked in return. 
 
    “Washington’s on the horn for you. Comm room down the hall here.” 
 
    “On my way,” Lancaster replied and the corporal nodded, stepping away. The colonel turned to Valley and slapped him on the shoulder, forcing a smile on his face. 
 
    “Congratulations, Major,” he said. “You’ll be on the front lines for what might be the most important combat operation of America’s recovery. Start coming up with some attack strategies. We’ll want to go over them thoroughly.” 
 
    Lancaster strode down the hall in the direction of the communications room, leaving Valley standing there, holding the cup of coffee in one hand. 
 
    # 
 
    “This is Lancaster, go ahead,” the colonel said, sitting down and slipping the headset over his ears. 
 
    “Colonel, this is Drydan Willoughby.” 
 
    “Mr. Willoughby, sir,” Lancaster replied with a curt nod. “Good to hear from you. What can we do for you today?” 
 
    “We need to talk,” Willoughby continued. “This is a secure line, I take it?” 
 
    “It is,” Lancaster replied, twisting in the chair a bit to look over his shoulder and make sure nobody was lingering nearby. “What are we talking about?” 
 
    “Your plans for Kansas City.” 
 
    Lancaster smiled, because he already had some plans for Kansas City, and he knew Willoughby would be pleased to hear that. 
 
    “Captain Bismark and I were just discussing that,” Lancaster replied. “He’s putting together an operational plan to possibly leverage some on-site resources to bolster our fighting force. We have boots on the ground there already, and—” 
 
    “I’m aware of your boots on the ground,” Willoughby interjected. “I spoke to them a few hours ago.” 
 
    “You did?” Lancaster asked, his mood suddenly souring. 
 
    “We have reason to believe Eagle Atmospheric, a satellite manufacturing company south of the city’s downtown area, is actively engaging in operations counter to America’s interests.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with Eagle Atmospheric,” Lancaster replied. “But I’m not sure I follow. Counter to America’s interests?” 
 
    “Your ‘boots on the ground’ reported that early this morning an orbital device was launched from the Eagle Atmospheric campus. This launch was not cleared by me or anyone on my staff, and we can only assume the clandestine nature of this launch was because there are some illicit plans for this orbital device.” 
 
    “What sort of illicit plans?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “Well, we’re not sure, Colonel, but that’s precisely why I’m calling you.” 
 
    “You want me to have a word with Captain Bismark.” 
 
    “Indeed, I do, Colonel. Whatever operations you’ve been planning, we need to pick up the pace. Edmond Gossett used to be a friend of mine, but I believe he has officially gone off the reservation. Whatever his interests are now, they do not align with ours.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “There is also reason to believe that they took military action on government property, that they might have been involved in one of the varied conflicts at the FEMA Region VII Headquarters.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “That is what our intelligence is saying,” Willoughby replied. 
 
    Lancaster opened his mouth and for a moment considered asking why this intelligence wasn’t being shared with him but decided against the pointed question. 
 
    “Whatever local resources you’re tapping, Colonel, tap hard and tap fast. I want a plan of attack put together ASAP. The men and women within that compound are actively working against us and we can’t allow that to continue.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Willoughby,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “I hope you do, Colonel, I truly hope you do.” 
 
    There was a soft click on the other end and the radio call cut off, leaving Colonel Lancaster sitting on the chair, staring perplexedly at the radio console in front of him. Things were moving quickly. A bit too quickly. He’d already begun putting the battle plan together for the Stone Sword compound in Malcolm, Wyoming and now Willoughby wanted him to divert attention and resources to Kansas City. 
 
    He would have to think about it. Plan. Strategize. Execute. 
 
    Kansas City would come first, Willoughby had all but ordered that. Focusing on them would give Major Valley some time to put together a plan for Wyoming. 
 
    He smiled. Yes, it would work fine. In a month’s time, both Kansas City and Stone Sword would be back under their thumb and Section Three of the United States would be firmly in the green, all thanks to his command and his leadership. 
 
    The sky was the limit, and if a few bodies had to be buried along the way, sometimes that was the price of freedom. Lancaster slipped his headset off his ears and hung it on the hook near the radio console, then stepped up from the chair and went out into the hallway, heading back to the briefing room for the next session. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Laura’s fingers ached with the force of her fists squeezing nonstop since she entered the meeting hall fifteen minutes ago. 
 
    “I'm sure you have questions,” Carter said, but Laura spun toward him before he could finish. 
 
    “Yes,” she snapped, “but just one question.” She looked him dead in the eye. “Why the hell is he here?” 
 
    “He arrived late last night,” Carter replied. “Just showed up at the east gate. Our sentries almost put a bullet in him.” 
 
    “Maybe they should have.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Carter agreed. “But they didn’t, and because they didn’t, I had a chance to speak with him.” 
 
    “Everything that comes out of his mouth is bullshit,” Laura said. “He works for American intelligence. He’s a paid liar.” 
 
    “That may very well be, but there were some things he said that certainly got my attention.” 
 
    “Such as?” Laura asked, extending her hands toward Carter. 
 
    The colonel opened his mouth to reply, but she shook her head and gestured for him to keep quiet. 
 
    “Let me guess what he didn’t tell you,” she interrupted, turning away from him, taking a few steps, then turning back. “He didn’t tell you why he tried to have me killed back in Seattle. He didn’t tell you why his hand-selected kill squad massacred almost twenty-five innocent people on the dirty streets outside my office building. Smart and determined people who, by the way, might have actually helped us dig our way out of his mess.” Her voice rose an octave, the tendons on her neck bulging. “He didn’t tell you that, did he?” 
 
    “He did not,” Carter agreed. 
 
    “Do you know what he used to do before he worked for the NSA?” 
 
    “No,” Carter replied flatly. 
 
    “They used to drop him into military hot spots. Third-world nations in turmoil, unruly citizens—they’d drop him there so he could help destabilize the government and overthrow problematic dictators. And if the overthrow failed, well, then he’d help coordinate a wet work team to go in and do the job right.” 
 
    The room was silent, nobody knowing exactly how to respond to her statements. There were five people in the room in total: Colonel Carter, Mayor Kramer Phillips, Lindsey, Jack, and Laura herself, and they all stood in stunned silence. 
 
    “So, tell me exactly,” Laura continued, “what is it about what he’s telling you that makes you believe he’s not trying the same ploy with us?” 
 
    Carter cleared his throat. 
 
    “This background is…helpful, Ms. Park. I was not aware of his history.” 
 
    “Oh, good. So now that you are, we can kick him out.” She placed her hands on her hips. “Or, even better yet, maybe put his back against the wall.” 
 
    “That’s not how we do things here,” Carter replied. 
 
    Jack burst out laughing. 
 
    “Oh, is that a fact? I’m pretty sure I was threatened with that exact sort of punishment over those two murders that I had nothing to do with.” 
 
    “Using that punishment as leverage is a world apart from actual public executions,” Carter replied. “We’ve already been forced into positions where we had to open fire on refugees who wouldn’t take no for an answer. That caused significant damage to morale in the past and we’re not eager to revisit those experiences unless it becomes absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “Oh, morale, right,” Laura replied nodding. “It would be terrible for us to affect morale while a government agent sows the seeds of discontent among our population.” 
 
    “He is isolated in a jail cell and that situation will remain unchanged,” Carter replied. 
 
    Laura shook her head, turning away again. 
 
    “Laura, please understand,” Mayor Phillips said, “we haven’t considered this lightly, and we’ve made him no promises.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence in the large room, everyone looking at each other with quiet consideration. 
 
    “So, what did he tell you?” Laura finally asked, her voice a low whisper. “What’s so damned important that it’s worth risking this compound?” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Kramer interjected, “he did admit to sending people after you in Seattle and he fully accepted the fact that it was a mistake in judgment and that he has felt immeasurable regret ever since.” 
 
    “He can crumple his regret and shove it up his ass.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the mayor replied, smiling crookedly. 
 
    “According to Mr. Pike,” Carter said, “the United States government is actively conspiring to attack this very compound. Perhaps sooner than we all think.” 
 
    Laura turned back to face him, a grave look on her face. 
 
    “Those were my thoughts, exactly,” Carter said, nodding. “I assume by your reaction that you think he would have knowledge of that situation?” 
 
    “Yes, he most certainly would,” Laura replied. “He’s been in Willoughby’s back pocket for nearly his entire career, so he’s got some upper level contacts. I’m sure the secretary of defense has a dotted line to the president at this point—” 
 
    “It’s more than a dotted line,” Carter replied. “If what Pike said is true, Willoughby is the acting President of the United States.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Laura asked. “The man is a psychopath.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” Carter said, eyes moving throughout the room, gauging how much he should say. “According to Pike, Willoughby led a full-on coup. The majority of the oversight committee were gunned down in the street, by a mercenary group arranged by Willoughby himself.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Look around you,” Carter said. “You saw what happened in Seattle. Why would DC be any different?” 
 
    “So what about the president himself?” Laura asked, not sure that she wanted the answer. 
 
    “Assassinated,” Carter replied. “Again, arranged by Willoughby. According to Pike, the guy he paid to kill the president was the same guy who arranged this last assassination attempt on you.” Carter looked at Laura. “The attempt in Lindsey’s home. The attempt here at the compound. If I take Pike at his word, he had nothing to do with either of those, and in fact—” Again he hesitated, considering what to say next. “According to Pike, when he’d heard about the assassination attempt, he executed the man responsible for coordinating it.” 
 
    “Executed?” Laura asked. “Like—he killed him?” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “That signaled his final departure from Willoughby’s camp. He killed the man and escaped in the dead of night to come west, hoping to help prevent any further attempts.” 
 
    “And you’re buying this?” Jack asked. “We’re just accepting the fact that the guy who tried to have her killed twice just suddenly had a change of heart?” 
 
    Carter shrugged. 
 
    “I can’t control whether you believe him or not,” he said, “but as for myself? He spoke with a lot of credibility. I saw legitimate remorse. You obviously know him far better than I do, but I consider myself a good judge of character, and I saw a man who wants to do right. He especially wants to do right by you.” 
 
    Laura barked a nearly hysterical peal of laughter, an abrupt shout of humorless noise. 
 
    “Do right by me. Right. Sure.” 
 
    “The way he tells it,” Carter said, “you two were actually close at one point.” 
 
    “That point was a very long time ago. A whole different world, a whole different life.” Laura walked to a nearby chair and sat down, exhaling a ragged breath of air. She seemed to be staring off at a point in the far distance, somewhere outside those four walls. Jack walked over and sat down on a chair next to her, watching her closely. 
 
    She leaned forward, resting her arms on her knees. 
 
    “He was my liaison with the NSA during Project: Heatwave. Essentially, he recruited me, so if he told you that he knows things about what’s going on in the world right now, he does, but mostly because he played a part in causing it.” 
 
    “And you and he were close?” Carter asked. 
 
    Laura nodded, then pulled the back of her hand across her eyes, hoping that nobody could see her tears. It had been easy to let herself hate Cameron Pike over the past two months. Easy to find all of his faults and all of his failures and magnify them a thousand times. 
 
    She’d forced herself to do it, because otherwise she knew she’d have been dragged back into the endless cycle of resentment and remorse over a relationship lost. For all of Pike’s issues and all of his mistakes, she’d loved him, and had loved him perhaps more than anyone in her life. 
 
    Possibly even more than her ex-husband—the father of her child. She knew it was insane. Pike was a bad man by any stretch of the imagination, he’d done horrible things for the sake of National Security, not the least of which was ordering her removal. For those reasons it was easy for her to focus on hatred and rage. 
 
    But it hadn’t always been that way. She thought that might have been what had driven her rage so much upon seeing him, unexpectedly, on the streets of Malcolm. It wasn’t just her anger over what he’d done, but the bright, unanticipated memory of what they’d had. She’d felt that bloom of warmth in her chest, that appreciation, that—not love, no, there was no way she could love that man, not anymore. 
 
    But it was something that wasn’t hate. 
 
    And it wasn’t just that, either. Over the past two months she’d convinced herself that maybe she’d grown as a human being, that maybe her love for her daughter and her feelings for her ex-husband had evolved. That she wasn’t such a terrible wife and mother, that she could find room in her heart to care for them. 
 
    Then she’d gotten one look at Pike and felt it all start to fall apart. He reminded her of those good days where she went weeks without thinking about her ex-husband. Where she’d finally found a place where she believed she truly belonged, working on a project she had faith in alongside a man she could spend the rest of her life with. 
 
    Funny how that had worked out. 
 
    “We had a relationship,” she finally said and was consciously aware of Jack shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “A serious one.” 
 
    “How serious?” Carter asked. 
 
    Laura looked up at him. 
 
    “What, you want me to draw a diagram? We were lovers, okay?” 
 
    Lindsey stifled a chuckle, though she cut it off quickly, sensing the inappropriateness of her outburst. 
 
    “He mentioned that, too,” Carter said. “Claimed it was part of the reason he came out here. Because he wanted to not just help us, but to help you specifically.” 
 
    “Help me?” Laura asked. “How in the hell does he expect to help me?” 
 
    “Maybe you should ask him that?” Kramer said. “I mean, in a way that doesn’t involve stuffing a gun barrel up his nose.” 
 
    “I think if I saw him right now, I’d stuff the gun barrel somewhere else.” 
 
    “He has some disturbing information. Strongly believes that the Stone Sword organization is public enemy number one, and their baseless attack on our Cheyenne compound only further supports his claims.” 
 
    “But why?” Jack asked. “What have you done to anyone?” 
 
    “We’re a public face,” Carter replied. “The radio broadcasts certainly put us more on the radar than we’d been before.” He shot a glance toward the mayor, who seemed physically incapable of meeting it. “Add that to the fact that you’re with us now,” he said, nodding to Laura, “and I’m sure they believe we’re amassing some sort of resistance against the oppression of the United States government.” 
 
    “If he wasn’t acting like a tyrant,” Laura spat back, “we wouldn’t have to rise up against him.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re doing?” Kramer asked, nervously. 
 
    “No, of course it’s not,” Carter replied. “All we’ve ever wanted was to live our lives here, off the grid. The very opposite of wanting to rise up against the government. We just want them to leave us alone.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Colonel,” Jack replied quietly, “that’s not what those radio broadcasts seemed to be saying. They were encouraging truth-telling. They were talking about pretty much the opposite of just sitting in your corner and hiding away.” 
 
    “Which was precisely my issue with them,” Carter replied, once again looking at the mayor. “Some people have considerably different views about our civic responsibilities here.” 
 
    “So, you don’t support the message that the mayor has been telling?” Laura asked. 
 
    “How can I?” Carter replied. “It flies against what I’m trying to do. I’ve spent nearly my entire life trying to keep the people of this town safe, not put them further in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Even in times like this?” Lindsey asked quietly. “When they are so clearly overstepping their bounds? When the reports we hear across the country speak about violent oppression, and government overreach? Can we realistically sit here and just let that happen with everything we know?” 
 
    “Everything we know?” Carter asked. “And what do we know, exactly?” 
 
    “That Project: Heatshield, a government program, played a role in this disaster,” Laura said. 
 
    “We know that?” Carter replied. “Really? Because every conversation we’ve had about that makes it sound like we think that. I never got the impression we knew anything.” 
 
    “Pike knows,” Laura said simply. 
 
    Carter’s eyes narrowed and Laura smiled a thin, crooked smile. 
 
    “He didn’t tell you that much, did he?” 
 
    “What exactly does Pike know?” Carter asked. 
 
    “What does he know?” Laura replied. “He knows everything.” 
 
    # 
 
    The door pounded closed behind her and Laura stormed down the steps and along the sidewalk, desperately trying to clear her head. She heard the low creak and slam again and knew someone was following her before she felt the gentle touch of fingertips on her arm. 
 
    “Hey, Laura.” It was Jack and he squeezed her arm gently, slowing her progress. Wiping away fresh tears, Laura turned and forced an awkward smile on her face. 
 
    “Yeah, Jack, hi. Sorry you had to hear all of that.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Jack replied, then the two of them turned again and walked on, shoulder to shoulder. “I’m sorry for what he did to you.” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “So stupid,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re not stupid,” Jack said. 
 
    “Not me, just—the whole thing. Getting dragged back down into it. I thought I was all over it.” 
 
    “He tried to have you killed, Laura,” Jack said. “You don’t just get over that.” 
 
    “It’s not just about that,” Laura said quietly. “It’s all of it.” She drew in a deep breath and for a frightening moment thought she might break down in sobs, but she chewed her lower lip and focused on the sidewalk ahead of her, staring down at it through blurred vision. 
 
    “Over the past two months, I thought I’d made some progress, you know?” 
 
    “Progress with what?” 
 
    “With being a better person. Or at least a better mother.” 
 
    “I’m not following you,” Jack said. 
 
    Laura slipped her hand into her pocket and withdrew the photograph she’d been carrying around with her, the picture of Wayne and Helen and she looked at it longingly. 
 
    “Telling myself that because I was willing to face death to come here to Wyoming, because I’d planned to continue on to Louisiana that this made me some sort of supermom. It allowed me to put the past behind me, to forget the way I treated Wayne and Helen.” 
 
    “So, what’s changed?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Everything,” Laura said, pulling tears from her eyes. “Seeing Cameron again—it didn’t just spark hate in me, okay? It sparked…other feelings. Feelings I thought I’d successfully buried.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jack replied, his voice quiet. 
 
    “I’d convinced myself that what I had with Cameron was just a fling. It was meaningless. Not a big part of my life. I mean, he’s a bad guy, right? Not just for Project: Heatshield, but for all the nasty stuff he did in his military career. He’s—broken. So clearly I couldn’t have really had feelings for him.” 
 
    “We can’t control who we care for,” Jack replied. “Not always, anyway.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t life be a whole lot easier if we could,” Laura sighed. “Maybe then I never would have left Louisiana in the first place. There are times I believe that was the worst decision I ever made.” 
 
    “Like you said,” Jack replied, “all you can do is look forward, right?” 
 
    “I was trying,” Laura said, her voice cracking slightly. “And then he showed up and now…I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jack said. “He tried to have you killed, remember? How can you still feel these things?” 
 
    “I don’t feel those things,” Laura replied, “I mean—not really? Dammit, what is wrong with me?” 
 
    Jack put his hands to her shoulders and stopped her walking, turning her slightly so he could look at her. She felt ridiculous, her eyes wet with tears, narrow tracks of salt rolling over her curved cheeks. Wiping her eyes again, she continued looking at the sidewalk, not wanting to meet Jack’s gaze. Afraid of what she might see there. 
 
    “You’re strong, okay? One of the smartest women I’ve ever met. There is nothing wrong with you.” 
 
    “You weren’t there back then,” Laura replied, shaking her head. “You don’t know—” 
 
    “I do know. I know the person you are now. That’s what matters, not who you were then.” 
 
    “But who I was then is a part of who I am now,” she replied. “The minute I saw his face, I knew it. Back then, I didn’t have any regrets. I left my husband and my daughter, my only child, and I was hooking up with this shady government jerk, and I didn’t have any regrets.” 
 
    “Clearly you have them now.” 
 
    “I thought I did,” she replied, then looked away, blinking quickly. “But when I see his face in my head, I just remember the good days. The days when I was lost in his little world and didn’t even think about Helen or Wayne. Where I thought I’d finally found the one.” 
 
    “Do you…still have feelings for him? I know you said not those feelings, but clearly you still—” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Laura shouted, louder than she intended. “God, I just—don’t know.” She turned away from Jack and lowered her head again, clenching and unclenching her fists in front of her, trying to grasp some semblance of reality, but feeling it slide through her fingers, like wet worms. 
 
    She could feel Jack’s presence behind her, looming like a shadow. 
 
    “I think I need to be alone,” she said quietly. 
 
    His shoe scuffed the sidewalk and she heard him start to speak, but then stop again. 
 
    “Okay,” he finally replied, quiet and meek. “You know where I am if—if you need to talk.” 
 
    “I do,” she replied, but didn’t turn back around, just listened to him walk softly away, his boots getting quieter by the second. When she finally did turn, he was gone, and she breathed a long, haggard sigh.  
 
    More tears came and she forced herself to let them come, not wipe them away, then started making her way to the clinical center. She was already very late for her shift and during times like these, there was no such thing as a sick day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Tripp Dixon was a man of few words, much preferring to let his actions speak for themselves. He’d always considered that one of his most valuable assets, especially running the streets, because on the streets nobody gave a shit what you said. It was what you did that mattered. 
 
    Tripp wasn’t afraid to do what he had to do to keep his corner and to show his friends and enemies who was boss. 
 
    All of that rough stuff was starting to pay dividends now. The long-standing feud between the West Side Posse and the Kingdom was officially over and the West Side Posse was the last man standing. Didn’t matter much that it was a bunch of geeks from the satellite company that had offed most of the Kingdom, all that mattered was that they were gone and the temporary truce between the two groups was gone with them. 
 
    Kansas City, by and large, belonged to Tripp’s crew now. 
 
    “Had a good raid today, brother,” Pearly said, walking into Tripp’s room and tossing a cardboard box down on the table. “Boys actually found a liquor store that hadn’t been looted yet. You believe that shit? Two months later and we got us a boxful of the hard stuff.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Tripp replied with a wide smile. “Things gonna get loud tonight!” The two men bumped fists as Tripp leaned over, glancing inside the box, his already wide smile growing even wider. “Ohhh baby,” he said, reaching in and plucking out a bottle, glass clanking as he did so. “Absolut!” He held up the full bottle of vodka, nodding as he looked it over. “Ain’t had this in a long time.” 
 
    “Consider that bottle yours, brother,” Pearly said, smiling, his gleaming white teeth showing from within his grin. Tripp chuckled, shaking his head. Two months into the end of the world and Pearly still had shiny white teeth. He didn’t know how he did it. 
 
    “How are the streets looking?” Tripp asked. “Any hassles from those Eagle dudes?” 
 
    “Nah,” Pearly said, shaking his head. “They fat and happy sitting in their little gated community down there. They got no clue what the streets are really like.” 
 
    “They knew well enough to kill a bunch of ours over by that factory. Don’t think I forgot about that.” 
 
    "Never forget,” Pearly said, shaking his head. “Never ever forget. We’ll get our payback, Tripp, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Any word about whatever that rocket was took off from there? Thing blasted right up through the lightning, man.” 
 
    “I been asking,” Pearly replied, then shrugged. “Nobody knows shit.” 
 
    “Maybe we need to go knock on their door and ask ’em ourselves, huh?” 
 
    “Been thinking about that, Tripp. Been thinking long and hard about that. I know we took a few of theirs down during that fight by the bus. That compound ain’t that big. Get a few more of us together and we could take ’em, I guarantee.” 
 
    “Believe that,” Tripp replied. “We will. Just be a little patient, brother. We need to get a few more supplies together. We got plenty of pistols and we got some shotties, but those dudes, man they got M4s or some shit. Military grade. I ain’t going face-to-face with that until we got some better gear, you feel me?” 
 
    “I got you,” Pearly replied. “FEMA got cleared out by those guys. Ain’t nothing left in there.” 
 
    “We been hitting all the military surplus stores, too,” Tripp said. “Got some goodies, but nothing much. All they sell is those souvenirs, none of their frags is even armed or anything.” 
 
    “Cash is workin’ on that,” Pearly said. 
 
    “Cash? Man, Cash was kicked outta the Army after a year. What’s he know about it?” 
 
    Pearly shrugged. 
 
    “Lot more than the rest of us do.” 
 
    Tripp shook his head. 
 
    “Only thing that dumbass will do is set something off in his own stupid hand. Be better off just leaving that alone.” 
 
    “What’s the worst that could happen?” Pearly asked. “So he blows off his hand, big deal. For being in the Army, dude has shit aim anyway.” 
 
    “Good enough aim to knock down those three civilians over in Iraq,” Tripp said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, but he wasn’t aiming for them!” Pearly replied with a poorly stifled laugh.  
 
    “Shitty aim or not,” Tripp said, “he’s still a guy that knows how to use a gun. Better off if we don’t lose him to some stupid grenade. Besides, last thing we need is a chunk of shrapnel rippin’ someone else up, too.” 
 
    “It’s cool, it’s cool,” Pearly replied, “I get it. I’ll tell him to leave the demo grenades alone.” 
 
    “Good man,” Tripp replied, then started to unscrew the cap of the vodka bottle. Echoing footsteps from the hallway outside caught their attention and there was a quick thumping on the door. It wasn’t a normal knock, but a more frantic pounding and both men turned to look at the noise. 
 
    “The hell?” Pearly asked, turning that way and Tripp set the bottle down and stood from the ratty brown couch. 
 
    “Yo, Tripp!” a voice shouted through the door. “It’s Cash, bro!” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Pearly said. “Hopefully the dumb ass didn’t already kill someone with—” 
 
    The pounding continued, even harder and more frantic. 
 
    “Tripp you there, dawg?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Cash, I’m here, hold on a damn minute,” Tripp replied as Pearly reached the door. The man with the gleaming teeth pulled the door open and Cash stepped inside, looking wide-eyed. 
 
    “The hell’s goin’ on, Cash?” Tripp asked. 
 
    “We got trouble,” Cash replied. “Big trouble.” The man’s face looked stricken, which was quite unusual for him. Tripp always said Cash was too stupid to be scared. 
 
    “Speak, boy!” Pearly shouted. 
 
    “Soldiers,” Cash said, pointing to some vague place out of the door he’d just entered through. “We got soldiers out there. They wanna talk to the guy in charge.” 
 
    Tripp’s brow furrowed as he turned and threaded his way through his furniture-crowded living room, walking to the window on the far wall. He drew close, almost putting his face against it and looked out. 
 
    Three military Humvees were parked on the street outside, all three of them jet black, all three of them with roof-mounted heavy machine guns and angular shields guarding the turrets. Four men in tactical gear were visible on the road, each of them with an automatic tactical rifle held across their vest-covered chest. 
 
    “No shooting?” Tripp asked, looking back at Cash. “No threats?” 
 
    “No shooting, no threats,” Cash replied. “Guy actually seemed…sorta friendly.” 
 
    “They didn’t say what they wanted?” Tripp asked. 
 
    “Not a damn word,” Cash replied. “Said they’d only talk to the guy in charge. I’ve got a bunch of dudes down there all hopped up and ready to throw down, but I think I’ve got them convinced to lay low until we figure out what’s up. If anything goes even a little sideways, though this place is gonna be a war zone.” 
 
    “You put a stop to that shit,” Tripp said, jabbing a finger at Cash. “You see that gear down there? We throw down and they will clear this building in ten minutes. They’ve got Kevlar, M4A1s, shit, they got fifty-cal roof turrets. They’ll turn this whole block to swiss cheese.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Cash asked. 
 
    “What else can we do?” Tripp replied with a shrug. “Send ’em up. Guess we’ll have a chat.” 
 
    # 
 
    It was all Tripp could do not to laugh out loud. He’d been raised since birth to have an innate fear and distaste for authority figures and that included police officers. The fact that he was standing here in his living room with four soldiers in black BDUs, helmets, Kevlar vests, and machine guns went beyond surreal. 
 
    “Damn, man, if my pops could see this, he would shit a damn brick,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “We’re here as friends,” one of the soldiers said. He’d removed his helmet and placed it on the crowded coffee table next to the still-unopened bottle of vodka and had his rifle slung over one shoulder. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me,” Tripp replied, “but I ain’t never had friends over who looked like y’all.” 
 
    “We’re in a different world now,” the soldier replied. “This isn’t exactly where I saw myself standing six months ago either.” 
 
    Tripp looked at Pearly, who looked back at Tripp, though neither of them acknowledged Cash who was standing in a far corner, keeping his eyes on the scene in Tripp’s living room. 
 
    “Fair enough, Sergeant—” Tripp said, leaving the name blank, fishing for identification. 
 
    “Hansen,” the man replied. “Sergeant Hansen, United States Army.” 
 
    “All right, then, Hansen. You wanted to talk, we’re talking.” Tripp gestured toward the man, inviting him to speak. 
 
    Hansen nodded. 
 
    “As I’m sure you all can appreciate, this is an unusual circumstance for us as well, but we play by a different rule book now than we did before. A considerably different rule book.” 
 
    “No shit,” Cash muttered from his corner, an edge of bitterness in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah, just think, Cash,” Pearly replied, “you could probably mow down all the civilians you wanted now.” 
 
    Cash glowered at the man and Tripp had to stifle a chuckle. Hansen didn’t look the least bit amused. 
 
    “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Hansen said, evidently moving past his annoyance. “I assume you all saw that device launch from the Eagle Atmospheric campus a short time ago?” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Tripp replied. “We was just talking about that. Is that what you’re here about?” 
 
    “It certainly has something to do with our visit,” Hansen replied. 
 
    “Just so happens,” Tripp replied, “we got our own issues with Eagle. Are you gonna ask us to help you throw down with them? If so, just tell us where to sign.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d say it in so many words,” Hansen replied, “but I think you’ve got the idea.” 
 
    “So, what’s this have to do with that rocket ship or whatever?” Pearly asked. 
 
    “To be honest, we’re not sure,” Hansen replied, “but we do know they didn’t clear it with any government body before launching it. They didn’t notify anyone, and they did it in the wee hours of the morning, which says to me they’re hiding something.” 
 
    “They must have been gettin’ parts for it,” Tripp said in a low voice. 
 
    “What’s that?” Hansen asked. 
 
    “Week or two ago,” Tripp replied, looking up at the sergeant. “They ran a little roadblock we had set up. Trucked their asses over to an electronics factory that Garmin uses. From what we could tell, they swiped a buncha shit and brought it back to their compound. Must have been parts for that rocket.” 
 
    “Sounds likely,” Hansen replied. 
 
    “So, what do you want us for?” Tripp asked. “I mean, y’all’s the Army. Thousands strong and all that.” 
 
    “Not anymore we’re not,” Hansen replied. “Between Chicago and Indianapolis and all the other hot spots, we’re stretched mighty thin. We were talking about just writing off Kansas City, but once we saw that rocket launch, we realized we couldn’t do that.” 
 
    “You think that maybe they’re doin’ something illegal with that rocket?” Pearly asked, seemingly fascinated by the idea. 
 
    Hansen looked at one of the other men in uniform, who shrugged as if to say, “why not?” The sergeant looked back at Tripp. 
 
    “There are questions about Eagle Atmospheric’s allegiance. The president suspects they may be conspiring against America’s interests.” 
 
    “With, like, Russia or somebody?” Tripp asked. 
 
    “Either a foreign country or domestic, we don’t know, but you don’t just throw a rocket into orbit without having a purpose. Edmond Gossett’s the guy in charge down there, and he knows the president pretty well. He didn’t say anything to him about this, which tells us he’s up to no good.” 
 
    “Damn, man,” Tripp said, looking at Pearly, then back at Cash. “We could be legit special agents, bro.” 
 
    “How many of you are there?” Hansen asked. 
 
    “We do all right,” Tripp replied. “We got thirty, maybe forty between this building and the surrounding blocks.” 
 
    “Not bad,” Hansen replied. “So, you’ll work with us?” 
 
    Tripp looked at him, then glanced at Pearly. 
 
    “Maybe we will, maybe we won’t. What’s in it for us?” 
 
    Hansen looked at the other men around him. 
 
    “Didn’t you just say you’d be happy to roll up on Eagle?” 
 
    “That was before we knew how important it was to you, bro. Now that we know, I figure we deserve some kinda restitution, right?” 
 
    Sergeant Hansen leaned forward in his chair and tapped the coffee table with his knuckles. 
 
    “Tell you what,” he said, “you scratch our back, we’ll scratch yours.” He stood up from the chair and looked around Tripp’s living room. “You like your crib?” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Tripp replied. 
 
    “Okay. Well, if you help us, we’ll help you get a new crib. We’ll find you some place nice in the city and let you camp, rent free. Long as you help us maintain control of the city, and maybe give us a little assist with security now and again, we’ll make sure you have some place nice to kick your shoes off.” 
 
    “We got forty of us, bro,” Tripp said, “we need more than a building.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll get you a city block. Maybe a whole street.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” Tripp said, looking over at Pearly and Cash, who were smiling just as widely. “We’re in, Sarge. Just tell us where and when.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    No matter where she went in downtown Cheyenne, Helen felt like there were eyes on her. Stepping across the grass in the shadows of a two-story abandoned office building, she clung tight to the hard brick wall, moving slowly and cautiously, eyes darting left to right, taking in all of her surroundings. 
 
    Situational awareness, Joel had told her. Many, many times. He’d beaten it into her with his repeated lessons while they were both on horseback, first through the Louisiana and Oklahoma wilderness, then into Kansas, before finally crossing into Colorado. 
 
    Be alert and aware for anything. He’d considered that the first and most important lesson of survival. Everything else came later. There were several layers to preparedness, and of course one of those layers was to have the right supplies on hand to be ready for just about anything. But an even more important layer, according to Joel, was to be inherently prepared, even if you had no supplies. And part of being prepared was simply being aware. 
 
    The low, rolling growl of an engine approached ahead and Helen drew back, swinging around the corner of the building, pushing her back up against it. A Humvee rolled by, moving slowly, two men in the front and one in the roof turret. All three were men and all three had been wearing camouflage. The man in the turret hadn’t even had his hands near the handle; he’d been smiling and looking down, perhaps joking to the other two men through the turret hole. 
 
    It seemed as though the Cheyenne military was getting just a little bit lax. They’d had the FEMA camp secure for a few weeks at least and had likely faced no resistance beyond the Clover Hills Mall which had been brutally eviscerated with overwhelming firepower. 
 
    The low beep-beep-beep of a truck backing up came to her next and she angled back around the wall, looking toward the south. A transport truck was easing its way into a parking lot, with several people huddled around it. Many of the people wore camouflage, but others wore pale uniforms with the bright red logo of a cross on their armbands. As Helen watched, a soldier leaned out from the back and started handing boxes to the waiting Red Cross folks, who took the boxes and carried them stack by stack toward the building. From that distance, Helen couldn’t tell for sure what they were, but she thought it was possible they were military rations or other food. 
 
    As if to confirm that, the soldier appeared at the back again, that time carrying a sealed case of bottled water, which he handed off and which was taken, brought to the same place as the others. Just down the sidewalk from the building, four more soldiers approached, conversing in cheery, muffled voices, though Helen couldn’t tell if they were male or female. All four of them held rifles and wore tactical vests, though none of them appeared especially alert or focused on the task at hand. 
 
    Helen’s mind churned with possibilities. If most of the soldiers were like the few she’d just witnessed, she thought that she and Joel just might have a chance of getting out of here. But first she’d have to set him free. 
 
    And even before that, she’d have to warn him about the soldiers in town, and they’d have to get out of here before Ali found them. She kept seeing his face in her mind and couldn’t seem to push it out. It had been easier when she thought Ali might be dead, but now that she’d seen him—and yes, she was sure it had been him—his scarred and twisted visage lingered in her mind’s eye like a particularly vivid scene from a movie she wanted to forget. 
 
    Moving slowly along the brick wall, she remained in the shadows, hoping she could not be seen. She felt naked without her weapons or backpack but knew there was little she could do about that, and she just had to make the best of it. Lightning seared the horizon, briefly illuminating the shadows and surrounding areas and she froze, looking at the soldiers walking past. One of them swung around and looked at the afterimage of the lightning bolt, shaking his head before resuming his conversation with the others. 
 
    Thunder rumbled in the clouds and a few pelts of rain scattered along the wall and ground at Helen’s feet. She couldn’t remember the last day that it hadn’t rained at least a little, and hoped that a full-blown torrential downpour would wait just a little bit longer. She had somewhere to be. Her friends were no doubt wondering why she wasn’t at dinner, but she had more important things to worry about at the moment. Shift change for the prison guards had happened an hour ago, and she hoped that whoever was there now might be more willing to let her in to see Joel. 
 
    Inching her way toward the corner of the brick building, she kept her eyes firmly locked on the road, following the path of the conversing soldiers. None of them looked her way and after a few moments had passed by, they turned right on an intersecting road just beyond the Red Cross transport, disappearing behind it. 
 
    Helen turned and took a few cautious steps forward, moving past the building and out into an open section of grass. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a firm female voice came from her right and Helen froze in place. She turned and saw the woman approaching. She was a soldier like so many others, wearing her own camouflage BDUs and a tactical vest, though she wasn’t wearing a helmet or carrying a rifle. Sergeant stripes were sewn into her sleeve and one arm was slung close to her body. 
 
    “Can I ask what you’re doing out here?” she asked. Helen turned to look, just to make sure the Red Cross folks hadn’t seen their exchange. 
 
    “Sorry,” Helen replied. “I—I have somewhere I need to go.” 
 
    “Alone?” the woman asked. “Bad idea, kid.” 
 
    “It’s important,” Helen replied quietly, her heart sinking. 
 
    “Your safety is just as important,” the sergeant replied, “and it’s not safe on these streets by yourself, especially as a young girl.” 
 
    “I know,” Helen replied. “I—I can’t explain. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The woman’s brow furrowed, and she seemed to sense Helen’s fear, looking past her for a moment at the street. She looked back at Helen and gestured for her to come with her, which Helen reluctantly did, following her to the side of the brick building, putting the structure between them and the road. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Helen,” she replied quietly. “Helen Park.” 
 
    An expression passed over the woman’s face, brief and hard to read, but there had definitely been a flash of something. Recognition? 
 
    “Ah, so you’re Helen Park,” the woman said and that time her expression did change, easing into an almost relaxed smile. 
 
    “Am I in trouble?” 
 
    “No,” the woman sergeant said, shaking her head. “Just be glad I’m the one who ran into you and not someone else.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Jodi,” she said quietly, “Jodi Bills.” 
 
    The clenched fist in Helen’s stomach slowly released and she exhaled quietly. 
 
    “You’re Sergeant Bills,” she said. “Major Valley told me you’d be watching out for us.” 
 
    Bills’ eyes scanned the surrounding area again. 
 
    “As much as I can,” she replied. “I hate to say it, but the major and I do not exactly represent the majority here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Bills gestured for Helen to come closer and the two of them walked deeper into shadow, moving into a darkened alcove in the building, away from the grass-covered courtyard. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster has a lot of influence,” she said quietly. “In some cases, he’s been going around Major Valley entirely, giving more direct orders to other members of the company. These soldiers here, they’ve heard about what Lancaster went through in Chicago. He’s been elevated to hero status. Whatever he says, they do.” 
 
    “I keep hearing his name,” Helen replied. “What’s his deal, anyway?” 
 
    “Lancaster was a part of recovery efforts in Chicago when this all first started. His transport helicopter went down in Indianapolis en route to Chicago and he and his squad ended up in the middle of an angry mob. Violence erupted in the city and he barely escaped, but most of his squad were killed.” 
 
    Helen drew in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Needless to say,” Bills continued, “he harbors some significant resentment for the civilian population. His belief is they have to lay down the law with a hammer not a pen, and he’s got a lot of buy-in from other teams.” 
 
    “That explains some things,” Helen replied. 
 
    “It doesn’t help that his methods have actually worked pretty well in Chicago. They’ve gotten the streets under control, but nobody really knows how many civilian lives have been lost in the process.” 
 
    “Lots, I bet,” Helen replied. “Same stuff is happening here. The people disappearing, rumors are they’re being smuggled into forced labor camps. To help rebuild.” 
 
    “I’ve heard those rumors, too,” Bills replied. “Which is exactly why you shouldn’t be wandering around here alone.” 
 
    “I need to see Joel,” Helen replied. 
 
    “He’s your friend? The one in the holding cell?” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “What’s so important?” 
 
    Helen chewed her lip and looked down at the grass for a moment, wondering how much she should say. Joel’s constant reminders about OpSec rang in her ears and although Major Valley had told her she could trust Sergeant Bills, she didn’t really know her. 
 
    “You can tell me,” Bills said, putting a hand on Helen’s shoulder. “I think you need to.” 
 
    The young girl closed and opened her fists nervously. 
 
    “Joel and I, we—we went through a lot of stuff on our way here,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “I was kidnapped by a group in Oklahoma and Joel had to help me escape. But a bunch of them—well, they died in the process.” 
 
    “My God,” Bills gasped. 
 
    “At least one of them is still alive and he’s been coming after us,” Helen said, her eyes stinging with emerging tears. “He killed a woman named Wanda, a nice woman. She was a nurse who was helping us. We thought Joel had…killed him.” 
 
    “It’s a wonder that you made it this far,” Bills replied. “So, what are you worried about?” 
 
    “Joel didn’t kill him,” Helen said. “I saw him yesterday. On the street. He had a hooded sweatshirt on, he tried to disguise himself, but I know who I saw.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Helen shifted anxiously, still unsure of how much she wanted to share. 
 
    “Joel hurt him when we escaped. Cut his eye. Actually, cut his eye out.” 
 
    Bills’s face paled slightly. 
 
    “The guy I saw had a bandage over one eye and walked with a limp, and— he’s Eastern European or something. I don’t know where he’s from exactly, but he’s got a very distinct appearance. Not an easy person to miss.” 
 
    Bills nodded. 
 
    “And you need to tell Joel he’s here?” 
 
    “I already told Joel he was here. Joel told me to just stay safe and wait for Major Valley to get back, but I don’t feel like I can wait that long. Things are spiraling out of control here too quickly.” 
 
    “You’re trying to leave?” Bills asked. 
 
    “Yes. Me and Joel, we need to get out of here. I have family nearby; we’re just trying to get back to them. We’re not terrorists or anything, we don’t want any trouble, I just want to get back to my family.” In truth, Helen wasn’t even so sure she cared about getting back to her family, but she needed to leave and needed Joel with her, so she figured the little white lie was harmless. 
 
    “Okay,” Bills replied, “I know you’re scared, and I know this place isn’t the best, but as long as you stay with a group and keep your head down, you should be fine.” 
 
    “I won’t be fine,” Helen barked back. “This place—it’s not safe. People keep on saying that, but it’s not true. It doesn’t matter if I’m alone or with a group or not. People are dying here.” 
 
    “Helen,” Bills said quietly, putting both hands on her shoulders, “don’t be so melodramatic. I’ll be the first to say there are serious problems here, there are serious problems everywhere, but it’s not like people are being publicly executed for no—” 
 
    “I saw it.” 
 
    Bills’s words choked in her mouth. 
 
    “Saw what exactly?” 
 
    Helen already regretted heading down that path, but she couldn’t stop now. 
 
    “One of my teachers,” Helen said quietly. “She told us about the disappearances. Warned us. Asked us to be careful.” 
 
    “One of your teachers said that?” Bills asked. 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “I was out in the rain yesterday, looking for cover. Trying to get shelter and I ended up down by the construction yard. I saw three men down there, all of them soldiers.” 
 
    “What happened, Helen?” Bills asked, her voice grave. 
 
    “They had the teacher there. Ms. Lace was her name. They—” She could feel the tears burning at her eyes and felt one thick smear run down her left cheek. “They shot her in the head.” 
 
    “No,” Bills said, shaking her head. “They—they wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I saw it,” Helen insisted. “Don’t tell me I didn’t. Don’t you dare tell me it was my imagination. It wasn’t.” 
 
    “Calm down,” Bills said, “I’m not saying that at all. There’s—there’s just a big difference between funneling people to labor camps and murdering someone in cold blood. I have to get my head around that.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Helen said. “I had to get my head around it, it happened right in front of me. That’s what I need to tell Joel. That’s what he needs to hear. He thinks I’ll be safe if I keep my head down, but I won’t. The longer I’m here the more danger I feel like I’m in.” 
 
    “Helen, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    Helen laughed a strange, barking laugh, another tear breaking loose and running down the contours of her right cheek. 
 
    “If you can believe it,” she said, her voice unsteady, “that’s not even the worst thing I’ve seen since this all started.” More tears broke free and she pulled the back of her hand over her eyes to clear the haze from her eyes. 
 
    “Did they see you?” Bills asked. Helen shook her head. 
 
    “No, they didn’t see me. I didn’t even see their faces. The rain was too hard, and I ran as soon as I saw it happen.” 
 
    “Good,” Bills said, “that’s good.” 
 
    “Nothing about this is good,” Helen said quietly. 
 
    “Fair point,” Bills replied. Helen looked away from her, rubbing her eyes again. 
 
    “So, you need to go see Joel?” Bills asked. 
 
    “I’ve been trying since this morning,” Helen replied. “Without Major Valley here, they won’t let me in.” 
 
    “All right,” Bills continued, taking a step past her, looking back over her shoulder. “Come with me, let’s see what we can do about that.” 
 
    # 
 
    “I said step aside,” Sergeant Bills said, glowering at the young corporal standing by the front door to the makeshift prison. 
 
    “Sergeant Sausito was very clear,” the guard replied, “nobody gets in. He was violent before. Unruly. He’s in solitary confinement.” 
 
    “Violent how?” Helen asked, but the guard ignored her, still looking at Sergeant Bills. 
 
    “I don’t much care what Sausito told you, Corporal,” she said. “I’m the one here right now and I’m telling you to let us in.” 
 
    The two guards glanced at each other and the second man shrugged and stepped aside. 
 
    “I ain’t getting in a pissing match with her,” he said. 
 
    “Sausito will be pissed,” the corporal said. 
 
    “Tell Sausito he can come be pissed to me. I’ll tell Major Valley how pissed he is.” 
 
    “All right, all right, chill out, Sarge,” the corporal said, lifting his hands. He rolled his eyes and stepped aside as well, giving them access to the front door. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sergeant Bills said. She pulled open the door, revealing the small room within the modular structure. The main room itself was empty as usual, except for a table and a couple of chairs, and the chain-link holding cell filled up the back half of the room. Even from the open doorway, Helen could see Joel lying in the cot, seemingly curled in a fetal position, knees tucked close to him. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked, stepping through the door and into the small room. Joel didn’t move. “Joel!” she repeated as Bills stepped in behind her, easing the door closed, closing it between them and the guards outside. Helen rushed to the chain-link holding cell and pressed her hands against the metal, leaning forward slightly. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked again, her voice louder. Joel groaned and Helen turned to look at Sergeant Bills. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Joel!” Sergeant Bills said, striding across the floor and moving to the fence wall. “You with us?” 
 
    He moved slightly, starting to roll over, still groaning. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Helen exclaimed as he rolled over. One eye was puffy and swollen almost completely closed, his lips swollen and caked with darkly dried blood. A purpling bruise formed on his left cheek and his hair seemed to be stuck to his head. 
 
    “What did they do to him?” she asked, glaring at Bills. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “The guards outside said he had gotten violent. Maybe they had to subdue him?” 
 
    Joel laughed, a struggling, almost strangled sound. 
 
    “Subdue me…right.” 
 
    “Joel, it’s me—it’s Helen. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m alive,” he replied. “About the best I can hope for I suppose.” He pressed his palm down on the cot and grunted as he pushed himself upright, finally moving to a seated posture. Wincing slightly, he placed a hand to his stomach. 
 
    “They did this to you?” Helen asked. 
 
    “You should see the other guy,” Joel groaned. His eyes roamed over to Sergeant Bills, then narrowed, the puffy, swollen flesh around one eye moving with his focus. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “This is Sergeant Bills,” Helen replied. “Major Valley mentioned her.” 
 
    Joel nodded, but still looked at her with scrutiny. 
 
    “Valley’s a good guy,” he said, “I don’t know shit about you.” 
 
    “She helped me get in here,” Helen said. “Convinced the guards outside to let us come in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said flatly without any sense of real gratitude. 
 
    Helen looked at him, smiling crookedly. 
 
    “Did you at least kick their asses?” 
 
    Joel laughed, then winced in pain. 
 
    “I got my licks in,” he said, “but it was three on one. And those assholes started it.” 
 
    “Who?” Bills asked. 
 
    “Private Marks was the main instigator,” Joel replied, running a hand through his crusty hair. 
 
    “I should have known,” Bills said. “Once Major Valley gets back, we’ll settle this.” 
 
    “No,” Joel said, glaring back at her. “Marks has friends. From what I gather, he has lots of friends. I’m not sure any of us want to get on their bad side.” He rotated one shoulder, groaning again. “Besides, if anyone is going to deal with this, I am.” 
 
    Helen got a chill at the coldness of his voice. There was no emotion behind it, just cold, calculated fact. Realization seemed to come over Joel’s face and he looked back at Helen again. 
 
    “You said the sergeant helped you get past the guards outside,” he said. “Why? What did you need?” 
 
    Helen chewed her lip and Joel could sense her apprehension. He stood from the cot, moving gingerly, and approached the chain link wall from his side. 
 
    “What?” he asked, curling his fingers through one of the links. 
 
    “I want to leave,” Helen hissed, leaning forward. “We need to leave.” 
 
    “What happened?” Joel insisted. “I can’t help if you can’t tell me.” 
 
    “You can’t help anyway!” Helen shouted. “You’re stuck in this cage and you refuse to do anything about it.” 
 
    Joel grimaced, watching her reaction as she turned away, closing both fists, her narrow shoulders tensing with barely suppressed rage.  
 
    “We’ve been here for over a week, Joel, and you show no interest in getting out.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m in a cage under watch by men with guns twenty-four hours a day. If I could get out, I would.” Helen didn’t reply, she just kept her eyes facing the ground, fists still closed in front of her. 
 
    “Helen,” Joel continued. “What happened?” 
 
    “My teacher,” Helen replied quietly. “Ms. Lace. The one I liked.” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “I saw them in the construction site. Three of them with her. They had her on her knees. They were angry about her telling us the rumors about people disappearing.” 
 
    She turned back toward him, tears in her eyes and he was looking down, fingers curled through the links of the holding cell wall, as if he already knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “They shot her in the head, Joel. They killed her right there. I don’t know what happened to the body, I don’t know what her family was told, I don’t know anything except she’s dead.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Joel replied quietly. 
 
    “It’s not safe,” Helen reiterated. “You can stand there and tell me to just keep my head down, to stay in groups, go to school. It’s not enough. Now Ali’s here, too, and—and—” 
 
    “What?” Joel asked, looking up at her. 
 
    “I’m scared,” she replied, almost silently, as if it hurt her to admit it. “I’m scared of this city and I’m scared of the world. I don’t want to do this anymore.” 
 
    Her voice was thin, fragile, like glass on the verge of breaking. 
 
    “Helen, you’ve been so damn strong. You can do this, okay? We will figure this out. As soon as Major Valley gets back, we will figure this out.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can wait that long,” she replied. “Do you think Ali cares if I’m walking with a group? If he stumbles on me, he won’t look twice if there are five or six other girls with me. He’ll just slaughter us all.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Helen replied. “You seem content to be locked up in here. You’ve got walls and armed guards. I’ve got nothing.” 
 
    “And how much good has that done for me now?” Joel asked. “Look at my face.” He stared at her through his partially closed, bruised eye. “Helen,” he continued, “I know it’s not safe. That’s painfully clear. But the last thing I want to do is get us both killed trying to get out of here.” 
 
    “Would that be any worse than getting killed because we stayed?” Helen asked, her voice so quiet it might as well have been silent. 
 
    “We’ll get out of here,” Joel repeated. “I promise.” 
 
    Sergeant Bills stood and watched the exchange, shifting a bit nervously on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t talk about potentially breaking federal law while I’m in the room,” she said. 
 
    “Next time you can wait outside,” Joel replied. His fingers tightened around the chain link. “Do you trust me, Helen?” he asked, not for the first time. 
 
    Helen still wouldn’t look at him, standing in the middle of the room, arms now drawn across her chest. She was sniffling quietly, still trying to hold back her tears. 
 
    “Helen?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said quietly. “Yes, I trust you.” 
 
    “We will get out of this.” 
 
    She nodded and sniffled again. A fist pounded on the door, a muffled voice growling from the other side. 
 
    “This is Sergeant Sausito! Bills, are you in there?” 
 
    “We’re coming out now,” Bills replied, her voice loud enough to carry through the door. 
 
    “Move your ass, Bills, you’re not supposed to be in there! He’s a dangerous fugitive!” 
 
    Helen slammed the door open and plunged outside, scowling at the sergeant, who had to stumble back to avoid getting hit. 
 
    “He’s not dangerous, your asshole soldiers beat the shit out of him!” 
 
    “He tried to attack—” Sausito snapped back. 
 
    “Drop it,” Bills said, her voice hard. “You know damn well what happened in there, Sergeant, and your little whipping boy Marks was a part of the whole thing.” 
 
    “I’d watch your tone,” Sausito replied, stepping up to Bills, standing almost nose-to-nose. 
 
    “I know exactly how my tone sounds,” Bills replied. She extended a finger and punched it into Sausito’s chest. “You and your dirtbags will not get away with this, Sergeant, do you hear me? We are still here to protect civilians, not to look for excuses to abuse them.” 
 
    Sausito’s lips curled into a narrow smirk and he pulled his hands up, showing his palm. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Sarge,” he replied. “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    Helen felt the searing heat of rage building inside of her, but knew it was the wrong time to show it. She took a few quick steps, then broke into a run, sprinting from where they all stood, ignoring Sergeant Bills’s voice calling behind her. 
 
    # 
 
    She knew it was a mistake as soon as she started running, but Helen couldn’t help herself. The compulsion to get as far away as humanly possible from Sergeant Bills, Sergeant Sausito, and even Joel himself was too strong to ignore. Rainwater thrummed down, falling harder than it was before, the ground already darkened by a thin layer of moisture. 
 
    She could hear the voices of Sausito and Bills from somewhere behind her, but she ignored them, the sound of her sneakers slapping in the rainwater overpowering the background noise. Dashing past the brick building she’d used for shelter, Helen stuck near the surface of the wall, moving quickly, but quietly, snaking around the corner and moving left across a patch of grass between the building and the road ahead. 
 
    The Red Cross transport truck was still perched in the parking lot across the street with several men and women gathered around, moving boxes from one place to the next, stacking and organizing them based on label and size. 
 
    Helen turned her head, watching the process unfold as she ran forward, keeping herself on a straight line to the FEMA trailers that made up her dormitory. No doubt her roommate was wondering where she was, though she didn’t think she’d actually care enough to alert anyone in charge. Satisfied that nobody had seen her from the parking lot, she faced forward again and picked up her pace, running toward another brick building ahead. 
 
    There was a flash of movement beyond the building, a figure crossing the street outside the FEMA trailers, a tall, looming figure in a hooded sweatshirt. Helen gasped and swiftly veered left, feet pounding across the grass until she got to the next building, pressing her shoulder against the unforgiving brick. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” she whispered, resting her head back against the wall, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. Rain scattered across her face, hitting the brick and coating her hair as she closed her eyes, feeling the cool water hit her flesh. Drawing in a breath, she dared to move left, peering around the corner again, slowly and cautiously, keeping low so she wouldn’t be seen. 
 
    The rain had thickened in the past few moments, creating a thin sheet of water between her and the FEMA village and she could see the man in the hooded sweatshirt continuing along the sidewalk. She scrutinized him for a moment, watching as he went from one trailer to the next and saw that he wasn’t so much walking as lurking. He’d move his head left and right, check to see if anyone was watching, then slowly creep from one trailer to the next, walking in a low posture, his knees bent as he moved. 
 
    She watched him reach the narrow end of one trailer, pressing himself up against it, turning to look out at the street, giving her a clear glimpse of his face. The bandage was still wrapped around half of his face, the once-white gauze muddy and crusty with dried blood. What flesh of his face was exposed looked strangely chalky, somewhat pale in spite of his darker complexion. His cheeks were sunken, the scant slice of teeth she could see through his opened lips yellowed from a lack of dental care over the past two months. Even the lips themselves were dried and cracking, laced with traces of dark, dried blood. Ali Davud looked like a walking corpse, moving slowly and painfully, breathing only by sheer force of will. 
 
    Turning back to the trailer, he pressed his hands against the wall and eased up on his tiptoes, staring in through the narrow window at the end of the structure, moving his head back and forth. 
 
    He was looking for something, that much was clear. 
 
    Something? Or someone? Did he know they were there? Or did he just suspect? She inched just a little bit farther toward the corner, trying to get a better angle as he moved to the next trailer. 
 
    “Hey, little girl,” a voice hissed behind her and the blood in her veins crystallized to pure, sheer ice. She halted, locking in place, not looking behind her, mostly because she didn’t want to acknowledge who was likely there. 
 
    “Whatcha looking at?” the voice said, and she could almost feel them. Not just one person, but multiple. Maybe two or three, all of them looming above her, blocking out what little daylight remained with their broad-shouldered forms. She didn’t reply, she just huddled in place, pressing herself tight to the wall as if that might somehow disguise where or who she was. 
 
    “Caught you red-handed, you little shit,” the voice came next, quieter and angrier than before, a hand clamping over her shoulder and yanking back, ripping her from her spot against the wall and dragging her away, sending her spilling to the grass at her feet. She grunted as she struck the ground with her shoulder, a jolt of pain racing through her. At first, she didn’t look up; she just laid on the grass, staying on her side, tensing her whole body, waiting for what was next to come. 
 
    All she could see at first were their boots, three sets of them standing in the grass, dusted with pale gray grit, slowly smearing with the falling rain. The grit was embedded into the soles and the surface of the dark-colored combat boots, so much so that the normally black boots were slightly discolored by it and not even the pounding rain could wash it free. 
 
    Blinking away the rainwater, she stared at the three sets of boots, her eyes affixed, pressing her hand into the grass to help herself to her feet. 
 
    There was something about the boots—something familiar about them, but the confusion of the moment, the rush of fear and adrenaline masked recognition and a hand came down, clutching her shirt and lifting her up, holding her upright. 
 
    She stared into the angry eyes of a soldier who stared back down at her, the man flanked by two others, each one standing at his shoulders. The soldier clutching the cloth of her shirt had sergeant’s stripes and a name tag identifying him as Blanchard. 
 
    “Dangerous to be out here alone, kid,” Blanchard said, his voice quiet and edged with anger. “Gonna get yourself in trouble.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Helen said, her voice cracking. 
 
    “I want to know why you’re snooping around,” Blanchard replied. 
 
    “And I want to know what’s up with you and your old man,” a second man said. Helen looked at the face of the second man and recognized him as the soldier who had confronted her a short time ago. Private Marks. His eyes were narrow, his mouth twisted into a scornful grimace. There was something about his voice. 
 
    “You’re going to come with us,” Blanchard said. “We’ve got something to show you.” 
 
    Helen shook her head. 
 
    “N-no,” she said. “I’m supposed to be back at my dorm.” 
 
    Marks shrugged. 
 
    “I guess they’ll be wondering where you went. None of them will come looking, though, I guarantee you that.”  
 
    Helen’s eyes darted left, then right, her head shaking. She wrenched back, trying to free herself, and glanced at the ground again as Blanchard tightened his grip. Her eyes, once again, passed over their boots and the strange colored grit coating the dark surfaces. 
 
    Not grit. 
 
    Something else. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she whispered, so quiet she hoped they wouldn’t hear. Their boots weren’t covered with grit—they were covered by crushed limestone. The kind of material you’d find at blast zones and construction yards. 
 
    The exact color material she’d seen herself that rain-soaked night when Ms. Lace had been executed under the shadows of the tall crane. 
 
    Blanchard pulled harder, swinging her around and clamped his hand tightly over her mouth. 
 
    “Come on, little girl,” he hissed. “It’s time.” 
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    Laura stood at the door, head lowered, fingers clasped around the knob. Her heart hammered so hard she could feel the blood pulsing in her arm and fingers, a gentle throb against the cool, smooth surface. For a moment, she lost her nerve, her grip relaxing on the sphere. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she firmed up her shoulders and twisted the knob, pushing forward and stepping into the room beyond. 
 
    There was a young man in a military uniform sitting at a small desk just inside the door and he looked up abruptly, seemingly startled by her entrance. 
 
    “Ma’am?” he asked, standing from his chair. 
 
    “Can you give us a moment?” Laura asked, and the young man hesitated for a moment, taking a short step forward, but not moving too far from his post. 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Please,” Laura replied. “Five minutes. Ten at the most. You can wait right outside.” 
 
    The young man looked left, then looked at Laura again and finally nodded. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” he said. “No more.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Laura replied, as sweetly as she could manage, and the soldier snaked between her and his table and exited through the door she had entered from, closing the door behind him. 
 
    The room was silent. Laura stood in the center of the opened, empty space, looking at a makeshift holding cell where Cameron Pike sat on a cot on the other side of a wall of iron bars. He’d said nothing since she’d entered and now, looked up at her, his arms folded over bent legs. 
 
    For a long moment she stood there looking at him, Pike looking back, years of unspoken conversation hanging silently between them. The entire room seemed to fill with a thick, invisible tension, the air itself heavy with the weight of their shared history. 
 
    Leaning forward and looking up from underneath his brow, Pike smiled a crooked smile. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you smuggled a nail file in a cake or anything, did you?” 
 
    Laura’s hard glare didn’t soften. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” she asked, her voice steady. “I don’t think it’s funny, Cameron.” 
 
    He leaned back and drew in a long, heavy breath, a breath that rattled softly with emotion. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “It’s not funny. It’s not the least bit funny and I have no one to blame but myself.” 
 
    Laura reached to her left and hooked her fingers around the chair the guard had been sitting in, then dragged it across the floor, taking a seat, leaning on the chairback, resting her arms over the rounded top. She winced slightly as she settled in. 
 
    “How are you?” Pike asked earnestly. “I know you were…hurt.” 
 
    “Hurt?” she asked. “Oh, right,” she said, nodding. “Shot. In the chest. By an assassin. Sent by you. Yes, Cameron, yes, I was hurt.” 
 
    “That’s not how that happened,” Pike replied. 
 
    “Please, bless me with the truth, oh teller of lies.” 
 
    “Is that why you came in here?” Pike asked. “To torment me? To throw my past mistakes in my face, to stuff them down my throat and force me to choke on them?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
    His gaze didn’t falter, he continued looking at her, his jaw set, though any sense of smile had long faded from his lips. 
 
    “I never thought I’d see your face again,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t pull that shit with me,” she replied. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “The last two months have been the worst of my life,” Pike replied. “Which, I mean, isn’t surprising. They’ve likely been the worst of everyone’s lives. But it goes deeper than that, deeper than what’s going on in the world today.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Laura asked. 
 
    Pike leaned forward again, looking at his arms crossed over his legs, staring at the floor, no longer able to look her in the eyes. 
 
    “My entire worldview,” he said, shaking his head. “Not just everything I worked for, but everything I lived for. It was all built on a mountain of shit.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world.” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” Pike replied, sighing. “Look, whatever you thought of me, however you saw me, please know I always thought I was doing the right thing. Not necessarily for everyone, but the right thing for my country. For national security. From the time I could walk, I was raised to believe that my service was to America first and foremost.” 
 
    “That’s how you were raised? As a robot to serve the empire?” 
 
    “My father was a patriot,” Pike replied, anger lacing his words. “He was one of the best men I ever knew, and yes, his faith was one hundred percent in the value of America and its people. He raised me to believe that we had the best nation and the best system of government in the world, and in many ways, in spite of all of this, I still believe that.” 
 
    “Okay,” Laura replied, leaning back slightly, “so explain how your brain translates ‘best system of government’ to ‘hiring black ops hitmen to kill my former girlfriend’.” 
 
    “Fiancée,” Pike replied quietly, still not willing to look at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not just girlfriend. Fiancée. Or did you forget that already?” 
 
    Laura swallowed hard. 
 
    “I didn’t forget, Cameron.” 
 
    “As bad as the last two months have been, as much damage as Project: Heatshield has caused, I still find myself unashamedly happy that it brought us together.” 
 
    Laura didn’t reply. She wasn’t sure how to. Her fingers were curled tightly into fists, white-knuckled on the edge of the chair and her arms ached with the constant squeeze of her tense muscles. 
 
    “Come on,” Pike continued. “We had some good times.” 
 
    “We did,” Laura agreed. 
 
    “Do you remember?” Pike asked. “The actual proposal?” 
 
    Laura blew out a gust of emotionless laughter. 
 
    “Like I would forget. The past two months I’ve wanted to forget. Really wanted to.” 
 
    Nobody spoke for a few moments, the holding cell as quiet as a tomb. Laura wasn’t sure what else to say. She had been filled to bursting with rage as she opened the door, fully prepared to unload on him, to scream, shout and pound on the jail cell. But then she’d seen him, sitting on the cot, looking at her with mournful eyes. 
 
    Now, she felt mostly pity. In spite of herself she could no longer tap into that seemingly bottomless pit of fury. She wanted to. Desperately wanted to. 
 
    “I just couldn’t believe you agreed to come camping,” Laura said. “You’d always told me that you’d spent enough time sleeping outside in the military.” 
 
    “That much was true.” 
 
    “Whenever we went to the woods for a weekend, you made me stay at a hotel.” 
 
    “Those were some beautiful bed and breakfasts, Laura,” he said, shaking his head. “Some of those old Victorian houses on Chesapeake Bay. I swear we found a different one every time we went.” 
 
    “I would have traded even the best one for a tent,” Laura replied.  
 
    “Hey, like you said, I agreed to go camping.” 
 
    “One time,” she replied. “One time in what? Three years?” 
 
    “Almost four.” 
 
    She could feel the tears rimming the insides of her eyes and she sniffed. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “To what?” Pike replied. 
 
    “To us. To you. To this whole damned world.” 
 
    “Same thing could be said for all of it,” Pike replied. 
 
    Laura looked to the ceiling, blinking away the tears, but when blinking wasn’t enough, she finally used the side of her hand. 
 
    “Did we really do it, Cam?” she asked, still looking up. “Was it really our fault?” 
 
    “What? The planes?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    Pike closed his eyes as well, though he remained looking down. 
 
    “I try to tell myself it’s not,” he replied quietly. “That I was just following orders.” 
 
    “You were just following orders. Willoughby’s orders.” 
 
    “That feels like a cop out. Like an excuse. A flimsy excuse that still resulted in millions of lives lost.” 
 
    “Then blame both of us,” Laura snapped. “I was right there with you.” 
 
    “You were a fresh-faced intern,” Pike replied. “I recruited you. I guided you down that dark path. Blame me if you want, I deserve it, but dammit, Laura, don’t you dare blame yourself.” 
 
    Laura coughed a wet, choking sound. 
 
    “Too late for that,” she replied. “Way too late for that.” 
 
    “It was me, not you,” Pike replied. 
 
    Laura glanced down the length of her nose, looking at him. 
 
    “Why did you do it?” she asked weakly. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “Me, of all people, Cameron. You tried to have me killed.” 
 
    Pike rested his head in his hands, using his fingers to massage his scalp. His shoulders heaved in slow, rhythmic motions. 
 
    “Nothing?” Laura continued. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” Pike replied. “You want me to deny it? I can’t. I wish to God I could.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “You know why,” Pike replied. “Like I said, that unwavering belief in democracy. In freedom. In national security. Willoughby had me so twisted up in covering our tracks—we had no idea how significant the disaster was. The oversight committee was still there, breathing down our necks and we were picturing life in prison for all of us. I—I didn’t know what else to do. My mind wasn’t straight. Life was upside-down.” 
 
    “Life was upside-down,” Laura replied. 
 
    “If you want some sort of excuse, give me a minute, I’ll come up with a bunch of them, but it’ll all be bullshit. I don’t want to lie to you, Laura, not anymore.” 
 
    “I would have thought that statement would have made me feel better.” 
 
    “No such luck?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “I wish I’d never done it,” Pike replied. “Does that help? I know that changes nothing, but I wish to God I’d never said anything to Corvan or Willoughby. Just kept it to myself. Truth is I was weak. I was afraid of the repercussions and you were the only loose end. Compartmentalization is the keyword in our circles, and I’d blown that out of the water with you. I messed up and I knew it. Part of me wanted to fix the mistake I’d made years ago.” 
 
    “Mistake. I was a mistake?” 
 
    “Hell no, you weren’t a mistake, Laura. Those years with you were the best of my life. But the way I blurred our personal life and our professional life? That was a mistake. I let you get too deep into Heatshield and it cost us our relationship and damn near cost you your life.” 
 
    “You have no idea how close it came,” Laura said quietly. “But it’s not just me, Cam. You sent a whole kill squad after me. They killed two dozen Aurora employees—” 
 
    “That was never supposed to happen,” Pike interjected. “They were sent to take you in, not to kill anyone. Clearly things escalated and got out of hand, but they were operating of their own accord.” 
 
    “And the guy who shot me in my sister’s living room?” 
 
    Pike drew a deep breath in through his nose, evidently trying to sort out his thoughts. 
 
    “I sent him to find you in Seattle,” he admitted. “He went to your brownstone and got the address of your sister’s house.” 
 
    Laura nodded, her head shaking slightly. 
 
    “I never thought he’d actually make it to Wyoming. With everything going on, all the death and destruction. I figured he’d just fade away. When he called in and said he’d found you and that…that he’d shot you, I don’t—” his voice broke off and he looked down at the floor again. “It felt like a piece of me died as well. And not a small piece. It was at that moment that I truly realized what a terrible mistake I’d made.” 
 
    “That was the moment?” Laura asked. 
 
    “Okay, well—the ambush of the oversight committee’s caravan was a clue. The assassination of the president was another sign. But, honestly, as nauseous as that made me, and as much as I hated doing Willoughby’s bidding day by day—” He looked back up and met her eyes. “Absolutely it was the moment I thought you had been killed that convinced me I was on the wrong side of history. That’s how much you meant to me. How much you still mean to me.” 
 
    “Stop!” Laura almost shouted. “Just stop!” She turned away from the cell. “You don't just get to waltz in here and drop back into my life, okay? The world's gone shitty enough without you popping up from nowhere and turning everything backwards again!” 
 
    “I'm not trying to turn things backwards. Willoughby wants Stone Sword gone, and that means you, too. I can't live with that thought again.” 
 
     Laura had her back turned, looking at the entrance she'd come through, trying to hold herself together. She didn't want to lose control of her emotions. Not now and not in front of him. 
 
    “And is what you said to Colonel Carter true?” she asked without looking at him. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “That you didn’t tell the assassin to follow me here? That someone else did? And that you killed him?” 
 
    It took a long, tense moment before she heard Pike make a sound. It was a quiet clearing of his throat, a settling of his vocal cords to speak something uncomfortable. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, simply enough. “It’s true.” 
 
    “So, you’re a murderer.” 
 
    “Laura, I hate to break it to you, but Corvan was not the first person I’ve ever—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” Laura said. “I just—I don’t.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Pike asked and that time Laura did turn and look over her shoulder. He was standing now, and had approached the bars, his fingers wrapped around them, his face looking out from between them. “I am who I am, I can’t change it. Just know that Corvan was evil personified and yes, I took his life with my bare hands, but I don’t regret it and if it happened again, I’d do the same damn thing again.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “It’s been a difficult two months,” she said. “We’ve all done things we aren’t proud of. Lord knows I have.”  
 
    “Just please understand,” he continued, unwrapping his fingers and pressing his palms to the bars. “I never intended to hurt you by coming here. That was the farthest thing from my mind. If you want me gone, I’ll be gone, simple as that. I just—I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. I’ve made even more the last two months, and I don’t expect an ounce of forgiveness. I just wanted to protect you. That’s really why I’m here. I told the colonel it was because of Stone Sword, but that was bullshit. It was you. It’s always been you.” 
 
    Laura felt her chest tighten. She wasn’t sure what emotion it was, but it wasn’t love or even appreciation, it was something different. Some combination of things that she couldn’t quite explain. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but the door behind her slammed open with a swift, sudden ferocity, a bang of wood on wood so loud and unexpected that she nearly jumped as she whirled around. 
 
    Colonel Carter stood in the open doorway, glowering at her, his mouth a straight, narrow line. 
 
    “Ms. Park,” he said. “I need you to come with me.” 
 
    # 
 
    “What in the hell did you think you were doing in there?” Carter asked, once they were both outside. 
 
    “I had to talk to him, Colonel,” Laura said. “I had to look him in the eye and tell him what I thought.” 
 
    “And did you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tell him what you thought?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, no. Not really. God, Colonel, I don’t know!” She turned away from him and ran clawed fingers through her hair, shaking her head left to right. “What am I supposed to think about a man I once thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with before finding out he tried to kill me?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Carter replied. “All I do know is he’s potentially dangerous. If half of what you and he both say is true, he’s a master manipulator with a long background in deception and intelligence gathering. He may claim that he’s here to help, but he could have just as easily been sent by the government to spy on us.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Laura replied, untangling her fingers and turning to face the colonel. “He’s not a spy. He’s done his share of nasty things and has been involved in some sketchy situations, but his work to destabilize nations was always more overt. He wasn’t gathering intelligence, he was coordinating assaults and deploying wet work teams.” 
 
    “So, if he’s not a spy or an intelligence gathering sort of person, what’s he doing with the NSA? He doesn’t strike me as an analyst or a computer geek, which is primarily what the NSA employs.” 
 
    “It’s all a front, I’m sure,” Laura replied, sighing. “Just another in a long list of his lies and false truths.” 
 
    Colonel Carter kept looking at her as she turned away again, rubbing her hands through her long dark hair. 
 
    “You’re conflicted,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, I’m conflicted.” 
 
    “The man tried to have you killed.” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” she said. 
 
    “How can it be? That’s pretty straightforward, if you ask me.” 
 
    Laura turned back toward him and saw another pair of figures walking down the sidewalk from behind him. Lindsey and Kramer Phillips approached, both of them looking a little concerned at the conversation she and the colonel were having. 
 
    “Sis?” Lindsey asked. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I guess that depends on your definition of okay,” Laura replied. 
 
    Carter turned toward them both. 
 
    “She was speaking with our guest.” 
 
    “Laura, why?” Lindsey asked, walking past Carter and putting her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “The man is vile. I saw you barely clinging to life because of what he did. Or what he ordered to happen. You were seconds away from death.” 
 
    “He claims that wasn’t him,” Laura replied. 
 
    “And you believe him?” Lindsey asked. “From what you’ve said, he’s been a liar for most of his government career.” 
 
    “There were other things he didn’t lie about. Things he could have—probably should have.” She looked out across the road, watching the cloud-filled horizon. A low rumble of thunder echoed within the clouds as they strobed with pulses of lightning. Rain began to spatter down across the pavement, striking in thick, slow blobs, darkening sections of the road. “Yes,” she finally said, looking at her sister, “I think he was telling the truth.” 
 
    “So, you believe he’s here to help,” Carter said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced,” Carter said.  
 
    Laura looked at him and Kramer, who both exchanged a look. The colonel and the mayor rarely agreed on anything, but they seemed to be in alignment on this fact. 
 
    “Laura, why don’t you come with me?” Lindsey asked. “They were asking about you at the hospital, but I think you need a day.” 
 
    “I can’t take a day,” Laura replied. “I was just skipping out for lunch. I was going to come back.” 
 
    “Your head’s not in it,” Lindsey said. “Like I said, come with me. We’ll take a day, clear your head, get you some rest, and tomorrow will be another day.”  
 
    Laura ran a hand through her hair again, a motion that had suddenly become a sort of nervous tic, then nodded and joined her sister, the two of them walking down the street, leaving Carter and Kramer lingering behind. 
 
    # 
 
    Colonel Carter waited where he was, watching the two women walk away, their figures growing smaller as they walked into the distance. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Kramer said, his voice low. 
 
    “You and me both,” Carter agreed, then looked at the mayor. “How is our readiness going?” 
 
    Kramer exhaled. 
 
    “This renewed focus on military readiness is hurting us across the board,” he said. “We’re burning through our food reserves. If we can’t carve out some of our active duty personnel and send them back to the farms, we’re going to be out of food within a month. Cows continue to produce milk and the chickens are continuing to build up our egg stocks, which is good, because our supply of powdered eggs will only last another three weeks if we depend completely on them.” 
 
    “I’m worried about winter,” Carter said. “We’d always intended to keep the powdered eggs for winter because the chickens lay less during the colder months.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Carter closed his fists, pressing them to his thighs. 
 
    “Our grain production is down thirty percent, just because we lack the personnel to do the work. We have four heads of cattle waiting for slaughter, and we haven’t been hunting in two days.” 
 
    Carter didn’t reply, he just closed his eyes as the rain started falling harder on the thin layer of gray hair covering his head. 
 
    “Colonel, we can’t keep doing this. Our military strength isn’t going to matter if our men and women are too weak to fight. Our hospital is already taking in forty percent more cases, mostly due to injuries related to training. That’s exhausting our medical staff, too. This is having a ripple effect across the entire compound.” 
 
    “I know,” Carter replied. “Dammit, Kramer, I know.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “What else can we do?” Carter asked, wheeling on him, his voice raised. “What else can we possibly do? If I cut our militia back and the National Guard rolls up on us in the dark of night, we won’t be dying of starvation, we’ll be bleeding in the streets. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Of course not, but we don’t know when or if they’re going to attack! Yes, they might attack tomorrow, but they also might not attack for a month. If we don’t do something, we’ll have people starving to death within two weeks regardless. We can only ration ourselves so thin.” 
 
    Carter paced back and forth. 
 
    “Colonel, I don’t want to do this,” Kramer continued, “but I’m the mayor of this town. I am the political leadership here. I don’t want to assert my power, but I will.” 
 
    Carter clenched his teeth and looked at the other man, though not with any hatred or venom. If anything, he had a begrudging respect for the man in his eyes. 
 
    “Understood,” he replied, nodding. “Let’s talk after the town hall tonight. Put our heads together. Get Lindsey, Laura, Jack, Yvonne, and Toby all together, along with you and me. We need to find a middle ground.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel, I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    “Just remember, Mayor,” the colonel continued, “if we pull back our militia and we get attacked, the blood of these people will be on your hands, not mine.” 
 
    Kramer drew back slightly, but after a moment, nodded in understanding. Carter looked back over his shoulder, glancing back at the prison building. Kramer followed his gaze with his own. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” the mayor asked. 
 
    “I don’t like him,” Carter replied. “He’s not a good guy. He’s got ulterior motives.” 
 
    “He said he could help us plan for the eventual military attack.” 
 
    “He did,” Carter agreed. “The question is, was he just saying that so he could get access to our strategy so he can slip out in the dead of night and betray us?” 
 
    “At some point we have to trust people,” Kramer replied. “Our insular nature almost cost us Jack and Laura, both of whom are now invaluable members of our community.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Carter replied, stabbing an accusatory finger at the building. “He’s not a friend. Before we do anything else, he needs to go.” 
 
    “Go?” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “We asked our questions and he answered them. He told me if after we spoke, we still wanted him to leave, he would. I want him to leave.” 
 
    “Laura didn’t seem to think that would be a good idea.” 
 
    “Does Laura run this town or do you?” 
 
    “Colonel, I’m not trying to be combative, I’m just trying to do what’s right for everyone. You’re so concerned about the military attacking us; Pike says he can help us be better prepared. But you just want to turn your nose up at him.” 
 
    “He’s another mouth to feed, he’s spent his life lying and sowing discord across the world. I don’t see a single reason to keep him here. After the town hall tonight, he’s gone.” 
 
    Kramer opened his mouth to argue, but Carter snapped his head around, glowering at him. 
 
    “I gave you what you wanted, Mayor. I’m letting you have your little discussion about cutting back our militia. All I’m asking for is one less headache to deal with.” 
 
    The mayor stood in silence for a moment, looking at the building. Finally, he nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Fine. After the town hall meeting tonight, he’s gone. Do it however you want to do it, just make sure you do it quickly and quietly.” 
 
    “It will be done,” Carter replied. He turned and strode away, smiling a crooked smile as he left Kramer and the prison building behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Helen could barely breathe. Sergeant Blanchard’s hand was clamped so hard around her mouth it was preventing her lips from opening, her only source of oxygen the struggling intake of air through her flaring nostrils. He dragged her across the grass, one hand over her mouth the other closed hard around her bicep, keeping her close to him as they moved away from the building. Private Marks and the third man both turned, looking behind them to make sure nobody was watching. 
 
    “You’ve been a pain in our ass since you showed up here, kid,” Blanchard growled. “Time we took care of that once and for all.” 
 
    Helen wrenched her shoulders, but his grip was too tight, and she couldn’t break away. Forcing her head left and right, she tried to look and see if anyone was within view, anyone who might help her. Two soldiers stood a short distance away by a Humvee and one of them turned, looking at the struggle between her and Blanchard, but he simply smiled, chuckled, and continued talking to the other man. 
 
    She looked over at the Red Cross transport and saw that the people who had been unloading the truck were all gone, whether they retreated first, or waited until something bad was happening so they wouldn’t be witnesses.  
 
    Growling against the man’s hot sweaty palm, she swore and cursed, her voice muffled by the pressure of his hand as they moved toward the sidewalk. Where was everyone? Was there nobody here who could help her? Nobody in the entire city? 
 
    Twisting her around, they started moving her toward the Humvee parked near the sidewalk, the one with the other two soldiers standing near it. They were going to throw her in that Humvee and drive her away. Take her to that construction yard and make her kneel in the blasted limestone and shoot her in the head. She’d never be seen or heard from again. Joel would never know what happened. 
 
    For all she knew, they’d do it to him next. 
 
    No. No, she couldn’t let them. She didn’t want to die here. She’d told Joel that and she’d meant it, dammit. But the Humvee was close by and it was just her against five men. 
 
    Sausito squeezed and her eyes landed on a lurking figure walking along the sidewalk across the street. A lurking figure with a hooded sweatshirt making a concerted effort not to look at the struggle by the Humvee. A lurking figure she knew was wearing a blood-soaked bandage across one eye. 
 
    Helen drew in a breath, sucking in air through her nostrils, then pried open her mouth as hard as she could. One of Blanchard’s fingers slipped from her lips and she bit down as hard as she could, grinding his narrow finger between her incisors, squeezing with as much raw power as she could muster. She felt the skin buckle, then finally pop, a sickening warm rush of blood into her mouth. 
 
    “Ow, you little shit!” he screamed and drew his hand back. 
 
    “Ali Davud!” Helen screamed at the top of her lungs. “I know who you are!” Her shouting voice echoed in the still air of downtown Cheyenne, loud and clear even against the constant drizzle of rainfall. 
 
    The hooded figure halted, then turned, his one remaining eye glaring out from beneath the hood covering his head, his gaunt face twisted into a grimace of rage and fury. 
 
    Blanchard swung his bleeding hand, striking Helen in the side of the head and knocking her sprawling into the grass. She tried to break her fall with her palms but mostly failed, slamming hard with her shoulder and the side of her head. 
 
    Rolling immediately right, she looked in the direction of Ali and saw him stalking angrily across the street, both hands closed into fists at his sides. 
 
    Four of the soldiers loomed over her, glaring at her, wondering why she’d said those words and who she was talking about, advancing on her. One of them was reaching for a pistol in a holster on his thigh. 
 
    The fifth soldier was looking at the road and seemed to notice the strange man advancing on them. 
 
    “Guys?” he asked, reaching for his own pistol as Ali came closer. “We got a problem here!” 
 
    “Ali!” Helen shouted again. “It’s me! It’s Helen! I’m right here, you stupid shit!” 
 
    The soldier looking at Ali held up a hand, removing the pistol. 
 
    “Easy, friend,” the soldier said. “Military business.” 
 
    Ali launched. His mouth split into a wild, bestial yell as he lunged forward, arms outstretched. His hands clasped around the soldier’s wrist before he could bring the pistol around then twisted together, breaking his forearm with an abrupt snapping sound, the sound of a broomstick broken over someone’s knee. The soldier screamed in pain, stumbling backwards and dropping his pistol as Ali drove hard into him, then spun, flipping the young man in camouflage BDUs over his shoulder, sending him sprawling to the ground. 
 
    “The hell?” Blanchard asked, whirling around. Two of the other soldiers had their own pistols drawn, but Ali already had his hands clasped around the weapon the first soldier had dropped. He fired a single shot into the face of one of the soldiers, driving him back and down, then swung left, firing a second time, his second shot screaming wide of the second camouflaged man. 
 
    Blanchard and Marks had their own pistols out, bringing them around and pointing them in Ali’s direction. Darting back toward the Humvee, Ali reached over his body firing, and put two rounds in one of the soldier’s chest, throwing him to the ground, then ducking just as bullets pounded into the metal armor of the military vehicle. 
 
    “Flank him!” Blanchard shouted to Marks as he dropped into a crouch and moved toward the rear of the vehicle, holding his weapon in two hands. 
 
    Helen saw her chance. She rolled back forward, planting her hands in the grass, then scrambled upwards to her feet, her heart hammering in her chest. Lurching up and forward, she kept her head low as she broke into a sprint, her sneakers thumping against the wet grass, a thick sheet of rainfall burying the city in a rush of water. 
 
    “She’s running!” Marks shouted, turning left as he moved forward, firing his pistol in Helen’s direction. She forced herself to keep running, refusing to slow down. The first shot blistered the grass just to her right, throwing chunks of dirt and shredded green into the air. The second shot hissed by her like a flying bug, though she wasn’t sure if it went behind or in front. All she cared about was that it didn’t hit her. 
 
    She turned her head in Ali’s direction as she ran, her eyes wide as she met his glare. He was hunched behind the Humvee, his angry glower like a hot laser beam of unadulterated hatred. 
 
    Sneakers slapped concrete as she moved from the grass to the sidewalk and kept running, jumping down the curb to the street. Blanchard angled around the rear of the Humvee, but Ali was too quick, sweeping around and charging forward, knocking him back, throwing him to the ground, then slamming his temple with the butt of his pistol. Marks was charging from the left, and Ali turned as the young private tackled him headlong, knocking him from his feet. 
 
    Helen kept running. She dashed across the street, not looking back, hearing a shout of sudden pain that did not sound like Ali. Angling her loping sprint, she eyed her target, almost straight ahead, her hard run carrying her forward. A pistol shot echoed from behind her and the road to her left exploded with a bullet impact, throwing concrete shrapnel into the air, chased by dust. 
 
    Helen darted right, planted her feet, then charged left again, running forward. There it was. Another gunshot echoed and another ragged chunk of street broke away, that time to her right. A third shot sounded and that time the round whipped past her and struck the Red Cross transport truck just ahead of her, glancing off in a shower of sparks. 
 
    Helen reached the truck a moment later, her fingers clawing at the door handle and wrenching the driver’s side door open. She ducked her head and lurched forward, yanking the door closed behind her as another shot thundered, the bullet striking the metal just next to the window of the driver’s side door. Another round punched through the closed window, drilling a gaping hole through it and spraying gummy safety glass down into Helen’s hair. 
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered looking at the driver’s seat of the truck. She was fourteen years old, almost old enough to drive, and her father had taken her out on the back roads of South Brisbane from time to time. But driving his little shit box hatchback was a lot different than this. Leaning to the right, she saw that the keys were blessedly still in the ignition. She clamped her fingers around the keys and turned, almost shouting in victory as the engine kicked and roared, the entire truck shuddering around her as the engine gunned to life. 
 
    Glancing out of the broken window, she saw Ali charging across the grass, ejecting a spent magazine from his stolen pistol and groping for a replacement. The soldiers lay on the grass behind him, though she wasn’t sure if they were alive or dead. Looking away, she scoped out the dashboard until she found the gear shift on the console near her right hip. She clamped her hand around it, pressed the unlock button with her thumb, and slammed the truck into drive. 
 
    Another shot rang out, Ali apparently successfully loading his pistol. More shards of glass broke away, scattering across the dashboard and Helen drew in a frightened breath. She pounded her foot down on the accelerator and the truck almost jumped forward, tires catching on pavement, a loud squawk of rubber signaling her quick advance. 
 
    The truck started forward, and she pressed the gas harder, moving the large vehicle, which was going at a far slower and more lumbering speed than she was happy with. 
 
    “I will kill you, girl!” Ali screamed in his accented English, an angry shout she heard even above the roaring engine of the large truck. Curling her fingers around the steering wheel, she pressed the accelerator even harder and sent the transport careening out onto the road, hitting the curb with one front tire and sending the nose of the vehicle leaping upwards. For a moment the truck lurched to the left and she was afraid it might topple over, but the heavy vehicle compensated, the tire thudding back down and then the truck finally caught up to itself and thundered forward, leaving Ali shouting in the rearview mirror. 
 
    # 
 
    “I’m trying to help you, Joel,” Sergeant Bills said, “and Helen. I can’t do that if she’s running around on her own out there.” 
 
    “Can you blame her for not trusting you?” Joel asked. “If half of what she’s said about this corrupt city is true, I’m amazed we’ve survived this long.” 
 
    “Major Valley is a good man,” Bills said. “He wouldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Seems to be plenty of other bad stuff happening under his watch.” 
 
    “Come on!” Bills shouted, pacing back and forth in the small room outside the chain link holding cell. “The world has been upside-down for two months!” 
 
    “I know!” Joel shouted back. “I’ve seen it. Firsthand. You want me to show you the scars? Or is looking at my messed-up face enough evidence for you?” 
 
    “We’re all just trying to do the best we can,” Bills said. 
 
    “Maybe that’s not good enough.” 
 
    Bills lowered her head and closed her right fist, holding it tight in front of her. Her left arm was tight to her body in the stabilizing sling, but she still felt the dull throb of pain from her bullet wound. 
 
    “Why do you think they’re doing this?” Joel asked. 
 
    “I—I don’t know. I’ve served with Marks and Sausito for a while. They weren’t always like this. I think—I think this broke them. Whatever’s going on, I think it damaged them on a fundamental level.” 
 
    “Maybe it did, maybe it didn’t,” Joel replied, “but that doesn’t give them the right to indiscriminately kidnap and kill.” 
 
    “In their mind it’s not indiscriminate,” Bills said. She drew in another breath. “I was there,” she continued, “at the mall. I tried to stop it. I thought I had stopped it.” 
 
    “What happened?” Joel asked. 
 
    “We were just there for surveillance. Major Valley wanted to see what Stone Sword were up to, that’s all. He suspected they were nonviolent, so he just wanted eyes on them.” 
 
    “But they weren’t nonviolent?” 
 
    “They were,” she replied. “A couple of my guys, including Private Marks, stumbled upon a couple of theirs. Someone shot first. They claim it was them; I’m pretty sure it was our guys. Anyway, I got hit pretty early, went down hard, and from there, all bets were off. They called in reinforcements, armored Humvees with roof-mounted turrets. It was a massacre and there was nothing I could do about it.” 
 
    Joel leaned forward, resting his forehead on the chain link. 
 
    “Well, now there is something you can do about it,” he said. 
 
    Bills turned and looked at him. 
 
    “Let me go,” he said. “Let me and Helen both go. They will kill us here; I think you know that.” 
 
    “I don’t even know who to trust,” Bills replied, then waved a hand toward the exit door. “Those two guards out there are probably in Sausito’s pocket. I unlock this cage and suddenly both of us are dead in a hail of gunfire and you can bet Helen would be next.” 
 
    “So, what? We just sit here and do nothing and wait for them to kill us anyway?” 
 
    “Major Valley will be back soon—” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about Major Valley!” Joel shouted. “All of this happened with him here. You think him coming back from Omaha is going to change anything? News flash, lady, it won’t. This corruption is systemic. Lancaster, or whoever it is, got in their heads, planted little crazy termites, and all of these guys see us civilians as insurgents now. We’re a population to take over, same as some foreign country.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Bills shouted. “There are thousands of soldiers across the country rebuilding this nation!” 
 
    “I know,” Joel replied, “I’ve seen them. But I think Cheyenne is rotten. Rotten to the core, and it goes deeper than that. Wherever Lancaster’s influence spreads, it’s bad news, Sergeant.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that,” Bills replied, shaking her head. “I won’t. I’ve shaped my entire life around serving this country and I refuse to believe that’s all for nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not all for nothing. This country needs people like you now more than ever. But you also need to realize that not everyone is as noble as you. When the shit hits the fan, it does things to people. Some people rise to the occasion. Others don’t. One of the most important survival skills you can develop is to tell which is which and who is who.” 
 
    “Then apparently I don’t have those survival skills.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. You must have some; Valley put you in charge and trusted you to watch over us.” 
 
    “I’m doing a hell of a job so far,” she replied, looking at Joel, her eyes lingering on his swollen and bruised face. 
 
    “Please,” Joel asked. “Before it gets any worse. You have the power to stop this, I know you do.” 
 
    Bills chewed her lip and he could almost feel her drawing up her courage. 
 
    “Maybe,” she whispered. “Maybe we—” 
 
    The door slammed open, swinging in and banging hard against the wall, Sergeant Sausito filling in almost the entire opened frame. 
 
    “I wondered where you went when I ran off looking for the kid,” he said. “You came scurrying back here.” Behind Sausito were two other soldiers, the guards who had been stationed outside, and each of them held rifles in hand. 
 
    “Stand down, Sausito.” 
 
    “Stand down?” 
 
    “You’re out of line here. What you and your little buddies did to him is against the Geneva Convention and you damn well know it. Just because all of this is going on doesn’t suddenly invalidate the decades’ worth of rules of engagement we’ve established.” 
 
    “The minute assholes like him turned against their country those rules of engagement were invalidated,” Sausito growled. “We’re trying to rebuild this nation while he and those like him are working to tear it down.” 
 
    “Look, man,” Joel replied, showing his hands to the sergeant, “we’re just trying to get to see the girl’s family. We’ve got no other motives than that.” 
 
    “Oh? And shooting at my fellow squad mates was going to help you do that?” 
 
    “You shot first.” 
 
    “You see?” Sausito screamed, gesturing wildly toward Joel. “This is why we do what we do! This nation is on the verge of falling apart and the more people like this are allowed to roam free, the more fragile it becomes.” 
 
    “You need to calm down,” Bills said, stepping forward. Sausito swung his hand up and around, slamming the butt of his pistol into the sergeant’s right temple. Her head snapped back, and she went backwards, her unslung arm pinwheeling for balance. She went over and down striking hard on her right shoulder, hitting the ground with a muffled shout. 
 
    “I’m sick of babysitting this traitor,” Sausito said, pointing his pistol at Joel. “We’re going to solve this problem right now.” 
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    Jasmine had barely spoken since the successful launch, remaining hunched stiffly over the taped-up laptop, using it to communicate with the satellite as it continued making its way up into orbit. Shawna stood several paces behind her as she sat at the table, then stepped forward for a minute, lifting her hand. 
 
    “Don’t,” Selanda said, putting a calming hand on Shawna’s shoulder. “Let her be.” 
 
    “What is she doing?” Shawna asked, looking at Selanda. “She’s been obsessed with that laptop computer ever since the satellite launch.” 
 
    “That’s the way she copes with things,” Gossett said, stepping closer to the two of them, speaking in hushed whispers. “The loss of Gopal was tragic. The loss of Paul was almost devastating, especially because he sacrificed himself to fix a technical glitch. In her mind, she’s responsible for every part of that launch, so she blames herself for his death.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Shawna replied. “She’s a software person. A developer. right? It’s not like she broke that gas line.” 
 
    “It was her project. She’s responsible. I’ve seen it time and time again with her. She’s been through several traumatic experiences in her life and in every case, she deals with it by burying herself in work. This is clearly no different.” 
 
    Jasmine muttered something unintelligible then clacked away at the keyboard, her fingers pounding in staccato hammer blows. 
 
    They were all in the large conference room within the administration building, others filing slowly in as the group of them stood near the front of the room. Slowly, the newcomers huddled around chairs, making their way throughout the room, sitting down, scraping chair feet across the floor, easing down into them. 
 
    The room had been mostly emptied, the chairs set up in a more classroom style, several rows facing the front of the room where two whiteboards were mounted to the wall. As more and more chairs began to fill, Gossett broke away and walked toward the front of the room. 
 
    “Why are we all here?” Selanda asked, looking at Shawna. “What’s this about?” 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “He didn’t say much,” she replied. “I suspect it’s something about the radio call he had.” 
 
    “Radio call?” Selanda asked. 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. According to Charest, he got a radio call earlier. Shortly after the satellite launch.” 
 
    “Did we even know he had a radio?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me if he has more than that squirreled away.” Shawna looked up at the front of the room and saw Gossett standing by a podium shuffling through some papers. “Is he preparing a speech?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no clue,” Selanda said. “Knowing him, it wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    Shawna looked throughout the room, then locked eyes with Charest, who was standing near the front in a corner, a short distance from where Gossett stood. She could see the rifle slung over his shoulder and the bulge of the tactical vest over his chest. He was in full-blown Deadbolt Security gear, and there were several others in the room dressed the same. 
 
    He nodded toward her, tipping the Deadbolt baseball cap he was wearing in her direction. 
 
    “Tell me about this radio call,” Selanda pressed on. Shawna turned toward her and saw Tristan walk into the room. He nodded and headed in their direction, followed by Roxie. The young woman’s eyes were still red and swollen from a full day’s worth of tears and Tristan slowed a bit, putting his hand to her back. Evidently, he’d spent a portion of the day comforting her. 
 
    “According to Charest, he got a call from Drydan Willoughby,” Shawna said, keeping her voice low. 
 
    “Wait,” Selanda said, “the Drydan Willoughby? Secretary of Defense Drydan Willoughby?” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Dirty son of a bitch,” Selanda muttered. “Both of them. I think he’s the one Gossett called on to help sabotage my launch. They’ve been in each other’s back pocket for most of their careers.” 
 
    “Well, from the sounds of it,” Shawna continued, “Willoughby is none too happy with ole Edmond Gossett right now.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Shawna nodded, Tristan and Roxie joining their small group. 
 
    “How are you holding up, sweetie?” Shawna asked, leaning over and putting a hand on Roxie’s shoulder. Roxie shrugged and forced an unconvincing smile on her face. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, I suppose,” she said. “Kind of have to be. If things are as bad as Mr. Gossett seems to think, they’ll need me to do my morning surveillance tomorrow. As it is, I haven’t been out at all today.” 
 
    “That should be the least of your worries,” Shawna replied. “There’s got to be other people who can do what you do.” 
 
    “Nobody who can do it as well,” she replied. 
 
    “Shawna, not to interrupt,” Selanda said, “but you were saying? About the radio call?” 
 
    “Oh, right, sorry—” 
 
    “Yeah, finish the story,” Roxie said. “I want to hear it, too.” 
 
    “Well, according to Charest, Willoughby rang up Gossett this afternoon and reamed him out for the satellite launch. Said they had boots on the ground in Kansas City who saw it go off and because Gossett didn’t tell him about it or clear it with anyone, Willoughby’s convinced he’s up to no good.” 
 
    “Clear it with who?” Tristan asked. “Last I checked, the entire government infrastructure is in tatters.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much what Gossett said, according to Charest. Willoughby apparently wasn’t having it. Said that if we were up to no good, we should expect a knock at the door. A pretty loud and high-caliber knock.” 
 
    Selanda shook her head. 
 
    “I just don’t get these people. For once, Gossett was doing the right thing. Using our available technology to try and figure out what’s happening to the world. And Willoughby sees it as a shot across his bow! Insecure little snake.” 
 
    “Well that insecure little snake is apparently the acting President of the United States.” 
 
    “No,” Selanda said, her eyes widening. “Impossible.” 
 
    “True, according to Charest who heard it directly from Gossett.” 
 
    Selanda shook her head and ran her fingers through her tangle of light hair. 
 
    “This just keeps getting better and better.” 
 
    “Come on,” Roxie pleaded, “we just had a huge breakthrough today. Can we at least make it through twenty-four hours before everything is terrible again?” 
 
    Selanda flushed and reached for the young woman. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said. “You’re right. Absolutely right. What happened today was a remarkable achievement. The first step toward finding a way through this crisis. We should never forget that, no matter what else is happening.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Shawna interjected, “Gossett is pretty sure something bad is coming our way. He had Charest get all the security personnel together and reinforce our position at the gate, doubling all patrols. They’ve started recruiting anyone capable of carrying a weapon. I’m betting he’s holding this meeting right now to make this all public.” 
 
    “Everyone!” Gossett said from the front of the room, lifting one hand slightly to signal the crowd. “Everyone!” 
 
    The chatter around the room slowly eased into quiet murmurs, those who were standing starting to settle themselves into the even rows of chairs. 
 
    “Please have a seat! This will be short and sweet. I don’t want to keep you too long, there’s important work to do!” 
 
    Voices quickly hushed throughout the conference room as people settled in, turning to face front. Even Jasmine slowly eased the lid of her laptop closed and pushed it away as she leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “First and foremost,” Gossett began, his fingers curling around the top of the podium, “I have to tell you all how proud I am of what we’ve accomplished here over the last two months, all culminating in the launch of the satellite this morning. A series of incredible, almost impossible, achievements that would not have been possible without the sacrifices you’ve all made.” He stopped for a moment, his eyes moving to Roxie, who shifted somewhat uncomfortably in her seat. “Some of you have made the ultimate sacrifice and I want to promise you that those we have lost will never be forgotten.” 
 
    Selanda and Shawna exchanged a curious glance as Gossett paused for another moment, clearing his throat. 
 
    “I have known most of you in this room for a very long time; we have worked shoulder to shoulder to make Eagle Atmospheric one of the most important companies in the world, and for that, I thank you. Our lives have not always been easy, but everything we’ve done has been with the best interests of our nation and our planet at heart.” 
 
    His expression faltered slightly and Selanda narrowed her eyes, wondering where that particular thread was leading. 
 
    “I have made decisions along the way,” he continued. “Made choices that I regret. I aligned myself with questionable people and let myself be led by their agendas, not by what was best for us or this planet, and for that, I am deeply regretful.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Shawna whispered. 
 
    “But there has never been a more important time to get on the right path, and I swear to all of you in this room that whatever happens next, every decision I make is with the best interests of all of you in mind. We’ve built something here. More than just a company—more than a compound. We have a community, a community where everyone has a role and everyone has a voice. Times have been tough, and I won’t lie to you all, times are not going to get any easier, but I want you all to know I recognize my mistakes, I have learned from them and the way forward is with a clear conscience.” 
 
    Heads nodded throughout the room, seeming to understand what he was referring to. 
 
    “That being said,” Gossett continued, “shortly after the satellite launch this morning, I received a radio call. It was from someone I had, at one point, considered a friend. Someone in a position of power, potentially greater now than ever before. This person made it clear that he is unhappy with what we’ve done.” 
 
    Voices murmured throughout the room, heads swiveling so people could look at each other. 
 
    “You heard that right,” Gossett continued. “A man who I considered a friend, a man who should have a vested interest in the survival of humanity, threatened me because we dared to launch a satellite into orbit without asking him first.” Gossett cleared his throat again, his fingers tightening on the top of the podium. “This man, as I said, is in a position of power, and in fact may now be the acting President of the United States.” 
 
    Voices rose, a few people gasping in surprise. Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest and looked at her boss with a strange, intense glare. 
 
    “This man made it quite clear that he considers the satellite launch an act of aggression and he will be sending military forces into Kansas City to confront us. To confront me.” 
 
    Voices grew louder and more intense. 
 
    “I have already spoken with Charest,” Gossett gestured toward the man, still standing at attention in the corner of the room, “and we’ve deployed additional security throughout the compound, especially at the front gate. We’ve taken every truck we have and parked them between the gate and the buildings as a sort of barricade.” He looked over at Charest. “We’ve emptied the majority of our fuel reserves and have reinforced our defensive position, but make no mistake, our entire way of life is under direct threat.” 
 
    One man reached over to a woman next to him, pulling her tight as she lowered her head, her shoulders shaking gently. 
 
    “We have come a long way,” Gossett continued, “but there is a much longer way to go, and the road ahead could be very dangerous.” 
 
    Shawna noticed that even though he had a packet of paper on the podium in front of him, he hadn’t referenced it once, nor had he flipped any pages. He might have prepared a speech, but he wasn’t reading from it. 
 
    “I want you all to listen to me when I say,” he continued, “the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours could be very dangerous. I am giving all of you the opportunity to leave Eagle Atmospheric.” 
 
    Voices gasped again and a few more heads shook in staunch, visible refusal of the idea. 
 
    “I realize many of you have nowhere to go and nobody to go to beyond the family that is here with you, but I feel it necessary to emphasize just how dangerous things are going to get around here. I will not be leaving. I am staying here and holding my ground, whatever it takes, but I will not question anyone who wants to head to safer ground. There will be no shame, no accusations, and no attempts to coerce you to stay.” 
 
    Nobody stood. The voices quieted, and everyone continued looking at him. 
 
    “This is your chance,” Gossett continued, his voice cracking slightly. “If you decide to stay, please understand we will be asking for everyone’s help in pushing back whatever attack comes our way. The man who called me made it known that they are not interested in taking prisoners.” 
 
    Shawna’s eyes roamed around the room and she could actually see people starting to sit straighter in their chairs, squaring their shoulders, tightening fists in their laps. 
 
    Gossett stood there for a few long, silent moments, waiting for people to stand from their chairs and walk out, but nobody did. Everyone remained right where they were. Gossett lowered his head for a moment and pressed his closed fist to his mouth, gathering himself. 
 
    “Every decision I’ve made in my life, good or bad, has led us to this moment. I strongly believe this is the turning point in the future of not just America, but the future of the free world. Every one of you will very likely play a role in humanity’s next hundred years. We cannot let the political leadership in Washington press their boots to our necks, especially at a critical moment like this.” 
 
    Voices grew louder, speaking in support of what he was saying. Gossett appeared to be emotional as he stood at the podium, gathering up the strength to continue talking. 
 
    “I have many regrets,” he finally continued, “not the least of which is a series of questionable decisions that may have directly led to where we are right now. I am not proud of those decisions; I am painfully remorseful for any role I or this company played in what has transpired here. I should have seen the evil for what it was far earlier. But I cannot erase the past. All I can do is to try and make up for past transgressions as we look toward the future.” 
 
    Shawna looked over at Tristan, who was looking back at her, a look of compassion on his face that Shawna honestly envied. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be capable of such compassion, especially for a man like Edmond Gossett. 
 
    “Everyone in this room,” he continued, “stood by me when I didn’t deserve it. But now we must all stand together as one, not as a CEO and his employees but as human beings, side by side, prepared to fight for not just our future, but for all of mankind’s.” His hands closed to fists, resting on the podium and his expression hardened as he looked out at the group. “We will not go quietly. We will not go easily. Humanity deserves better than that.” 
 
    In spite of herself, Shawna felt a swell of emotion in her chest, something that almost resembled pride. 
 
    “Each and every one of you is family. As a family, we will pull together and fight for what we know is right.” He drew in a deep breath, his eyes roaming the room, slowly making their way from face to face and chair to chair. “Who’s with me?” 
 
    There was a heartbeat of silence and for a moment, Shawna was worried that perhaps his speech hadn’t resonated. She wondered if maybe people would simply shrug, stand up, and walk out. 
 
    But that didn’t happen. People shot up from their chairs, their fists thrusting into the air, a chorus of angry cheers echoing within the tight confines of the conference room. All as one, the people crammed into the room accepted and acknowledged their role in humanity’s future and Shawna was both proud and petrified all at once. 
 
    Their voices hadn’t even begun fading when a rapid-fire slam of fists on the closed door broke the din of their shouting. Voices quieted and heads turned, looking toward the door. Shawna closed her fist at her side, already knowing what the slamming fists meant. 
 
    “In!” shouted Gossett, the tone of his voice telling her that he realized what was likely coming as well. 
 
    The door pushed open, revealing a man in a Deadbolt Security uniform. His face was pale, his eyes wide, and he held his rifle in one tightly clenched fist. 
 
    “They’re coming,” he said. 
 
    Only two simple words, but everyone in the room knew what they meant and knew the significance of what he was saying. Everyone turned and looked toward Gossett for direction, and he looked back at them. 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    # 
 
    “We’ve got twenty minutes at the most,” Charest barked, striding swiftly across the parking lot, with Shawna struggling to keep pace. The campus of Eagle Atmospheric was awash with activity, people running from building to building, an assembly line of weapons being handed out forming by the front courtyard of the administrative building. 
 
    Shawna’s eyes roamed along the thick brick wall to the north of the compound, running west to east several feet high, which had helped keep them relatively separated and segregated from the violence occurring within the city over the past two months. A fuel truck was parked just to the right of the front gate, which was reinforced steel and currently pulled tightly closed, a makeshift blockade of broken-up furniture stacked up on the inside to prevent forced entry. 
 
    Several uniformed Deadbolt Security operators spread throughout the front wall, each of them holding tactical rifles, though Shawna suspected most of them were semi-automatic AR-15 style rifles and not the military-issued carbines. There were a handful of those, she knew, mostly the ones they’d brought in themselves, but compared to whatever the military was going to throw at them, mostly insignificant. 
 
    “According to our advanced recon, they’re rolling through downtown KC right now,” he continued. “Five Humvees with roof-mounted turrets and at least two transports. Transports appear to be M1084 five-ton cargo trucks, each one of them with two long benches. The benches were all full, though he didn’t get a good idea of an actual head count.” 
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    “Not good,” Charest agreed. “The interesting thing is that not all of the men in the transports were uniformed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Charest stopped walking for a moment, turning to get in close to her. 
 
    “He said it looked like a mixture of military and gangbangers. Like maybe they recruited some of the West Side posse kids.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Charest shrugged. 
 
    “All I can assume is that they wanted to hit us fast and didn’t want to wait for additional backup.” 
 
    “This could be a good thing, right? Not as many highly trained soldiers?” 
 
    “That’s true, but that also means they’re unpredictable. At least with the military, we can generally guess at their tactics. I’ve got a few veterans on my squad who have already been drawing up some potential battle plans. Introducing gangbangers into the mix—nobody really has a clue what any of them will do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna agreed. She glanced toward the front gate where a few more vehicles were being pushed across the pavement so fuel wouldn’t be wasted driving them. “So, what’s our defensive strategy?” 
 
    Charest pointed to the parked cars. 
 
    “We’ve manually moved a bunch of our smaller cars to just this side of the front wall, figuring they’ll hit that first to gain entry. The vehicles will add a secondary line of defense.” He turned and gestured throughout the rest of the parking lot. Several concrete barriers had been moved to strategic places throughout the pavement, almost two dozen of them in total. “We managed to get these concrete barriers deployed throughout the open pavement area to provide cover to our counterforces and also to hopefully slow any advance.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, then turned and looked at the administration building. 
 
    “Anyone in admin?” 
 
    Charest shook his head. 
 
    “Not a full complement. We’re making our stand in the R&D building. It’s reinforced concrete without as many windows and weak points. Plus, it’s farther back; they’ll have to push all the way through the parking lot to make it back that far.” 
 
    “Good call,” Shawna said. “What else?” 
 
    Charest smiled slyly.  
 
    “We’ve got some surprises for them, too,” he said. Pointing back toward the front gate, he turned slightly so she could see where he was pointing. “That fuel truck actually has some gas in it. We’re hoping we can draw them in, slow them down with those stacked cars, then blow the truck.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “We’ve got a few other fuel traps set throughout the parking lot as well. Once they get through the car barriers, we have controlled channels of fuel and if we ignite the gas it’ll create some pretty fierce firewalls through here.” 
 
    “Damn. You guys did all of this in the past day?” 
 
    “It’s amazing how motivating sudden impending death can be.” 
 
    “How many troops do we have on our side?” 
 
    “Besides not nearly enough? I don’t have an exact count. Thirty or forty at least, though many of them are barely trained.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, looking as another concrete barrier was dragged across the pavement by a truck, chains clattering as they strained to move the heavy slab. 
 
    “I hope you’re not feeling too confident,” Charest said, lowering his voice. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Those Humvees—the ones with the roof turrets? Two of those could wipe us out in a matter of seconds. They’ve got five. The only hope we have is surprise and a bunch of dumb luck.” 
 
    “Well, here’s to a little luck, then,” Shawna said. 
 
    “We need more than a little,” Charest replied. “Come on, let’s get back to R&D, we need to—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. Before he could speak the next word the blistering sound of a heavy machine gun ripped open the night air and the entire world descended into chaos. 
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    Ricochet sparks shot up from the steel gate as bullets tore into the metal, screaming up into the darkness. 
 
    “Cover!” Charest screamed, glaring at Shawna. “Get under cover!” 
 
    Spinning toward the courtyard of the administration building, Shawna saw the weapons assembly line starting to scatter. Her own M4 carbine was over her shoulder and she lowered her head, bolting forward as two more chattering heavy machine guns joined the first. 
 
    “Shawna!” Tristan shouted, waving his hand from the grass to her right. Roxie lingered behind him, holding a bolt-action rifle in two hands. 
 
    “Both of you get under cover!” she shouted back. “They’re here!” Voices were shouting across the parking lot, shadowed figures running toward various concrete barriers, ducking for cover. Deadbolt Security uniformed combatants were converging on the metal gate as more rounds punched into it. Shawna looked back over her shoulder, watching as another loud, bright burst slammed hard into the gate, several rounds drilling through the metal surface.  
 
    The parking lot erupted in a rooster tail of puffing concrete dust and chunks of broken pavement, sending gunmen scattering. A motor roared just on the other side of the front wall and there was a sudden impact of metal on metal with tires screaming. 
 
    Steel buckled and the two halves of the gate exploded open as the grill of a Humvee slammed hard into the seam between the two gates, forcing it open. 
 
    “That didn’t take long!” Charest shouted, dropping behind a concrete barrier next to Shawna. He had another M4 tucked close to him as he pressed his shoulder to the smooth surface of their cover. 
 
    Machine gun fire echoed in the near distance, chased by frantic shouts. Charest wore his full Deadbolt Security uniform, which included a small walkie-talkie clipped to his vest and he thumbed the button. 
 
    “Gate defense, report!” he shouted. 
 
    “Humvee has broken through!” a voice came back, unrecognizable amongst the noise of the weapons fire. “We are engaging with the Humvee now! Turret gunner has been neutralized, but there are—” 
 
    More gunfire exploded and the voice cut off in a squelch of static. Shawna could hear small-caliber fire interlaced with the heavy drumbeat of fifty caliber farther away. 
 
    “Gate defense, come back!” Charest shouted. There was no voice in return. “Dammit,” he hissed, glancing up over the top edge of the barrier, and Shawna followed suit. The area by the gate was already chaos. The Humvee that had broken through was slammed broadside into one of the secondary vehicles used as a backup blockade, smoke rising into the air. A body was slumped over in the roof turret and she could see another splayed out on the parking lot next to the vehicle. Several Eagle Atmospheric commandos were huddled behind other cars as a second Humvee’s fifty caliber roared, tearing up pavement and metal, throwing grit and broken glass into the air as men scattered away from the carnage. 
 
    As she watched, one of the Deadbolt runners was struck with a round and pitched forward, tumbling across the pavement, legs sprawling. 
 
    “First Humvee has been incapacitated!” Charest shouted. “But another right behind.” Shawna followed his gaze toward the fuel truck parked nearby. 
 
    “Is it time to spring that trap?” she asked. 
 
    “Not yet. We can’t waste it on a single Humvee, we need to draw more of them into the funnel!” He pressed his radio again. “Gate defense, if you can hear me! Pull back! Pull back! We need to draw them deeper in, set the trap so we can spring it!” 
 
    Shawna could see one of the Deadbolt gunmen leaning over and yelling at another, then gesturing toward them, evidently hearing the command, even if he couldn’t respond to it. Slowly, they started to backpedal, keeping their heads down as the turret of the second Humvee wheeled around, spraying the car they were hiding behind with heavy fire. Shawna turned around to tell Tristan to head for shelter, but the parking lot behind her was empty, neither Tristan nor Roxie currently visible. 
 
    She wondered for a moment where he might be, but quickly cast it out of her mind as more gunfire roared from the gate area, the second Humvee pushing its way deeper into the compound. Using its reinforced grill as a plow, it struck the rear section of the stalled-out vehicle in front of it, pushing it to the side and moving slowly forward, the fifty caliber sweeping a deadly barrage in a wide arc. 
 
    The men in the Deadbolt uniforms had started pulling back, then dropped back down when the next flurry of heavy fire screamed over their head, some rounds ripping apart the roof of the car they were hiding behind, others knocking massive chunks of parking lot free in sprays of dust and dirt just ahead of them. 
 
    “They’re trapped!” Charest said. “We can’t set off that fuel truck until they’re clear!” 
 
    “That gunner isn’t going to let them move,” Shawna said, narrowing her eyes at the Humvee, barely able to make out the shadowy figure in the roof turret. As she watched, one of the Deadbolt operatives shot up from behind the car and rattled off a few quick shots at the gunner, bullets pinging off the metal Humvee, glancing away in trails of white sparks. Several men charged through on foot, working their way through the tangle of vehicles at the gate, opening fire on the Eagle Atmospheric militia man. 
 
    “They’ve dispatched ground pounders!” Charest shouted, then thumbed his radio. “Men on foot at the front gate! Repeat, we’ve got men on foot!” 
 
    More small-arms fire echoed from their right as gunmen for Eagle lurched up from behind their barriers, opening fire on softer targets. Gunfire roared back in their direction, a violent orchestra of noise reverberating back and forth faster than Shawna’s eyes could track. 
 
    “This is carnage,” she hissed, shouldering her own weapon and aiming at one of the foot soldiers. She fired a quick burst and the man jerked away, either going down or diving for cover, she wasn’t sure which. 
 
    “That damn Humvee turret is mucking this all up!” Charest shouted, lifting his own weapon and throwing a barrage of lead in the direction of the Humvee, an effort he knew was fruitless, but at least it was something. There was a brief respite as the man in the turret loaded fresh ammunition into the fifty caliber. Several of the Deadbolt operatives emerged from cover and riddled the Humvee with small-arms fire, but besides a scattering of white and yellow sparks, no sign of any damage could be seen. Foot soldiers from the invading army moved in, weapons blasting, and at least one Deadbolt gunman was thrown to the turf, the others scrambling for cover. 
 
    “We’re already screwed,” Charest grumbled as he peeked out from behind his own shelter. The turret swung and erupted again, a stream of tracer rounds pelting the car that Eagle Atmospheric gunmen were hiding behind, chewing it apart, spraying shards of glass, metal, and splintered plastic into the air. 
 
    Shawna closed her eyes, leaning back against the concrete barricade, listening to the fusillade of gunfire all around them. They were in a war zone; there was no other way to put it and, not for the first time, she suspected they might not make it out alive. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard splintering glass from somewhere close by and she opened her eyes, looking up at the administrative building a short distance away. A gun barrel emerged from within, extending through a shattered pane of second floor window. It cracked, a single echoing report, the barrel jerking as the muzzle flash exploded from it, sending a long-range round downwind toward the approaching army. 
 
    Jerking up from cover, she swung around just in time to see the man in the Humvee turret thrash backwards, his hands shooting up as a bullet struck him, the sniper shot from the admin building fast and true. 
 
    “He’s down!” she screamed. “Turret gunner is down!” 
 
    Charest jerked up from behind cover, already thumbing his radio. 
 
    “Gunner’s down! Gate defense pull back right now! Right damned now!” 
 
    They all followed the instruction, keeping their heads low, but sprinting forward, away from the shattered remnants of the shot-up vehicle, running across the parking lot, their boots thudding on pavement. 
 
    Shawna looked up toward the broken window and saw Tristan’s face emerge on the other side of the glass, his hand extending a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Go, Big T!” she screamed and pumped her fist and he nodded happily. 
 
    Another Humvee blasted through the gate, pushing the second one aside and suddenly more fifty-caliber fire exploded from the barrel. That barrage wasn’t aimed at the gunmen on the ground, however. It was aimed at the administration building. 
 
    Tristan jerked back away from the glass just as the windows and brickwork were slathered with incoming fire, bullets pounding hard into the exterior wall, sending rust-colored chunks in a wide arc out from the points of impact. 
 
    “Tristan!” Shawna screamed as the second level of the admin building was ravaged by high-powered fire. 
 
    Charest squeezed the radio button. 
 
    “They’re in!” he shouted. “Kill that tanker truck! NOW!” 
 
    Charest pressed his hand to Shawna’s back and lurched forward and down, dragging her down with him just as a flat clap of thunder rolled over the pavement and the blistering explosion tore upon the darkness, revealing the scalding fires of hell beyond. 
 
    # 
 
    Charest leaped up from cover, shouldering his rifle and firing, his eyes wide at the devastation before him. The fuel truck had exploded on cue, blasting massive chunks of the brick wall to smithereens and ripping the steel gates from their hinges, throwing them askew like a bored child with uninteresting toys. 
 
    Three Humvees were little more than blackened husks within the wall of fire, the detonated truck igniting the concealed fire walls and sending up an angry scowl of hot flame. Charest had to close his eyes and turn partially away as the waves of heat cascaded over him and Shawna, the air rippling around the churning fire and rising smoke. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he whispered, not knowing what else to say. The entire front parking lot of the Eagle Atmospheric campus was a raging inferno, twisting fingers of white-hot fire grasping toward the air as if trying to close around the columns of darkened smoke. 
 
    He could hear low cheers coming from the other concrete barriers, the momentary victory celebrated by the dozens of Deadbolt operatives and other brave volunteers who had stepped forward to help hold the line against the approaching army. There was a moment of victory, bright and sun-filled, a quick bloom of triumph within Shawna’s chest, even though she was looking up at the broken and ravaged administration building and could no longer see Tristan in any of the windows. 
 
    “Move!” Charest said. “We’ve gotta move, this ain’t over!” Underneath the constant chatter of weapons fire and the crackle of angry flames, there was a low rumble, almost like thunder, except it wasn’t coming from the clouds. It was coming from lower. Closer. 
 
    Shawna glanced over her shoulder as they dashed from one barricade to the next. Scattered foot soldiers from the military invaders spread out along the parking lot, opening fire at them as they ran, and even above that sound, above the bullets pounding the asphalt, she could hear it. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked, looking back at the roiling flames blocking whatever was on the other side of the brick wall. 
 
    Up ahead two Deadbolt Security gunmen rose from cover and opened fire, shooting at their pursuers. Fire came back, striking the barricade and sending them diving for cover. 
 
    “I hope Tristan’s okay,” Shawna whispered, looking back over at the administration building, its facade riddled with ragged bullet holes, three windows on the second level shattered, gaping wounds in the flesh of the structure. 
 
    They reached the next barricade and dropped down behind it as chunks of concrete dust puffed in the air just behind them. 
 
    “We did it!” a voice shouted from not too far away. 
 
    “Stay alert!” Charest screamed. “This isn’t over!” 
 
    The roaring got louder as ten ground pounders continued moving forward, shouldered weapons firing, their faces alight by the crackling flames. Charest positioned himself against the barricade, lifting his weapon and pointing it at the glorified infantry. He squeezed off several shots, and one of the approaching men hit the ground, others spreading farther apart. 
 
    The roaring was even louder, and he let the barrel of his weapon drop, looking out toward the wall of orange and yellow light. There was a scraping sound, a sudden metallic slam, and a silhouetted shape burst through the fires at full speed, hurtling into the parking lot, its angled hide tossing aside one smoldering vehicle like a man kicking a toy truck. 
 
    The vehicle surged inwards, trailing smoke and fire from its toughened hide, then the tires squealed as it came around, a large, lumbering beast that now loomed before them, engine growling angrily. 
 
    It was a Bearcat transport, an armored truck owned and operated by the Kansas City SWAT Team, and its twin headlights glared at them like angry eyes, a roof-mounted heavy machine gun slowly swiveling as it looked for its next target. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Shawna whispered. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    Chasing right behind it was one of the M1084 transports, barreling through the path that Bearcat had created, tires bouncing over uneven ground. It screeched to a halt next to the armored truck and armed men poured from the rear of it, leaping from the benches and dropping down to the pavement, charging forward and opening fire. 
 
    “Reinforcements!” Charest screamed, popping up and squeezing off an automatic burst of fire, spraying it wildly, hoping to catch a few enemies in its wake. The cheers of triumph had all died out, leaving a sort of strange, sublime silence as many of the Eagle Atmospheric resistance stared upon these two new vehicles and all of their soldiers in dismay. 
 
    Charest squeezed the button on his radio. 
 
    “Second wave! Second wave right now!” He looked back and saw a few people running toward them, charging from the R&D building, many of them holding Molotov cocktails in their hands, the slung cloths lit with hot fire. Two of them arced over his and Shawna’s heads, tumbling end over end, finally splintering to the ground and spreading a carpet of flame along the pavement. Approaching foot soldiers held up, slowing their charge, getting into position, and opening fire with their weapons. 
 
    The fifty caliber on the Bearcat opened up as well, a loud, sustained roar of heavy weapons. The orange tracers screamed through the air, arching gently over their heads, but fell right into the approaching men and women with flaming bottles. Most of them scattered and ran for cover, but a few were caught in the initial burst, their bodies twisting and jerking with the impact of bullets screaming at them at eight hundred rounds per minute. 
 
    Three more cocktails flew over their heads, shattering against one of the concrete barriers, throwing flaming fuel across the faces of two approaching commandos. They screamed and stumbled backwards, clawing at their flesh and clothes as if they might actually be able to peel away the fire without removing their own flesh. 
 
    Another foot soldier broke free of the carnage and charged the barrier where Charest and Shawna hid, and she ducked just as incoming bullets pelted the concrete. 
 
    “Incoming!” she hissed, but Charest was ejecting a magazine and fishing for another. Two swift cracks echoed, and the charging commando pitched forward, faceplanting into the concrete as Tristan emerged from the shadows of the administration building, holding his bolt-action rifle close to him. Grass blasted from his feet as he ran, but he kept his head down and charged forward, finally reaching the barricade. 
 
    “Glad to see you made it!” Shawna shouted. 
 
    Tristan nodded, gasping for breath. 
 
    “I’m too old for this!” 
 
    “Where’s Roxie?” Charest asked. 
 
    “I sent her ahead to R&D. The bulk of our resistance is forming there. It’s our last stand!” 
 
    “I don’t much like that term,” Charest replied, “but it’s tough for me to argue with right now.” 
 
    There was another guttural growl and the Bearcat’s engine gunned to life, the truck lunging forward, bearing down on them. 
 
    “We’ve got nothing that can pierce that armor!” Charest shouted. 
 
    “I know,” Tristan replied.  
 
    “So, what do we do?” Shawna asked. Tristan started to open his mouth, but Shawna shook her head. “Don’t even tell me to put faith in God on this one, Big T!” 
 
    “I was going to say we run like hell and hope they’re bad shots,” Tristan said with a shrug. 
 
    Another ragged trench of broken concrete opened up to his left as bullets stitched along the parking lot. Charest nodded. 
 
    “We’ve got one more trick up our sleeve,” he said. “Let’s go!” He charged to his feet, keeping his head low, then planted one foot, swung around, and opened fire. “Go, go, go!” he shouted, walking his automatic left to right. Shawna didn’t even hesitate; she lunged forward, Tristan just behind her, both of them running as fast as they could in their hunched-over states. Charest pulled the weapon back close to him, popped out the magazine, slammed in another, then followed them, running as fast as they could across the parking lot. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Bills squinted through the searing pain in her temple and looked up at Sergeant Sausito, his arm extended, the pistol aimed at Joel through the chain-link barrier between them. There was a deep, penetrating pain in her left temple, a piercing agony, radiating outward in even, rippling throbs, crashing like ocean waves against raw nerve endings. She was on the ground, propped up with a single arm, her other arm lifted toward the three soldiers in the doorway. 
 
    “Don’t…” she said, lifting a hand, the slight motion almost sending her over sideways. As she watched, Sausito’s finger moved from the trigger guard to the trigger. Joel stood where he was, not moving, not begging for mercy, just standing, glaring at the men through the narrow slit of his swollen eyes, still purple with bruising. 
 
    “You think you scare me?” he asked, and Bills could tell by the tone of his voice that the words were anything but false bravado. He had no fear of these men or of what they would do. Whatever came next, he was ready for it. 
 
    “Don’t much care if we do,” Sausito said, “you’ll be dead regardless.” His finger seemed to caress the curved material of the trigger, massaging it as he tensed the muscles in his hand. 
 
    “Sarge?” one of the other soldiers asked, putting a hand to his shoulder. “You hear that?” 
 
    Sausito’s narrowed eyes darted to the man, his finger flexing a bit, relaxing from its pull. Bills looked at them and, in fact, she could hear it, too. 
 
    “Is that an engine?” one of the soldiers asked, bringing his weapon up. “Whatever it is, it’s coming close—” 
 
    Bills looked over at Joel, who met her eyes, both of them silently asking the other questions neither of them knew the answers to. Scrambling to her feet, Bills moved toward the soldiers, fighting back a wave of dizziness as they passed back through the door. She glanced over Sausito’s right shoulder and saw the same thing they all saw. 
 
    Several yards away, thundering across the grass-covered hill leading toward the building was a pair of bright, gleaming eyes. 
 
    Not eyes. Headlights. 
 
    There was no street there, no road or alley, it was just grass. Yet a truck was charging in their direction, moving at an insane rate of speed and showing no sign of slowing down or deviating from its course. 
 
    Just when things couldn’t get worse— 
 
    “Open fire!” Sausito screamed and the two soldiers shouldered their rifles as he held out his pistol in two hands and they all began firing wildly at the approaching vehicle, the slamming thunder of gunfire almost deafening in the enclosed prefab structure. Sparks ripped from the hood, dancing across the thick metal, bullets whining off the armored hide of the truck. 
 
    It wasn’t just a truck, Bills saw. It was a military transport. As it approached, she could see some markings on the driver’s side door, though with the truck’s bumping she couldn’t really make it out clearly. 
 
    “Tires, aim for the tires!” Sausito shouted and the three men moved farther out onto the grass outside the prefab prison structure, spraying the air with automatic fire. The engine of the transport growled as the truck charged toward them and Bills stumbled back from the opened doorway, wheeling around. 
 
    “Joel!” she shouted. “Get back! Against the far wall!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    The engine seemed to be all around them, the truck thundering toward them and she could see the beams from its headlight shooting into the building, the shadowed forms of the men outside silhouetted against the pale light. Bills threw herself forward and hit the ground, rolling hard to the right, waiting for the inevitable collision. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen lifted her head over the steering wheel as another shower of bullets pelted the windshield, drilling tiny holes into the glass. Pressing down on the accelerator, she guided the large truck to the right, then lifted her foot and pounded it down as hard as she could, the engine roaring so loud she almost couldn’t hear the gunfire ahead. 
 
    The three soldiers were awash in the splash of the headlights, but she didn’t veer away. She continued her forward progress, barreling at a swift pace. She saw one of the men eject his magazine and reach for the next, but knew he wouldn’t be quick enough. 
 
    The truck slammed hard into him and the guy with the pistol, the corner of the grill pounding just between them. With a muffled grunt, the one with the rifle was thrown forward and up, his spine cracking the windshield as he tumbled away across the passenger side. 
 
    The one with the pistol was struck in the left hip and sent cartwheeling wildly to the right, spinning in a complete flip as he collided into the third man, all of the soldiers sprawling away, clearing the path for the prefab structure. 
 
    Helen didn’t slow. She brought the truck even faster, roaring down the slope of the hill and sent it plowing directly into the building, the vinyl and metal exterior buckling underneath the impact of the two-ton truck. Walls crumpled, metal split and the truck ripped through the building as though it were a baseball bat bashing through a sheet of tissue paper. Swinging the wheel swiftly to the right, Helen stomped on the brakes, bringing the back of the vehicle around in a grass-flattening slide, the tires digging grooves in the soft dirt. 
 
    The truck stopped, embedded in the small building, surrounded by ripped and twisted walls and bent metal framing, a shorn sheet of chain-link fence resting across the blunt hood of the large vehicle. 
 
    She gasped hard breaths, her heart hammering in her chest, a rapid-fire drumbeat that felt too quick even for her young age. Drawing in a breath, she kicked the driver’s side door open and jumped out onto the ground, landing in a painful crouch. 
 
    Sergeant Bills was lying on the ground about ten feet away, huddled against the far wall of the building’s interior—the only wall that was still standing. She was staring back at her with wide eyes, at first with fear, then with astonishment as she saw who stepped out. 
 
    “Helen?” she breathed, pressing a hand to her chest. “Is that you?” 
 
    Helen didn’t answer, she just rounded the opened driver’s side door and went to where the jail cell had been. Joel sat in the far corner of the remains of the prison cell, which had been left gaping open, one of the metal walls ripped free by the truck’s collision. He looked up at her through his swollen eye and ran the back of his hand over his blood-caked lips. 
 
    “Holy shit, Helen,” was all he said. 
 
    Helen thought back to one of her favorite movie franchises and extended a hand. 
 
    “Come with me if you want to live.” 
 
    Joel didn’t get the joke, but he curled his fingers around what was left of the chain-link cell wall and eased himself painfully to his feet, limping toward her. 
 
    “We need to go right now,” Helen said, then looked over her shoulder. “I don’t know how long we have.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The soldiers had me,” she said. “They had me dead to rights. I had to tell him.” 
 
    “Tell him what? Tell who what?” 
 
    “Ali,” Helen replied. “Ali knows we’re here.” 
 
    Joel lowered his chin, trying to steady his own rapid breathing. 
 
    “Wait!” Bills said, holding up a hand. She crawled to her feet and made her way to a locker against the far wall that had remained intact even after the collision. She unlatched the locker door and swung it open, pulling out a familiar backpack. Joel’s Bug Out Bag thudded down onto the floor, complete with his modular bow and arrow and still bulging with at least some of the supplies they’d come to Cheyenne with. 
 
    “The truck?” Joel asked. Somewhere in the city a siren sounded, loud and long. 
 
    “Too obvious,” Bills said, shaking her head. “The military knows you stole it. You’ll never be able to get out of the city with it.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Go,” Bills said. “Run. I’ll take the truck. I’ll lead them in the other direction while you head up into the trees.” 
 
    “Won’t they come after you?” Helen asked. “They might shoot—” 
 
    “That’s my problem, not yours,” Bills said. “No more questions.” She extended an arm and pointed in the general direction of the trees on the west side of the city. “Just go!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Joel said, putting his hands on Bills’s shoulders as Helen scooped up his bug out bag. “We won’t forget this.” 
 
    “Just—survive,” was all that Bills could think of to say. “Find your family and remember what happened here.” 
 
    “I will,” Helen replied. Engines rumbled in the distance, the chorus of approaching military vehicles. Bills stepped behind them and climbed up into the truck, gunning the engine, belching out a thick cloud of exhaust. Helen gave Joel the backpack and he slung it over his shoulder, the two of them exchanging a brief, affectionate look. Then they took off at an adrenaline-fueled run, charging west away from downtown. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Machine gun fire chased them as they ran, heads down, weaving in and out of the scattered concrete barricades, doing whatever they could do to keep cover between them and the approaching military. A stitch of bullet holes raked a barrier to Charest’s left, slapping small chunks of rock free, and he urged Shawna to veer to the right.  
 
    Tristan was lingering behind, running as fast as he could, just trying to keep up. Figures emerged on either side of them, men and women popping up from behind cover, throwing gunfire back at the soldiers, filling the darkening sky with an onslaught of lead. 
 
    “Building’s just up ahead!” gasped Charest, pointing toward the looming structure as they passed to the right of the skeletal frame of the metallic launchpad that had, earlier that same day, been the source of such accomplishment. There was still blackened pavement around the structure, an ornate construct of metal scaffolding and bolted crossbeams a few stories tall in the rear parking lot. 
 
    A muffled thump came from behind them, a sound that Charest recognized, and he lurched to the right, pushing Shawna along to speed her run and turning to look at Tristan. 
 
    “Faster!” he screamed. A soft whistling sound came from his left and there was a sudden blistering impact, the road about ten feet to his left erupting in a sudden, smoky blast, fire coughing up large chunks of paved parking lot, throwing smoke and ash in fine grit over the runners. 
 
    “What was that?” Shawna shouted. 
 
    “M203 round, I think!” Charest barked back. “Grenade launcher!” 
 
    A figure emerged from the building ahead, frantically waving to the side. 
 
    “Garage! Everyone is assembling in the garage!” the man shouted, pointing to a rectangular building attached to the research and development offices. It was the building where most of the satellite construction had happened, a long, steel structure with a wide-open bay door on each side of the building so trucks could come and go from either angle. 
 
    As they spoke there was another thump and a spiral of something chased by tails of smoke until it finally struck the upper level of the R&D building, detonating against its rigid hide, blasting chunks of broken brick from the wall. A shower of shrapnel scattered across the pavement as they ran, smoke stinging their eyes. Charest halted for a moment, wheeling around with his weapon elevated. He saw a shadowed figure pitch backwards, shouting as they were struck by gunfire. The armored Bearcat was moving forward at a swift pace, surrounded by men on foot. Everything was lit in a pale orange color, residual flame and smoke outlining everything in a strange, ominous hue. 
 
    The armored vehicle and its commandos were little more than darkened shapes against the orange and gray smoke behind them, looking as though they were emerging from the pits of Hades to exact vengeance on the land above in service to their dark master. 
 
    Charest unleashed a torrent of gunfire at the approaching group, targeting a few of the foot soldiers, but wasn’t sure he actually struck any of them. 
 
    “Come on!” Shawna shouted. “We’re running out of time! That armored truck is moving quick!” 
 
    “All of you!” a voice shouted from the opened garage door and Charest turned to see Edmond Gossett waving his arms from the parking lot outside the steel building. “This way! Quickly!” 
 
    Charest and Shawna followed his gestures and sprinted toward the open bay door, other friendlies peeling back from cover and back-stepping along with them, rattling off return fire as they did so. There was a staccato punch-punch-punch of fifty-caliber fire and one of the men to Shawna’s left went spinning down amid an upward burst of broken pavement and concrete dust, slumping to the ground, his weapon clattering away. He’d been less than ten feet away. Ten feet separating life and death, a split-second decision made by the gunner of the Bearcat, a simple choice that ended another life and spared hers. 
 
    If cats had nine lives, how many did she have at that point? She was afraid to count. Ducking around the edge of the opened bay door, they moved inside as more gunfire chattered across the asphalt in pursuit. Three others followed them, then two more, then a few more, several of them spinning to spit back fire at the approaching army. 
 
    Shawna leaned around the edge of the opened door, looking out across the parking lot, watching as the armored car charged closer, slowing its pace to navigate through the concrete barriers, but still cruising quickly. 
 
    “That armored car will overtake us in minutes!” she shouted. “We’ve got nothing that’ll get through its hide!” 
 
    There was a quiet metallic hiss as the turret adjusted its aim, then it unleased another brief burst of fire. Shawna ducked away from the edge of the bay door as a handful of fifty caliber rounds ripped open jagged gashes in the steel frame, throwing sparks. 
 
    For the first time, she looked inside the large, open building, which served as a garage for maintenance vehicles, an enclosed construction area, and a loading dock. The building itself was large steel-frame, a tall roof lined with metal girders above them. The floor was smoothly poured concrete and beyond some shelves lining the walls and a few thick support columns was relatively clear of obstacles. A pickup truck sat in the center of the floor, pointing toward the opposite wall where the rear bay door was pulled wide open. There were several people inside—Shawna guessed the majority of the remaining Eagle Atmospheric militia—and many others lying down or seated against the walls. There were several dark pools and streaks along the floor, rust colored and tacky in the low light, and Shawna could finally see that the people lying on the ground had been separated into two different groups. 
 
    One of the groups had two people huddled over them, checking various wounds and injuries while the other group had been dragged closer to the back wall and were motionless, at least two of them staring up at the ceiling through wide, vacant eyes. 
 
    Soft whimpers of pain and anguish sounded throughout the large building, others seated against the wall, grimacing as they clutched various wounds in arms, stomachs, and even one with a hand pressed to their face, blood seeping out through closed fingers. 
 
    There were a few first aid kits strewn about, lids yanked free, supplies littering the floor in the haste to get people patched up. It truly did look like the final stand she’d thought it was. 
 
    The brief, disturbing interlude ended with another echoing blast of heavy weapons, someone on the other side of the room, diving forward to press themselves against the wall on the other side of the bay door as bullets thudded across the smooth concrete, ripping it apart. 
 
    “It’s almost on us!” the person shouted, evidently referring to the armored vehicle. 
 
    “Selanda!” Charest yelled at the woman, who was kneeling next to a bleeding man who didn’t look much older than Roxie. She snapped her head around. 
 
    “The truck!” he barked. “Get in the truck!” 
 
    “Why—” 
 
    “Just do it!” Charest moved to the side of the opened bay door and swung around, rattling off some fire. “Still coming!” he shouted. “Concentrate fire on their tires, see if we can at least pop a few of them!”  
 
    Tristan made his way past the now idling pickup truck and set up position on the opposite side of the bay door, his bolt-action rifle shouldered. He paused for a moment, looking down the length of the barrel, then squeezed the trigger, roaring off a single clap of thunder. Shawna could see him wince and shake his head, obviously missing his target. He adjusted aim slightly, then fired again, but shook his head a second time. 
 
    “Selanda, floor it!” Charest screamed, turning toward the truck. She opened her mouth to ask a question, but shut it again immediately, nodding and turning to look out the windshield. The idling engine gunned suddenly, revving to life and the truck lurched forward, back tires squealing on the smooth concrete. 
 
    Suddenly, a pair of chains which had been laying on the floor, so nondescript Shawna hadn’t even noticed them, jerked taut, the ends of them bound to the rear axle of the large pickup. The truck halted for a moment, its forward progress jerking slowly, but the engine still revved. 
 
    “Go, Selanda, go, go, go!” Charest screamed, then turned back toward the parking lot, eyes wide. Shawna couldn’t follow what was happening, but moved to the front wall, next to Charest, tucking her automatic close. The truck screamed in protest, the tires wailing, but it jolted forward again, the chains pulling straight, leading at a gradual angle from the rear of the truck, through the open door and into the parking lot outside. 
 
    The truck lurched and Shawna could hear the low, metallic groan of something from outside the building, sounding almost pained. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Charest repeated. Smoke billowed from the rear wheel wells of the truck as it struggled to move forward, the chains clacking their metallic song. More grinding and groaning echoed from outside and Shawna finally dropped low and swung around Charest, lifting her rifle so she could get a better look. 
 
    The armored car charged toward them, passing the glut of concrete barricades, but moving swiftly, its bright headlights growing by the second. Twin lengths of thick metal chain were leading from the rear of the truck out over the pavement and were attached to the top of the launchpad superstructure. Once considered the potential savior of mankind, the metallic scaffolding that made up the launchpad structure was leaning slightly, bowing, various metal girders angling away from each other. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Last-ditch effort,” Charest said, then fired a burst from his rifle, walking a tight grouping across the broad torso of an approaching gangbanger. The armored car continued forward at a high rate of speed. 
 
    “Selanda!” he shouted again, and Shawna could see her nod in the driver’s seat, then reach forward and downshift before hammering on the accelerator again. There was another whining squeal of tires on concrete, then the truck charged forward, the chains tugging. 
 
    One last mechanical protest came from the launchpad and the scaffolding bent further, then finally started to tilt, joints breaking free, metallic clasps springing loose and clattering to the ground as the reinforced mounts bent and twisted. 
 
    “Take cover!” Charest shouted and jerked back from the opened door, Shawna close behind, but as she moved away, she could see the launchpad making one final lurch toward them, tipping, the bottom foundation breaking apart. The two-story structure capsized, metal pieces separating and falling like the largest game of Jenga, each metal girder tumbling toward the parking lot. 
 
    As the Bearcat surged across the parking lot, the entire structure slammed hard down, pounding on the roof of the armored vehicle, crashing down over the parking lot, consuming a few of the approaching foot soldiers in an avalanche of twisted metal and broken plywood. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Charest shouted, pumping his fist. “Armored car is down! Repeat, the armored car is down!” 
 
    There was a low chorus of meek cheers throughout the large warehouse area, though many of the remaining Eagle Atmospheric folks were injured or not in the mood for frivolities. 
 
    “We might just make this work!” Jasmine said, moving toward Gossett, a look of happiness on her face. 
 
    Gunfire exploded from the parking lot outside, a sudden cavalcade of rapid-fire bursts, over a dozen muzzle flashes visible through the pile of metal rubble that had once been the launchpad. 
 
    A round screamed through the open bay door and drilled Jasmine in the chest as she moved toward Gossett, the impact of the bullet driving her back and around into a clumsy ballerina spin. 
 
    “Jasmine!” Gossett shouted and immediately moved to where she was lying, her shirt swiftly soaking with blood. 
 
    “Dammit, no!” Charest shouted. He turned toward Tristan, who had made his way over from the other end of the room. “Take my spot! Cover fire! It looks like there are at least a dozen more foot soldiers out there, maybe more!” He handed off his M4, which Tristan took eagerly, letting his bolt action drop to the pavement. 
 
    Tristan moved to the bay door, looking back over his shoulder as he opened fire, taking short, aimed bursts at the enemies outside. 
 
    “Jasmine! Jasmine, can you hear me?” Charest said, dropping to one knee. Shawna joined him, lowering into a crouch. 
 
    Jasmine nodded, but her lips were moving, opening and closing as if trying to take a drink. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” Gossett said, dropping to his knees on the other side of her, clasping his hands around hers. 
 
    “C—can’t get a breath,” Jasmine strained to say. “Lungs.” Pink foam had formed on her lips and Shawna could hear a soft whistling sound as she tried to breathe. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Gossett coaxed. A few gunmen charged from the corner of the room and ran toward the open bay door, returning fire on the approaching commandos. 
 
    “Not okay,” Jasmine replied. “No—operating room.” She drew in a ragged breath, more pink foam bubbling in her mouth. Her eyes searched the ceiling, then finally moved over and met Shawna’s. They widened when she saw her and for a moment, Shawna thought that maybe she was even happy to see her. 
 
    “The laptop—” Jasmine gasped, stabbing a finger toward a canvas bag on the floor. “Take it. Do something with it.” 
 
    “What?” Shawna asked. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Sat—satellite,” Jasmine gasped, then turned her head and coughed a ragged, wet cough, blood spattering Gossett’s right shoe. 
 
    “I don’t know what you need,” Shawna pleaded, moving in closer. 
 
    “Someone,” Jasmine groaned. “Anyone. Don’t—don’t let my life—go to waste. Gopal. Paul. Everyone—” Her voice was getting weaker as she spoke and the skin on her face seemed to be growing paler by the moment. 
 
    Gunfire chattered from outside and one of the reserve gunmen stumbled backwards in pain, falling to the ground. 
 
    “There are too many of them!” Tristan shouted. “We’re not going to hold!” 
 
    “Jasmine?” Shawna asked, drawing closer. “Please! What can I do?” 
 
    “Take it!” Jasmine gasped. “Save it!” She sputtered another cough, the foam on her lips now more red than pink. 
 
    “I can’t!” Shawna said. “How—” 
 
    “You can,” Charest said, putting a hand on her back. He gestured toward the pickup truck where Selanda was approaching from, keeping her head down to avoid a stray shot. “That truck has almost a full tank of gas. Get in it and go. Save yourself.” He looked over at Tristan. “Save yourselves.” 
 
    “No!” Shawna shouted. “I won’t. I’m here with you. We’re all in this together!” 
 
    “Then we’ll all die together!” Gossett shouted. “What good would that do?” 
 
    “Then all of us can go,” Shawna replied.  
 
    “There isn’t room in that truck for all of us,” Charest replied, “and I’m not leaving these people. Besides, someone has to lay down some cover fire so you can get out.” 
 
    “No,” Shawna said, shaking her head. She could feel the tight sting of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “We’re not important,” Charest replied. “Humanity’s future is. If Jasmine is right and that laptop holds the key, then you owe it to humanity to get it out of here.” 
 
    “Fine,” she hissed, “Tristan and Selanda can take it. I’ve got your back and I’m not going—” 
 
    “God dammit, Shawna!” Charest screamed. “I love Tristan and Selanda as much as anyone, but you know damn well they’d be lost without you. They need you as much or more than I do.” 
 
    Shawna squeezed her eyes shut as another chorus of chattering gunfire roared from outside. The gunfire was louder now, the enemies getting closer. Tristan had pulled back from the door and was huddled behind Shawna, looking down at Jasmine. 
 
    “Shawna,” he said quietly, putting a hand to her shoulder. “He’s right. I hate to admit it, but he’s right.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving!” Shawna screamed. 
 
    “You have to!” Charest screamed back. “Dammit, Shawna, you have to.” 
 
    She lowered her chin to her chest, the tears finally breaking free, rolling in wet streaks down her cheeks. 
 
    “They’re coming!” another voice yelled from across the room. Shawna looked up and around the room, noticing for the first time just how few of the Eagle Atmospheric people remained upright. Roxie was huddled by the far wall, her arms wrapped around her chest, her face pale and eyes wide as she looked around the room at the dead, dying and injured. 
 
    “Please,” Charest said. “Do it for me. For us.” 
 
    Shawna kept her eyes closed and nodded, finally accepting the truth of the situation, finally letting reality through the cloud of emotion. 
 
    “Roxie should come with us,” Tristan said, dropping next to Shawna, putting a hand on her shoulder. “She’s just a young woman.” 
 
    Charest nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Yes. Take her. Take her and go!” 
 
    Gossett stepped over Jasmine’s body, which was now still, though the raspy sound of her haggard breathing could still be heard. He approached Selanda and clutched her arms with his hands. 
 
    “I expect no forgiveness for what I’ve done,” he said in quick, hushed tones. “Just know how deeply sorry I am for what I did and the actions that I took which led to this. There’s nothing I can say or do to fix what’s happened, but if there is a small part of you that can forgive me, I hope you will.” 
 
    Selanda clenched her teeth together and nodded firmly, her resolve weakening slightly. She leaned forward and embraced Gossett, who tentatively returned the gesture before they finally separated. Bullets tore through the opened bay door and a round struck the side of the truck, lancing off in a shower of sparks. The truck had moved halfway through the rear bay door as it yanked down the launchpad and was still idling. 
 
    “You need to go. Now.” Charest moved to Shawna and pressed his own hands to her arms. Shawna nodded firmly. 
 
    “Thank you. For everything,” he said, then suddenly drew toward her and kissed her mouth, wrapping his arms around her neck. She fell into his embrace and returned the kiss, remaining there for a long moment before they finally separated, Shawna easing to her feet. 
 
    “Roxie!” Tristan said, nodding to the girl. “Grab that laptop bag and get in the truck!” 
 
    Roxie looked at the truck with uncertainty, then looked back at Charest and Gossett, who had returned to Jasmine’s side. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Charest replied, nodding. “Go with them. You can help them. Continue your father’s legacy.” 
 
    Roxie’s face crumpled slightly, but she nodded, bending over and grabbing the strap of the laptop bag, then slinging it over her shoulder before dashing across the concrete floor toward the idling truck. 
 
    Tristan peeled away and followed her with Selanda hot on his heels. Shawna took a step toward them, then turned back to Charest, giving him one more fierce hug, pulling him close and holding him tight. 
 
    “If you can,” she said, “escape. Survive. I’ll come back for you when this is all over. I promise.” 
 
    Charest nodded, his crooked smile faltering slightly. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    She patted him on the shoulder, looking at him through a fog of tears, then finally broke away and ran toward the truck. She could hear Charest scooping up a rifle behind her and running toward the bay door to open fire on the approaching gunmen, then there was a swift rattle of automatic fire. 
 
    The world seemed to fade away into a strange, underwater murk, the gunfire faint, as if it were coming from a television set in another room. She blinked through the haze of her vision and saw Tristan waving at her to hurry, so she did, sprinting across the floor, carrying her M4 tucked close as he slid into the driver’s seat. 
 
    Bullets struck the ground a few feet away, then another pair of them collided with the bed of the pickup. Selanda ducked away, finishing the task of unhitching the two lengths of chain that had been connected to the launchpad superstructure. 
 
    Roxie was already in the passenger seat and Selanda scrambled up over the edge of the flat bed, tumbling into the truck’s rear. Shawna followed after, hooking her fingers on the ridge of the rear of the vehicle and vaulting up into the back, rolling as she did, hitting the ridged metal floor with one shoulder. Bullets plunked the tailgate, sparks flying up over the edge, and the truck gunned hungrily to life. 
 
    Tires screeched and the vehicle leaped forward, shooting through the open rear bay door and rolling off into the darkness. Shawna stayed where she was, pressed to the floor, not daring to look behind her for fear of seeing the warehouse overrun. 
 
    In her mind, Charest was alive and still would be, and she fully intended to keep her promise to come back to him when this was all over. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Colonel Carter felt considerably ill-equipped to have the conversation he was about to have, which was a feeling quite unusual for a man who typically maintained control over every facet of his existence. 
 
    He was standing in the town hall near the front of the meeting room, which had been filled even more than usual with chairs. Over half of the chairs were already full and more people were filing in by the moment. He could tell already it would be a standing room only affair. 
 
    Mayor Phillips stood a short distance away, gathered together with Laura, Lindsey, and Yvonne Perez, who had served as the town’s agriculture expert until Carter’s reallocation of personnel to the military had all but stripped her of her power. She glowered at him through narrow eyes, a look of distaste evident to anyone who might have seen it. The woman made no effort to conceal her true feelings. 
 
    Several of the Stone Sword militia were staggered throughout the room, standing along walls and gathered by the door, ready and waiting for anything. Jack stood by the main entrance with Trevor on the other side of the door, while the other young men were in a rough perimeter along the wall. It wasn’t that Carter expected anything to happen inside, but he wanted to have people ready in case the military picked that time to attack. That’s what life had become in Malcolm, Wyoming: a constant state of readiness, just in case something happened. 
 
    It had been going on for a little over a week and even Carter had to admit it had been emotionally exhausting. He’d slept little during that time, and when he did sleep, his slumber was disturbed by uneasy dreams, a feeling not unlike he used to have when serving overseas in enemy territory. 
 
    Now America was enemy territory, and that thought frightened him, not just because it meant the military might come knocking at any time, but because it made him wonder if any place would truly feel like home again. 
 
    Carter generally didn’t feel uneasy or uncomfortable at these town hall gatherings, but tonight felt different. Tonight, he felt as though he was betting the house.  They’d been running on fumes, walking a weak, thread-thin line working as an almost full-time military machine, and now they were about to take one more step forward.  Already food production and farming were stalling, and as a town he knew they had to focus on those parts of their business. 
 
    There was only one way this was going to keep working.  They couldn’t operate with a localized militia anymore.  They couldn’t steal personnel from the farms and makeshift factories to supplement the existing military.  Participation in the militia could no longer be something expected of the young and strong. 
 
    It had to be expected of everyone. 
 
    There was a balance to that equation.  While, yes, that would mean expectations from every man, woman, and child in town to participate in military activities, it would also, in some cases, allow for full-time recruits to devote some time back to their normal duties, supplementing their absence with other mandatory service.  There was no mistaking it, they were instituting a draft and this draft had no restrictions for gender or age.  If you were a resident, you were a soldier.  No exceptions. 
 
    Now he’d have to stand up in front of the town and give them the news. 
 
    Voices were murmuring as people continued to gather, filling in the chairs and settling in, neighbors chatting amicably with neighbors, as if that town hall were like any other and not after the fall of civilization, on the edge of humanity’s extinction. 
 
    Jack pulled the door closed and Carter cleared his throat, encouraging the attendees to lower their voices, which they did, almost in unison. 
 
    “Seems hard to believe that it’s time for another town meeting already,” Carter said, smiling a crooked, uncomfortable smile, the expression distinctly out of place on him. “It’s been an eventful few weeks and an interesting start to our experiment with strengthening our militia forces.” 
 
    Conversation rippled throughout the crowd at mention of that, and even with the low volume, Carter could tell most of the comments were leaning negative. 
 
    “I understand this has been a challenging adjustment,” he continued. 
 
    “Challenging?” a voice cried out. “It’s been devastating!” 
 
    “I’ve got crops dying off because I don’t have the staff for harvest!” 
 
    “Three dozen eggs spoiled in the heat last week alone!” 
 
    “I’m working sixteen hours a day and still can’t keep up with demand!” 
 
    Yvonne Perez stepped forward, holding up a calming hand and nodding. 
 
    “People, people,” she said, her voice soothing, “we know the challenges you’ve all faced, nobody more than I. Please give Colonel Carter the opportunity to speak, all will be explained.” She flashed Carter a satisfied smirk and he nodded, plastering a fake smile on his face.  Yvonne was only satisfied because it wasn’t her giving the news, and it wasn’t because of her that so many worlds were going to turn upside-down.  If anything, being able to carve out more people to work the farms might help things and make her look better, all while Carter appeared the villain.  That suited her just fine. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Perez,” he replied, feeling none of the appreciation he spoke of. He turned to the crowd gathered before him. “This hasn’t been an easy time for any of us, but I certainly haven’t made it any easier with my lack of transparency and disregard for the needs of our town, and for that, I apologize.” 
 
    The crowd sat in a stunned silence, looking up at Carter in rapt attention. 
 
    “We received word a short while ago that an attack on our town was imminent,” he continued, mincing no words. “This came a short time after the compound in Cheyenne was assaulted, resulting in the deaths of nearly thirty Stone Sword members and leaving over a hundred of our men, women and children homeless.” 
 
    Several of the heads in the audience dipped slightly, in silent prayer or in sadness over what had happened at the Clover Hills Mall. 
 
    “We didn’t broadcast this to the town, we had no desire to cause unnecessary uproar, but made it clear that we were taking the threat seriously, pulling resources from agriculture and other areas, and using personnel to boost our militia forces and clinical staff. I still believe that was the right decision to make at the time, though as the weeks have gone on, this has proven to be unsustainable.” 
 
    Heads nodded and low voices spoke out in agreement with his statement. 
 
    “That’s not to say,” Carter continued, “that the constant threat to our very existence isn’t still very present and very real.  Make no mistake, the wolves are at our door and they are howling.” 
 
    Nervous glances passed through the crowd, people anticipating whatever bombshell Carter was getting ready to drop next. 
 
    “Effective immediately,” Carter continued, “we will be re-evaluating our strategy.  Instead of utilizing a full-time militia force of voluntary soldiers, we will be drafting every single citizen of Malcolm, Wyoming into active duty.  Every single one.”  
 
    That statement caused a somewhat louder gurgle of conversation throughout the room as heads swiveled to look at each other. 
 
    Lifting a hand, Carter continued. 
 
    “This is not all bad news,” he interrupted, trying to quiet the crowd.  “By using this new strategy, we will be able to reallocate some of the full-time soldiers back to their respective posts, which will increase production and improve our food output, prolonging our models for sustainability.  It is a good thing.  But everyone in this room and indeed everyone in this town will be expected to pick up a weapon and fill in those gaps.” 
 
    The murmuring voices increased in volume, treading dangerously close to uproar. 
 
    “For a long time, Mayor Phillips, Ms. Perez, and I have butted heads over what should be the top priority of the Stone Sword organization and the Malcolm, Wyoming community. Over the past few days, we have finally settled on an answer. Without sustainability, our military strength means nothing.  Without our military strength, our sustainability is nonexistent.  Instead of conflict between the two, we need to find harmony and the only way to do that is to involve everyone.  We must devote ourselves to building a system that unites us all instead of dividing us!” 
 
    A ripple of applause went throughout the meeting hall, a quiet slapping of palms together.  It was an unsure, curious applause, but at least it was applause, which was a different reaction than Carter had been anticipating. 
 
    “Effective immediately, our mandatory live-fire training sessions are being suspended and we are moving toward a more focused, user-friendly system that encourages families to train together during times that are convenient for them. Instead of taking personnel away from agriculture services, we will be enabling the farmers and food workers to be a part of our militia without removing them from their normal daily operations.” 
 
    “It’s about damn time!” a voice spoke up from the crowd. 
 
    “But again, make no mistake,” Carter continued, “we expect participation from everyone.  There will be no exceptions.” 
 
    The applause faded slightly as the audience truly started to realize what was being asked of them and their loved ones. 
 
    “I’m pleased to report our ammunition recovery services have successfully managed to repurpose nearly seventy percent of our expended ammunition during training exercises, plus an additional six thousand rounds of various calibers. We have worked to gather a small armory of weapons of all sizes and types and will be working with various families and farms to supply each person with their own weapon and ammunition cache.” 
 
    “Big deal!” a man shouted. “Most of us already have that!” 
 
    “Most, but not all,” Carter replied. “And we’ll be offering in-house training for the care and feeding of those weapons and will be distributing a town-wide emergency response plan geared toward responding to military intervention.” 
 
    “So, we’ll all be expected to put our lives on the line for this town?” another voice asked. 
 
    Carter looked at the woman who spoke. 
 
    “I would hope you already felt that way,” he said, then looked throughout the gathered masses. “If there are those who don’t feel this way already, or who feel nervous about potentially being in harm’s way, simply let me know. We can arrange for your prompt relocation.” That statement quieted some of the murmuring voices. 
 
    “Along with a renewed focus on community-wide self-defense, we will be adding additional runners to our pool and making three trips between Malcolm and Cheyenne per week, increasing our current surveillance by thirty percent. Advance warning is going to be more important than ever.” Heads nodded in agreement and Carter looked toward Yvonne and Kramer, who both nodded along as well. 
 
    “Meanwhile,” Carter continued, “construction will move forward on the underground bunker system, working to expand and enlarge our capacity in the event that the lightning storms continue to worsen.” He paused for a moment, waiting for the extraneous conversation to die down. 
 
    “Until that happens,” he said, “I feel it necessary to remind everyone that if you can stay indoors, please do so. Lightning strikes continue to increase in frequency and while we’ve seen no destruction or imminent threat to human survival, we must all be prepared for the worst. That is our credo, after all.” 
 
    A hand shot up just as he finished his statement and he looked at the man raising it, nodding briefly. 
 
    “Did you have a question, Mr. Buckner?” Carter asked. 
 
    “I do, Colonel, yes,” Rick Buckner replied. The Buckner family were cornerstones of Malcolm’s history, part of the founding fathers of Stone Sword, though in recent years the youngest clan of Buckners had become a bit more isolated, separating themselves from the town at large, preferring their own measure of self-sustainability above and beyond what Malcolm offered. “As you know, we Buckners have been able to take care of ourselves just fine during this crisis. How does this do anything for us?” 
 
    “Good question,” Carter replied, then looked at the group at large. “There are many families here who rightly believe in your own capacity to defend and provide for yourselves. We are not looking to take away anything from your ability to do that.” His gaze fell back upon Buckner, who held it with a firm glare. “Just keep in mind that the better equipped our whole town is to defend our freedoms, the better it is for all of you.” 
 
    Buckner shook his head and rolled his eyes as if what Carter said were useless platitudes, and the colonel had to admit that perhaps they were. 
 
    “Please consider this our official declaration of a state of emergency,” Carter continued. “While we do not use that term lightly, we believe it is time to enact our emergency protocols, which require us to be in full-alert mode for any potential incoming hostile forces or dangerous weather events. Previously, our plan was to designate certain groups of experts with certain duties related to these emergency functions, but in light of what’s going on, we will be asking the entire town to pitch in, taking shifts on patrol, on guard, and in the fields to continue production and security around the clock.” 
 
    He gave it a moment for the statement to sink in. 
 
    “If anyone here believes they cannot comply with this request, once again, feel free to let me know and we can discuss relocation.” 
 
    “You keep saying relocation!” a voice shouted. “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “What that means is that Malcolm is under direct threat. Every single resident of his town will be expected to do their duty and fulfill their requirements as citizens of Stone Sword. If you cannot or will not agree to fulfill these duties, we will have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    His words hung in the air, the entire room filled with a stunned silence. Kramer and Yvonne stood stock-still, showing no sign of weakness, which Carter noticed and was impressed by. During all of their work over the years, Yvonne and Kramer had always put a priority on treating their citizens with care. Putting in the extra effort on the security and production side to make things as easy as possible for the majority. 
 
    It had become evident that it simply was not going to work, and they needed full cooperation from everyone in order to survive the latest ordeal. 
 
    “As we speak, the adjusted emergency response plans are being documented. As you can appreciate, this is all happening by hand without the benefit of computers or printers. We will endeavor to have a single document for each family, but until those documents are complete, there will be mounted instructions on the wall here at the town hall for everyone to review as needed.” 
 
    To his surprise the latest statement did not generate much in the way of reaction from the assembled crowd, more or less a quiet whispering reaction between several pockets of individuals. 
 
    “Does anyone have any questions?” Carter asked, expecting at least a few hands to rise, though much to his surprise none did. He nodded. “Okay, good. I’m glad to see we’re all on the same page. I’m now going to turn over the floor to Yvonne, who is going to run through how this is going to impact our food production.” 
 
    # 
 
    Both Laura and Jack had stayed for the entirety of the town meeting, which had gone well over its normal two-hour scheduled window, and they walked together, letting the hustle and bustle of the departing crowd fade into silence behind them. 
 
    Bruiser followed them out of the town hall, his nails clicking on the pavement, tail wagging, happy to be free of the stifling heat of the meeting room. Laura bent over slightly, tousling his fur, and he looked up at her longingly, his tongue hanging out from between black lips. 
 
    “Well, that went…well,” Jack said quietly. He was still wearing his camouflaged uniform only with a baseball hat instead of a combat helmet, his rifle still slung over his shoulder, a pistol strapped into his thigh holster. He was officially off duty at this point, but the constant state of readiness necessitated that he stay equipped and prepared at all times. 
 
    “Did it?” Laura asked. “I couldn’t really tell.” 
 
    “There was no active revolt, so I’m putting a check in the win column.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Laura said. “I mean, what really changed? Everyone here has firearms anyway; most people have multiple. That’s sort of the nature of the beast around here. If the military attacks, were those people just going to throw up their hands and surrender?” 
 
    “It’s a mindset more than anything,” Jack replied. They strode through downtown and shifted north, stepping off the sidewalk and walking along the grass between some nearby buildings. “From what I gather from Trevor, Carter and Phillips have been head-to-head for pretty much their entire time here. Phillips’s priority has been on community service, helping, healing, and outreach, while Carter has been focused on keeping the compound as safe and secure as possible, and in many cases those are conflicting viewpoints.” 
 
    “So, what changed?” 
 
    “The past couple of weeks have demonstrated that a tight noose on military readiness doesn’t leave much slack for the other stuff. The speech tonight was basically Carter handing Phillips an olive branch in front of everyone else. But he gets to do that under the guise of preparedness and security which helps him save face.” 
 
    “Even as the world burns the political jockeying never stops,” Laura said, shaking her head. “It would be ridiculous if it wasn’t so damn sad.” 
 
    “People do what they have to do,” Jack replied. “For better or worse, civilization is accustomed to that kind of one hand washes the other. If it didn’t exist, it could set people’s nerves on edge more than they already are.” 
 
    The two of them continued their walk along the grass and Laura looked up into the sky, the moon once again shrouded by clouds, though for once no rain fell. The horizon illuminated with atmospheric lightning, a brief strobing of cloud-filled light, bright, then dim again. 
 
    “Nice night,” Laura said. “Almost makes you forget Armageddon is around every corner.” 
 
    “Almost,” Jack agreed. He pointed up toward a gap in some bushes beyond another small house nestled in the back corner of downtown Malcolm. “Here, let’s go up there,” he said. “That’s the mountain path I used when I was—you know—when I was thinking of leaving.” 
 
    “Quiet up there?” Laura asked. 
 
    “Silent.” 
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
    Jack led the way and Laura fell in behind him, carefully navigating through the thick brush before walking up a gradual slope into some trees. Laura had to stop for a moment and catch her breath, still a little winded from the long recovery of her gunshot wound, but Jack waited peacefully for her to catch up. Together they moved through the trees and came out on a narrow path along the rock face of the mountains to the north, watching as the town spread out beneath them. With no main power to the downtown area, most of the homes and shops were cast in dim shadow, though there were the occasional flickers of soft candlelight. Jack reached into a pouch in his pants and thumbed on a flashlight, walking the narrow beam along the ragged edge of the passage. 
 
    “So, what does this change mean for you?” Laura asked. “You’re one of the full-time militia guys, right? A squad leader, at that.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll still hold that position,” he replied. “Most of the guys who were with the militia already will stay that way. We’ll either be the main perimeter, or we’ll take turns going into people’s homes to train them and run through the emergency response plan with them. I guess we’re sort of training the trainers, you know? Teach a man to fish and all that shit.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Laura replied. “I for one will be looking forward to some staff reallocation to the nursing units. We’re in big trouble there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard there were at least two field medics that are getting reassigned from active duty militia to clinical staff. I don’t know when or where or anything, everything is sort of chaotic right now.” 
 
    “Everything’s been chaotic for two months,” Laura replied. “Frankly, my life was pretty chaotic before that.” They walked a few strides in silence, then Laura spoke again. “I had this dream, you know? That someday in the future, maybe life wouldn’t be so crazy. Maybe the job would slow down, I’d move to a desk instead of being in the lab. I’d spend more time camping or just hanging out with this doofus.” She reached down and scratched the dog behind his ear, dragging his head close to her leg and his tail wagged even faster. 
 
    “I think that happens to most people our—ummm—your age,” Jack said, looking away. Laura was at least a decade and a half older than he was, after all. 
 
    “Listen to you, Mr. High School Graduate.” 
 
    “Well, I mean—I wasn’t trying to be insulting. I just used to hear it all the time from my mom. This sort of continuing dream that ‘eventually’ life slows down enough when you can actually enjoy it. Only, by the time that happens, most people don’t have a whole lot of it left to enjoy.” 
 
    Laura laughed, shaking her head. 
 
    “Out of the mouths of babes.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly a baby,” Jack said. “I think I’ve matured quite a bit in the last two months, actually.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Laura asked. “How many times did you and Trevor talk about Xbox today?” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so.” 
 
    “Still,” Jack said, “with everything that’s happened since the plane crashes, you know, it sort of forces you to grow up, right? We’re dealing with some pretty adult shit right now.” 
 
    “Well, being an adult sucks,” Laura replied. “I swear I’ve spent most of my life trying to fight that.” 
 
    They slowed their hike a bit, looking down over the rocky edge of the mountain path. Downtown had fallen away behind them and they saw a scattering of trees down below, the barrier between the eastern gate and the town proper. 
 
    Laura let out a long breath and eased her way down to a seated posture. Bruiser made his way toward her, huddling on the rock beside her and nuzzling her with his snout. 
 
    “You okay?” Jack asked. 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Just need a little break. Lungs still aren’t quite up to these long walks.” 
 
    “All right,” Jack agreed and lowered himself to the rocks beside her. 
 
    # 
 
    The door banged open and Cameron Pike looked up from where he sat, his arms crossed over his knees. 
 
    Colonel Carter stood in the doorway, flanked by a few others, his hard eyes drilling holes into Pike’s forehead. 
 
    “Colonel,” Pike said with a curt nod. “Something I can do for you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carter replied, but didn’t bother to nod back. “You can get off your ass and come with me.” 
 
    “Colonel?” Pike asked, leaning back slightly, unsure about the look on Carter’s face. The two men flanking him came from behind him and Pike noticed for the first time that they held pistols in their hands and the pistols were pointed at him. 
 
    “Enough fun and games,” Carter said. “It’s time for you to go.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Can I ask you a personal question?” Jack asked as they each pushed themselves to their feet, using the hard surface of the rocky mountain behind them to work their way upright. 
 
    “That sounds loaded,” Laura replied. Jack grabbed her arm and helped her get up, noticing that she was struggling. She finally stood and pulled her arm gingerly away, holding it close. 
 
    “What happened with you and Pike?” 
 
    Laura’s eyes darted away, and she could feel heat filling her cheeks. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding about the personal question,” she said. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry,” Jack replied. “I was just curious. If it’s none of my business—” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine,” Laura replied, holding up a hand. The two of them and Bruiser began walking again, heading along the narrow path, the flashlight shining their way. 
 
    “Man,” she continued, “where to begin?” 
 
    They walked for a few more moments, moving slowly to adequately navigate the narrowing path. 
 
    “Well, you remember how I left Louisiana to be a storm chaser, right?” she asked, then felt a brief pang of guilt as she usually did when she thought back to those days. “It was supposed to be my lifelong dream.” 
 
    “Right,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Well, as most of those dreams go, it was less of a dream and more of a nightmare. I had lots of fun, don’t get me wrong, but I was literally living paycheck to paycheck, only they don’t really give paychecks to storm chasers. I’d saved up some money, but you know, in my dream world by the time I’d been doing it for a month I’d have twenty thousand subscribers on my YouTube channel and I’d at least be able to afford a junky room in someone’s house somewhere. Instead, I was an almost thirty-year-old woman leeching off college kids, jumping from couch to couch, driving my old beat-up rust bucket. Not the life I’d pictured for myself.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty badass to me,” Jack replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Says the kid who never actually lived that way.” 
 
    The trail moved to an uneven, rock-filled slope and Jack held out a hand offering to help Laura, but she waved him off dismissively and made her own way over the terrain. 
 
    “So, how does someone go from couch surfing to working for the United States government?” 
 
    “Pure luck?” Laura replied. “I was bouncing around with a group and we ended up in Virginia where the group had identified some unique cyclogenesis phenomenon. The storms themselves seemed to peter out pretty quickly, but while we were there, and while I was contemplating how I was going to pay for dinner that night, I came across a job posting on a bulletin board on a college campus.” 
 
    “They had a public job posting for the NSA?” 
 
    “Well, not quite. It was officially from a subsidiary of Eagle Atmospheric, looking for some low-paying intern work with a focus on weather phenomenon. It paid next to nothing, but offered free housing and a small allowance for meals. I took a flyer.” 
 
    “And that’s where you met Pike?” 
 
    Laura nodded.  
 
    “A few weeks after I started, we ran across each other. We hit it off and a month or so later I was in the inner circle.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” she continued. “It was nothing salacious. I was helping out, but I had some answers to some pretty complicated questions that even some of their full-time employees couldn’t come up with. Caught a lot of eyes, not just Cameron’s.” 
 
    Without warning, a streak of white lightning ripped from the clouds, snapping off into the distance, a bright flash whitening the sky for a second before fading back into darkness. 
 
    “All of a sudden, Cameron and I were seeing a lot of each other. Ended up being very close for a while. A few years at least. He—he proposed to me.” 
 
    Jack slowed a bit, looking back at her. 
 
    “You accepted?” 
 
    “At first,” she replied. “We were officially engaged for a month or two before things went off the rails.” 
 
    “Off the rails?” 
 
    Laura looked at Jack as she navigated another precipitous section of rocky path. 
 
    “Is this a conversation or a therapy session?” 
 
    “Whatever you want it to be, I guess,” Jack replied. 
 
    “I’m good,” Laura replied, shaking her head. “I’ve had my share of therapy over the years. I think I’m past that now.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jack replied. They reached a widening portion of the pathway and Jack slowed down a little, adjusting his neck and taking his rifle from his shoulder, resting it against a rock. Laura followed his lead, stopping her own forward march, leaning down onto one knee and petting Bruiser’s head. 
 
    “How are you feeling now that he’s back?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Laura replied. “At first—I mean, I put a gun to his head.” 
 
    “He did try to have you killed.” 
 
    Laura looked out over the edge of the cliff, her eyes easing closed. 
 
    “Laura,” Jack said, reaching out and touching her hand. Her eyes opened and she turned to look at him as he reached over with his second hand and clutched her fingers in his. 
 
    “Jack, what are—?” 
 
    “Just hear me out, okay?” Jack asked. “I’ve got a question for you.” 
 
    Laura furrowed her brow but made no effort to pull away. 
 
    “Jack, you’re making me nervous.” 
 
    “There’s just something I’ve wanted to say…I’ve wanted to say it for a while, but—” 
 
    A noise came from behind and below, an elevated murmur of voices carrying over the darkness of night. Purely by reflex, Laura turned from Jack, looking over her shoulder to see where the noise might have come from. 
 
    She found that they were looking down upon the eastern gate of the Stone Sword compound, the barrier between the town and the access road beyond, a slice of the approaching road basked in pale white light from the solar-powered spotlights mounted to the two guard towers. 
 
    Caught within the twin beams of light was a man, his face illuminated, a long, narrow shadow sliding out onto the road behind him. 
 
    Laura’s eyes widened. Between the man and the eastern gate were three others in view and she imagined even more were hidden from view. One of the men was Colonel Carter, and the two others were armed with automatic rifles. 
 
    The man with the long shadow, caught between the beams of light, was Cameron Pike. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Laura asked, voices continuing to carry up the steep, rocky slope. Her hand slipped from between Jack’s and she took another step forward, looking down at the scene below. 
 
    “I’m trying to help you!” a voice shouted from below, one she recognized as Pike’s. 
 
    “We don’t need your help!” Carter shouted back. “We can only depend on people we trust, and we do not trust you!” 
 
    “Give me an opportunity!” Pike said. 
 
    “Why? So, you can target another one of our residents for assassination?” Carter planted both hands on his hips, looking at him through what Laura could only imagine was a hard, angry stare. 
 
    “Laura,” Jack said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. It’s better he’s not here. We can’t trust him, and he tried to have you killed, remember?” 
 
    Laura didn’t reply, she just stood at the edge of the rocky path, looking down. 
 
    “Turn around and walk away!” Carter shouted and the two men beside him lifted their rifles. “Or we’ll just put you down where you stand!” 
 
    “No,” Laura whispered. 
 
    “Laura?” Jack asked, looking at her. “You’re not—” 
 
    Laura bolted forward. The rocky ledge dipped into a steep downward slope and she slid at first, but quickly regained her balance, half running and half stumbling down the uneven face of the mountain to the north of the eastern gate. Bruiser took off after her, nails kicking up dirt and pebbles as he charged alongside. 
 
    “Final warning, Pike!” Carter shouted and Pike took a step backwards, hesitating just slightly as he did so. 
 
    “Stop this!” Laura screamed as she came sliding down the last four feet of the slope, rocks tumbling down with her and the dog’s momentum. 
 
    “Laura!” Carter shouted. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What? Did you think it would be better if you did this under the dark of night?” Laura barked back. “Where I couldn’t see?” 
 
    “We’re doing this for you!” Carter said. “You’re the one he tried to kill.” 
 
    “I’m the one he came here to protect!” Laura shouted, the vehemence in her words shocking even to herself. She strode toward Pike, putting herself between him and the two gunmen, turning to face Carter. “Please, Colonel,” she said. “Let’s—let’s just give him a chance.” 
 
    “Why?” Carter asked. “What could he possibly mean to you?” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” Laura replied, though she knew she was lying, lying to Carter and to herself. “If we are in as much danger as you indicate, we need all of the help we can get, even if that help is marginal.” 
 
    Carter glowered at her, an angry stare that seemed to resonate heat, an invisible, rippling fire touching her face. 
 
    “You put a gun in his face, Ms. Park,” Carter replied. “You were ready to kill him, and now you want to roll out the red carpet?” 
 
    “I would be the first to admit,” Laura replied, “I have my moments of impaired judgment. This is not one of them. I am choosing to look past my personal conflicts for the sake of our community and I believe this is how I can do that. For all of his faults, Pike has contacts and he knows military strategy. He’s been in the government’s pocket since this began.” 
 
    “I think you’re greatly overestimating his value and underestimating his potential damage,” Carter said, and the two men stepped away from him, their rifles still shouldered and aimed at Pike. “Step aside, Ms. Park. Your friend is either walking away voluntarily or—” 
 
    “Or what?” Laura asked. “You’re going to kill him in cold blood? You told me you didn’t do public executions. Is that just because you do them all privately?” 
 
    Carter closed his eyes and Laura thought she could actually hear him slowly counting to ten. 
 
    “I’m going to say this once,” she continued. “If he leaves, so do I.” 
 
    That got Carter’s attention, his eyes springing open. He looked at her questioningly, shaking his head from side to side as if she were some strange object he couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” he asked. 
 
    Laura didn’t reply. Mostly, because she didn’t really know. Something was telling her it was the right thing to do—it was the only thing to do, and if she let them turn Cameron Pike away, she’d regret it for the rest of her life. Carter’s jaw clenched, his teeth working back and forth against each other, grinding slowly. 
 
    Finally, he exhaled, his head shaking again, and he turned back to the two gunmen, lifting a hand. 
 
    “Put them down,” he said. The soldiers obeyed, lowering their weapons and visibly relaxing as Carter took a step back toward the gate. He turned and looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “So help me God, Ms. Park, you’d best hope I don’t regret this decision. If anything happens to anyone in this community because of him, I will hold you personally responsible. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “I do,” Laura replied. 
 
    Carter didn’t say another word, he simply straightened his shoulders and stormed back through the gate, the two soldiers falling in line behind him. 
 
    Laura stood on the road, drawing in a deep breath. Bruiser was tucked close to her, panting lightly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Pike said quietly. “I think.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Laura replied. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for this community.” 
 
    “So, you believe me?” 
 
    Laura turned toward him, keeping her hands tucked to her sides, her fingers flexing anxiously. 
 
    “Believe? Yes.” She chewed her lip. “Trust? No.” 
 
    Pike nodded. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said.  
 
    “Go ahead back into town,” Laura said, gesturing through the eastern gate. “I’ll catch up.” 
 
    Pike nodded and broke away, walking slowly and laboriously across the road, his shadow continuing to elongate behind him as he moved, the spotlights still shining down on him from above. 
 
    Jack emerged from the shadows, his eyes affixed on Pike’s retreating form, a look on his face that Laura could not identify. 
 
    “Was that the right thing to do?” he asked without looking at her. 
 
    “No idea,” Laura replied. “I wish I could say it was, but the truth is, I just don’t know.” 
 
    Jack nodded, still looking at the silhouette of Pike passing underneath the arch of the gate. He started to walk forward, and Laura reached out, touching his arm. She felt him stiffen and stand still, but he didn’t turn to look at her. 
 
    “There was something you were going to say to me,” she said softly. “Up on the path. Before.” 
 
    Jack stood in silence, still looking ahead. 
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    “It’s not important,” Jack replied. He stepped forward, his arm slipping away from her touch and he followed Pike’s stride, walking slow and soft, his head dipped low, passing beneath the lights. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Bills gripped the wheel as the truck bounced loudly over the grass, cresting the hill before thumping back down onto the road running through downtown Cheyenne. Slamming the brakes, she swung the Red Cross transport into a lumbering, squealing skid, then pounded the accelerator, surging forward, heading back toward the FEMA trailers that made up Helen’s dorms. With one arm slung close to her body, she used her single hand to steer, silently thankful that the truck was an automatic and not a stick shift. 
 
    Loud shouts came from the distance, mostly behind her and she knew other soldiers were being called into pursuit, which was just what she’d wanted. 
 
    Bills remembered how proud she’d been when she’d received her sergeant stripes. Her father was lifelong military himself and hadn’t been enthusiastic about the idea of women going into combat zones. He’d had his doubts about her military career, but he’d supported her every step of the way, and the look on his face when she’d told him about her promotion had made all of his grumbling over the years worth it. 
 
    There had been pride there. A sense of accomplishment and a desire to change the world, one new recruit at a time. 
 
    Now she felt alone. Stranded. Surrounded by enemies on all sides, but even worse, the enemies wore the same uniform she did. What had happened to the world? For that matter, what had happened to the United States Army? Was it all Lancaster’s doing, or had it been festering there all along? Their rules of engagement on domestic soil had been stringent and specific, a set of guidelines hammered into them at every point. 
 
    Once planes started falling from the skies and citizens started pushing back against perceived oppression, things had gone very sideways very quickly. She wasn’t sure they would ever straighten out again. 
 
    A swift bleat of a siren burst from her left as she guided her transport down the right-hand side of the main street carving through downtown. The train yard was ahead and to her right, the road curved gently left, and she intended to follow the street for as long as she could. The sergeant wasn’t planning an escape; she just wanted to distract people long enough for Joel and Helen to find their way to the woods west of the mall and disappear. 
 
    Another siren horn wailed to her right and she could see the blue strobe of an approaching police car, streaking past the train yard and heading toward the intersection. The second car was angling from the left, rolling up an adjoining roadway, picking up speed, the sedan faster than her two-ton transport by a good margin. 
 
    Her eyes focused on the intersection, doing some quick mental calculations. Could she squeeze through before they converged, buy herself an extra five or ten minutes?  
 
    The two police cars sped up, drawing closer together. 
 
    No. She wasn’t going to make it. Her foot pressed forward, the engine of the truck growling like an angry animal, the engine straining to keep up with her rampant acceleration. A third police car arrived, that one coming from straight ahead, moving toward the same junction point of four separate roads. It was already turning slightly, angling itself across both lanes to try and prevent her from sneaking past. 
 
    It was useless. 
 
    She cursed under her breath, made one last desperate attempt at acceleration, then finally moved her foot, hammering on the brakes and swinging the wheel left, throwing the transport into a sideways skid, the vehicle shuddering as it squealed to a loud, abrupt halt. 
 
    The three police cars screamed to a stop at the intersection, overlapping to block the way through, even though Sergeant Bills had already halted the transport. One of the doors of a police car flung open and a young man in a military uniform plunged out, hands clasped around a SIG Sauer semi-automatic. He wore a Kevlar combat helmet over his head and had a black armband with the letters MP emblazoned in white. 
 
    “Step out of the truck!” he shouted as another soldier vacated the second police car, however that one held a carbine in two practiced hands. 
 
    “Easy!” Sergeant Bills said, extending both of her hands out of the rolled down driver’s side window. “Take it easy! I’m coming out!” 
 
    The first MP faltered a bit, his weapon drifting lower. 
 
    “Sergeant Bills?” he asked, craning his neck. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes!” Bills replied. “It’s me! I was just bringing the truck back!” 
 
    “Where’s the girl?” the second MP shouted, his rifle staying aloft and level. 
 
    “She’s gone!” Bills replied, “I’m not sure where, but she’s gone!” The sergeant eased the door open, keeping her hands visible, ignoring the pain in her wounded arm as she moved out onto the road next to the truck. 
 
    “The girl’s not here!” the first MP shouted, looking in the direction Bills had driven from. A few other soldiers had made their way over the grass back toward them, including Private Marks and Sergeant Sausito, who walked with a noticeable limp.  
 
    “How the hell did she get the truck, anyway?” another MP asked. 
 
    “She had help!” Marks replied, making his way closer. “Some crazy eastern European dude. Attacked us out of nowhere. Killed two of ours. Might have killed me, too, if he hadn’t taken off after the girl.” 
 
    “Was he helping her or chasing her?” the MP asked. 
 
    “Does it really matter?” Marks replied. “She stole the truck, crashed it into the holding cell and grabbed Robertson. They must both be on foot!” 
 
    “Wherever they are, it’s not in the truck,” Bills said, jerking her head toward the vehicle. “Check it yourself if you want.” 
 
    “The MPs can check it,” Sausito said, then looked at Marks. “Get on the radio. I want three Humvees and soldiers to go with ’em. We’re gonna find that girl and her old man!” 
 
    # 
 
    “Down!” Joel said, grabbing Helen and tugging her into the long grass, the low rumble of an engine coming from their right. “I knew it was too good to be true.” He went down next to her, both of them hugging the dirt, the grass concealing them from view. Their trek on foot through Cheyenne had gone relatively smoothly, though within the last few moments, troops on foot and Humvees had begun passing through, shining spotlights and searching buildings. 
 
    A thick beam of pale light washed over them, moving right to left, then eased into darkness and Joel propped himself up, glancing west over the ragged edges of the long grass. He could see the darkened silhouette of what remained of the Clover Hills Mall up ahead, a shrouded structure that seemed innocuous in darkness, but he remembered the carnage that must be contained inside. 
 
    The faint smell of smoke still wafted through the meadows just south of the mall, and a few other soldiers had continued milling around the burned-out wreck of the buildings. As he watched, the Humvee with the spotlight tracked along the edge of the mall’s parking lot, shining the light along the grass, then stopped at the rear of the mall, directing the beam up the slope toward the leveled off top of the hill which led to the trees. 
 
    That was the finish line. If they could make it to the trees, they could disappear. 
 
    “Wait for the Humvee to circle around the other side of the mall,” Joel said. “Once that vehicle is clear, we’ll make a run for it.” 
 
    Helen nodded. Joel had his Bug Out Bag still strapped over his shoulders, though it was emptier than it had been previously. She wasn’t sure how long of a trek it was to Malcolm from here, but hoped it was short. Joel’s obsession with preparation had gotten them most of the way, but now they were running on fumes. 
 
    Slowly, the spotlight walked right, then vanished behind the hulking shadows of the mall and Joel patted Helen’s shoulder. 
 
    “Go!” he hissed. She sprang to her feet and sprinted forward, keeping her knees bent and her head down as she navigated the tricky slope of the grassy hill. Joel followed her lead, trying desperately to focus through his swollen left eye, occasionally jerking his head around to look behind them, either for pursuing military or for Ali, who he knew must be in pursuit as well. 
 
    Cheyenne was a big place and Ali hadn’t known their destination, so he felt a bit more relaxed, but wouldn’t be completely at ease until they were surrounded by trees and away from prying eyes. Once they reached the forest, they could vanish, and the forest led west from Cheyenne, which would get them at least a chunk of the way toward Malcolm before they had to risk visibility on any kind of road. 
 
    “Left!” Joel whispered and Helen acknowledged, immediately veering, now moving up the steep slope of the hill as quickly as she could. The sounds of engines came once again as the Humvee finished its slow trek around the mall’s perimeter and the spotlight began to work its way back toward the grass. 
 
    “Quick!” Joel encouraged. “We need to reach the top before that light passes over us!” 
 
    “Going!” Helen gasped, though her progress had slowed as the hill had gotten steeper. To their right a large group of rocks were set along a winding path and Joel recognized it as the place Sergeant Bills had identified as the catalyst for the short, brutal conflict that had ravaged the mall down below. 
 
    They were almost out. Almost free. 
 
    “Right! Move behind that rock! Quick!” 
 
    Helen darted right, moving a bit more swiftly as she began running sideways instead of straight up the hill. Joel looked behind them, seeing the spotlight marching its way back along the grass, closer than he thought it would be. 
 
    He picked up the pace as well, pushing through the lingering pain that seemed to resonate throughout his entire body. His ribs. His legs. His face. It felt as though most of his body was a series of raw, open wounds bathed in peroxide. Grimacing he plunged forward, running faster, pressing his hand to Helen’s back and gently moving her along. 
 
    They both reached the rock and slipped behind it just as a faint, white orb of light passed over the grass where they had just been. If someone had looked hard enough, Joel thought they might have seen a path stamped down through the grass, but the spotlight kept on moving, going over the rocks and continuing on ahead of them as the Humvee once again made a pass around the rear of the mall parking lot. 
 
    Helen was bent over, hands on her thighs, gasping for air. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Almost there.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “You saved my ass,” Joel said, patting her on the back. “You did good, kid. Real, damn good.” 
 
    Helen looked up at him from over her shoulder, though she was still bent at the waist. 
 
    “Not—good enough,” she replied, through her gasping. 
 
    Joel narrowed his eyes at her in question, but she didn’t clarify, only looking back down at the ground, her ragging breathing stabilizing slightly. 
 
    The engine of the Humvee faded again as it worked its way around the building and before Joel could even encourage her, she launched back up the hill, running her slow, meandering pace, just trying to make it to the top crest. 
 
    They did moments later, halting their run and slowing to a more cautious walking, knowing that the farther they moved from the edge of the downward slope, the harder they would be to see even with the spotlight. There was a wide clearing at the top of the hill, a stretch of grass leading to the trees, and Joel allowed himself a moment to stop and catch his breath. 
 
    “We did it,” he said. “Once we’re in those trees.” 
 
    That time it was Helen’s turn to look cautiously behind them. She saw nobody in their immediate vicinity, no soldiers and no sign of a limping man with a bloodied rag over one sliced-out eye. 
 
    They made their way toward the trees and heard a gentle rustling from the long grass near the base of the first row of narrow saplings. Joel froze as the grass shifted, something moving within it, threading through the trees and making its way to the clearing. 
 
    The grass parted and something plunged out, leaping on all fours, landing in the grass, peering up at them from underneath two perked ears. 
 
    Only it wasn’t two perked ears. It was one perked ear and one half-chewed ear, and the creature cocked its head, its angry visage shifting into one of wide-grinned happiness. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Joel said, lowering to a crouch. “That you, Picasso?” 
 
    The dog charged over toward him and jumped up on his hind legs, putting two front paws on Joel’s bent knee, tongue wagging from cracked lips. 
 
    “Picasso!” Helen said happily and moved forward, rubbing a hand over the dog’s mangy, somewhat crusted fur. Joel hadn’t thought it possible, but the mongrel looked even scrawnier and mangier than before, its fur in a permanent state of tousle, segments crusted together with something he couldn’t identify. Picasso’s ribs were almost visible through the thin layer of messy fur and he looked weak. 
 
    But he was alive. Like them, somehow, he had made it through. 
 
    Helen and Joel exchanged a glance, simultaneously of relief and caution. Still kneeling, Helen turned again, looking back down the slope and down in the parking lot she could see a parked Humvee with a few soldiers milling around nearby. 
 
    She knew it was probably her imagination, but she could almost hear the tinny snarl of Private Marks’ voice and her fist closed at her side, the image of Ms. Lace’s lifeless corpse in the construction yard filling her rage-tinted eyes. 
 
    “Come on,” Joel whispered, patting her on the back again, “let’s get into the trees. Start making our way west again. We’ve got other places to be.” 
 
    For a moment, Helen didn’t move, still staring down at the parking lot below, but after a few quiet beats, she eased to her feet, turned, and followed Joel into the trees. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The rain had started falling about ten minutes ago, but Jack made no effort to go inside. It seemed only appropriate that the weather mirror his current mood. Downtown Malcolm was all but abandoned at that late hour; the only figures milling around were the volunteer militia on patrol, a regular rotation that currently operated twenty-four hours a day. 
 
    The downtown area wasn’t exactly known for its creature comforts, the structures and design of the building layouts based around functionality rather than form, but he’d managed to find a bench bolted to the well-manicured sidewalk and sat down, leaning forward and looking at the ground. 
 
    He’d lost track of exactly how long they’d been in Malcolm. Was it two weeks? Three? It had simultaneously felt like forever and the moment between hummingbird wingbeats. So much had happened since their arrival, and it seemed like so much was destined to happen. 
 
    Colonel Carter was convinced that the military was either on their doorstep or heading that way, while the mayor was desperate to cling to some semblance of community. For the moment, at least, the mayor had won out. But for how long? 
 
    “Got room on that bench for one more, hero?” a voice asked, and his heart skipped for a moment, thinking it was Laura. He looked up and smiled as Lindsey approached, running a hand through her tangle of unbrushed hair. “Just got off a killer night shift,” she said as he moved over, making space for her to sit. “I’ll be glad when they’ve finally dialed back these training sessions. Seems like someone gets hurt at every one.” 
 
    “That’s what happens when you take farmers and hardware store clerks, then stick guns in their hands and tell them to be an army.” 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to happen that way,” Lindsey said. “I mean, these people should all know what they’re doing. They’ve grown up in and around weapons their whole lives.” 
 
    “There’s a world of difference between taking your favorite AR to the shooting range and operating an M4 carbine in combat situations,” Jack replied, sounding far more educated than he really was. He’d gone through basic training and he’d been officially in the Army for a few months before everything had gone wrong. He was not speaking from a perspective of vast amounts of experience, but compared to most of the others in the town, he felt like a two-decade veteran.  
 
    He had mixed feelings about that. There was pride involved, a sense of leadership and responsibility, but at the same time, if the actual Army did decide to attack, a jagged rock of doubt and guilt was permanently lodged in his chest. 
 
    Against a cadre of actual trained operatives, Malcolm would be woefully over-matched, no matter how many of its citizens were armed and trained. 
 
    “Sounds like maybe Colonel Carter picked the right guy for the squad leader job.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Jack replied. “I’m a fresh-faced private. If I’m the best this town has to offer, we’re all screwed if they do attack.” 
 
    “Always the optimist,” Lindsey said with a soft chuckle. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack replied flatly. 
 
    Lindsey leaned back, resting her spine against the wooden slats of the bench and looked up into the falling rain. Lightning streaked in the clouds above and somewhere in the distance, a loose bolt broke free and punched down into the mountains. 
 
    “What’s eating you?” she asked, not looking at him. “Is it Laura?” 
 
    Jack sighed, smiling in spite of himself. 
 
    “I hope I’m not that transparent.” 
 
    “Nah,” she replied, “I’ve just seen it before. She’s been breaking hearts since she was old enough to go to the mall unsupervised. Drove our dad crazy when he was still with us.” 
 
    “She didn’t break my heart,” Jack replied. “Just a stupid schoolboy crush.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem stupid,” Lindsey replied. “You both have been through a lot together over the past two months. That can form certain bonds.” 
 
    “Pretty sure ‘bonds’ indicates a two-way connection. This isn’t that.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t, I guess. But this guy from her past is back now and—I don’t know what to make of their whole deal.” 
 
    Lindsey laughed. 
 
    “Cameron? I think that ship has sailed, Jack-o.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it by the way she threw herself between him and Carter tonight.” 
 
    “What?” Lindsey asked, leaning forward again and looking at him. 
 
    “You didn’t hear about that?” 
 
    “Like I said, I’ve been working the night shift at the hospital. What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Carter was going to throw him out. I was taking a walk with Laura on the ridge,” Jack thrust a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the rocky ledge running along the road to the eastern gate. “We saw the confrontation. They basically dragged him out of the eastern gate and told him to keep walking.” 
 
    “And Laura stopped them?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Almost killed herself scrambling down the rocks to get to him. Put herself between Pike and the guards. Basically told them if they threw Pike out, she was leaving, too.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Wish I were,” Jack replied, shaking his head. “Pike rubs me the wrong way. I heard about guys like that from some of the men I served with. Those intel goons who are all kissy-kissy to your face, but then sell you down the river the moment you turn your back.” 
 
    “I don’t know if Pike’s like that,” Lindsey said. “I mean, I don’t know him, but my first impression…you’re not going to want to hear this, but I think he means well.” 
 
    “Maybe now,” Jack replied. “I don’t think that was always the case. I was with Laura right after the incident with her coworkers at Aurora. I was a part of the squad sent back there looking for her afterwards. Turned my back on my—” His voice broke off into silence. 
 
    “Laura never did really give me all the details about that,” Lindsey said. 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “I made a choice. It was the right one, I don’t question that at all, but still. Those were men I served with. I went to basic with a couple of them. My first few months of service we were force-fed loyalty to our nation and our brothers time and time again. And I turned my back at the first opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes. To save my sister’s life,” Lindsey said. “That was the right choice to make.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “I know. Believe me, I don’t regret one second of it. Doesn’t mean I don’t feel like shit about it, though.” 
 
    “They should be the ones feeling like shit, not you,” Lindsey said. “You’re in the right. Pike and his cronies were in the wrong. But…people change. I’m a decent judge of character, at least I like to think so, and I don’t see evil or malice in Pike. He was misguided and I think he was led down the wrong path, but at the end of the day, I think he’s looking out for us.” 
 
    “You’re not helping me hate him,” Jack groused. 
 
    Lindsey laughed, then patted his shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry, Jack.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jack replied. “He probably doesn’t deserve my hate. If he’s trying to do good by us, all the better.” 
 
    “I think he is,” Lindsey replied. “Don’t ask me why, but I do.” 
 
    Jack nodded, looking back down at his hands. 
 
    “Look, kiddo,” Lindsey said, “Laura’s a great woman, okay? Don’t just write her off. She doesn’t always see the world around her, and heaven knows she’s made mistakes, as we all have, but hang in there, okay?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Besides,” Lindsey continued, pushing her way off of the bench, groaning slightly as she stood. “We need you around here. Someone’s gotta keep Colonel Carter straight.” 
 
    “I think you’re overestimating my abilities,” Jack said, looking up at her. Lindsey smiled back at him and walked past, patting him on the shoulder one more time as she walked by. Jack stayed on the bench for a good long while, feeling the steady patter of rain on his hair. 
 
    # 
 
    Route 75 
 
    North of Topeka, Kansas 
 
    “I thought we were done siphoning gas for a while,” Tristan said, spitting into the grass at the side of the road, pulling the back of his hand over his lips. They’d stopped alongside Route 75 north of Topeka, electing to circle around the city. There had been no specific word about military presence or violence in the vicinity, but after their tumultuous two weeks in Kansas City, none of them wanted to take that chance. 
 
    An abandoned rest area off of Route 75 contained a trio of cars in the parking lot and between all three of them, Tristan had managed to siphon out half a tank of gas to start replenishing the pickup’s fifteen-gallon tank. They’d have to do it a few more times before they made it to Wyoming, but such was the price of survival. 
 
    Tristan closed the gas cap and smiled at Roxie, who was standing by the bed of the truck, her arms wrapped around her, staring off into nothing. 
 
    “You going to be okay, sweetheart?” Tristan asked, placing a calming hand on one arm. She blinked a few times, then looked at him, nodding. 
 
    “I—I think so.” 
 
    “You’ve seen things no girl your age should see,” Tristan continued. “I can’t imagine what’s going through your head right now.” 
 
    “Mostly I’m thinking about Dad,” she said quietly. 
 
    “You must be missing him something fierce.” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied. “But mostly there’s pride. How he sacrificed his life to get that satellite to launch. You know how when people talk about the World Trade Center, they mention the heroic firefighters and rescue personnel running into the smoke while everyone else was running away?” 
 
    “I surely do.” 
 
    “That was my dad. He ran toward the smoke.” 
 
    “Yes, he did. I hope you always remember that.” 
 
    Roxie nodded, then gingerly wiped at the corner of her eye with two fingers. Shawna emerged from the trees just outside the parking lot, stretching her arms over her head. She had a roll of toilet paper stolen from one of the inside restrooms in one hand. Selanda pushed off of the side of the truck and walked toward her. 
 
    “Next!” Shawna said, tossing the bathroom tissue to the older woman.  
 
    “Why didn’t you just go inside?” Roxie asked, looking at Shawna. 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “There’s a certain freedom to peeing in the woods, I guess. Maybe I’ve gotten used to it.” 
 
    Roxie shook her head and looked away again. 
 
    “I’m just glad we’ve got toilet paper!” Selanda shouted from over her shoulder. “Who would have thought that was a necessity as civilization swirled down the tubes?” 
 
    Shawna reached the side of the truck and looked into the flatbed, running her hand over the canvas laptop bag which held Jasmine’s precious computer along with the extended battery pack, power cable, and modular satellite dish. A scattering of weapons were in the rear of the truck as well, but they’d had to pack up and run so quickly that they really hadn’t had time to grab anything else. 
 
    During normal times, a drive from Kansas City to Cheyenne, Wyoming was about a ten-hour affair, a relatively simple trek that could have likely been done in one day. 
 
    These weren’t normal times. 
 
    Shawna wasn’t sure exactly how long the trip would take, but she knew they’d have to figure out some stuff along the way. Food. Shelter. Water. 
 
    Still, it was better than the alternative. Lifting her head, she looked back east, in the direction of Kansas City, trying to imagine what was happening right now at Eagle Atmospheric. Had the soldiers razed the place? Burned it all to the ground? 
 
    Had Charest escaped? What about Gossett? What was left of the people she’d spent the last two weeks with, risked her life with? Risked her life for? 
 
    Were any of them still alive? 
 
    “If anyone survived that, Charest did,” Tristan said, sensing Shawna’s thoughts. She forced a smile and nod, though she didn’t feel as certain as Tristan sounded. One thing was for certain—the world felt different now than it had two weeks ago. The events at Eagle Atmospheric and in Kansas City were but a small segment of what they’d all been through, but the effects would be long lasting. Like the Chicago Stronghold, they’d built a community there, they’d found friendships there, and people she knew had died there. 
 
    “Why are we going to Wyoming again?” Roxie asked, turning to look over the rear of the truck. 
 
    “Ask your buddy Tristan,” Shawna replied. “His idea.” 
 
    “There is a group,” Tristan said, and fished in his pocket, pulling out his thick, worn Bible. He held it in his hand for a few moments, running his fingers over the puckered wound in the book’s leather cover. The knife wound that seemed like a life time ago, on the streets of Chicago, a city still burning with the fires of the Atlas-01 disaster. 
 
    He opened the book, flipping through some of the pages until he found a small index card that had been slipped into the tome. He removed it and laid it on top of the closed book, looking at the handwriting on it, the smearing scrawl of words written in a dead man’s hand. 
 
    “A good friend of ours in Chicago,” Tristan said, glancing at Shawna, “belonged to an organization.” He tapped the index card and Roxie looked at it. The black ink was tough to read in the dim light, but it looked to be an address in Malcom, Wyoming. “This organization puts an emphasis on survival,” Tristan continued. “Some people would call them preppers, but Eric—he called them something different. Their official name is Stone Sword, and if there’s any place in this new world that has what we need, I truly believe it’s that place.” 
 
    “But why?” Roxie asked. “How do you know?” 
 
    Tristan looked at the card, torn on one end from where he ripped it from the Rolodex, and he read the words on it again, picturing Eric Waylon’s face in his mind. There was a warm glow he felt from within, a sense that the words written on that card were somehow right. As if he were meant to read them. 
 
    Like they lead the way. 
 
    “I just…do,” Tristan said. “Eric believed in them and their cause, and I believed in him.” Tristan shrugged. “Beyond that I can’t really explain it.” 
 
    “He wants to see the sunrise over the mountains,” Shawna said. 
 
    Tristan scoffed and thrusted his thumb toward the darkened, cloud-covered sky above. 
 
    “Ain’t gonna be no sunrises,” he said, shaking his head. “Not anymore.” But he looked back down at the card again. “But the mountains would be pretty regardless.” 
 
    “They have supplies?” Roxie asked. 
 
    “To be honest,” Shawna replied, “we don’t really know. We just know what Eric told us, and he said they were good people who would be prepared for anything. He’d been planning on making the trip himself before—before we dragged him in.” 
 
    “Might have been better off,” Tristan whispered. 
 
    Shawna looked at him, her lips slanted into a crooked smile. 
 
    “You know, we had a good life in Chicago for a bit,” she said. “Yeah, it was short, but it was good, and I think if given a chance, Eric would do it again.” 
 
    “You know,” Tristan replied, “I think you’re probably right.” 
 
    As the rain came down around them and Selanda rejoined the group, they spoke for a short while longer, talking about plans and dreams and those who had been left behind. As the thunder grew louder and the steady pulse of lightning grew brighter, they moved into the brick building that had once been a rest area, found their isolated corners, and laid down to sleep, resting up for what remained of their long trip ahead. 
 
    # 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
    “I can’t leave you for a minute,” Major Valley said, shaking his head. Sergeant Bills was seated on a chair in the office of the Military Police, and while she hadn’t been handcuffed, she’d been placed under watch by three young guards who stood in the other room. 
 
    “To be fair, you were gone for a little while, sir,” Bills replied. “A lot longer than a minute.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Valley replied. “I know things are challenging here.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it, sir.” 
 
    “Tell me?” 
 
    “Before I tell you,” Bills said, “what’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The way the MPs are treating me, I feel like I’m a criminal. Like I should be expecting a court martial hearing tomorrow. Is that what’s going to happen?” 
 
    “That is absolutely not what’s going to happen,” Valley replied. “I’m not going to let it happen. I’ve already spoken to their boss, who ran it up the chain to Lancaster. It’s all being chalked up to a big misunderstanding, okay? You’re free and clear.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    Valley’s eyes shifted slightly, and Bills knew that it was certainly not in fact “just like that”. 
 
    “Let’s not worry about that right now,” Major Valley replied. 
 
    “They’re getting away with it, aren’t they?” Bills asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Marks. Sausito. Their whole crew. They’ve been smuggling people into labor camps. If what Helen said was true, they executed a schoolteacher.” 
 
    “We’ve found no evidence of that,” Valley replied. “They are investigating it, I promise you that.” 
 
    “But we can’t talk about it.” 
 
    “No, we cannot.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Bills hissed, then her eyes darted to the major. “Sorry, sir. No disrespect intended.” 
 
    “After what you’ve been through, I’d expect nothing less,” Valley replied. He slid over a chair and eased his way into it, crossing one leg over the other. “So, tell me what happened.” 
 
    For at least ninety minutes, Sergeant Bills went through the past few days, trying to recall every detail, trying to isolate every single point, especially pertaining to her concerns about Marks and Sausito. To his credit, Valley nodded and acknowledged each point, listened intently, and made all the right reactions to the more terrible things Bills had heard from Helen. 
 
    “So, the girl and her male friend—they’re really gone?” 
 
    “Near as I can tell,” Bills replied. 
 
    “Okay, so off the record,” Valley continued, leaning forward slightly and meeting her eyes. “Did you help them?” 
 
    Bills looked back at him, shifting nervously in her chair. 
 
    “I did not help them escape, sir,” she replied calmly and firmly. 
 
    “You didn’t?” 
 
    “No, sir. The girl did that all on her own. Stole the truck and smashed it into the building. Wrecked the place, tore the prison wall apart, freed her friend.” 
 
    “You just happened to try and return the truck in the opposite direction that they were running.” 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    Valley leaned back, blowing a gust of air out through his nostrils, his head shaking side to side. 
 
    “You’re not making this easy,” he said, though he was smiling slightly. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how terrible that makes me feel.” 
 
    Major Valley nodded, putting both feet on the floor and placing his palms on his thighs before standing stiffly upright. 
 
    “Fair enough, Sergeant. You’ve obviously been through a lot. Why don’t you take a few days of leave? You’re not to leave Cheyenne, but you’re also not on active duty, okay? I want you where I can find you if I need you.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    Valley turned and walked toward the door, wrapped his hand around the knob, then stopped, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you for holding down the fort,” he said. “Whatever happens, please know, you did the right thing.” 
 
    “If I did, sir,” Bills replied, “I’m not sure I did enough. If Marks and Sausito get off scot free, I—” 
 
    “Don’t finish that sentence, Sergeant,” Valley replied. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “But how many girls will have disappeared by then?” Bills asked. “How many teachers will have been murdered?” 
 
    Valley rubbed at his temples, trying to craft the perfect response, but utterly unable to. 
 
    “Thanks again, Sergeant,” he replied, then slipped through the opened door and shut it firmly behind him, leaving Sergeant Bills alone with her thoughts and regrets. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Sausito looked out through the trees, glancing out into the darkness, down the slope toward the Clover Hills Mall. There were no more spotlights or figures milling around, at least not in the immediate vicinity, the majority of the response team heading back to the train yard to regroup near the FEMA encampment. 
 
    He hadn’t gone back with them. His entire body ached from the impact with the transport truck that had sent him cartwheeling, but amazingly, he was only bruised and not broken. 
 
    The sergeant was bruised not just in body but in ego, and it was that secondary injury that drove him to continue the hunt long after the others had left. Private Marks had agreed to stay with him, the two of them walking the trees, M4 carbines in hand, tactical flashlights mounted beneath the hand guard of each weapon. 
 
    Sausito crept along through the trees, moving in cautious, practiced movements, careful not to tweak his aching hip or pained knee. 
 
    “Are you going to make it, old man?” Marks mocked, looking over at the sergeant with a smirk. 
 
    “Worry about yourself, kid,” Sausito growled. “Let me know the next time you get hit by a two-ton transport.” 
 
    For another few moments they continued through the trees, slowly walking the flashlight beam along the ground, searching for stamped-down roots, broken branches, or other signs of human intruders passing through. 
 
    “You sure they came back this way?” Marks asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure of anything,” Sausito replied, “but this is how they came in. Makes sense to me they go out the same door.” 
 
    “I was them I’d be running back where I came from, tail between my legs. That dude in the jail—we messed him up, man.” 
 
    “Deserved every single punch he got,” Sausito replied. “I was hoping we were gonna get the chance to take him out to the construction yard.” 
 
    “Bury his ass next to that teacher, right?” 
 
    “Nah, burying’s too good for him. I probably woulda thrown his ass in the lake. Who really cares if anyone found him, what are they gonna do, report us up the chain?” 
 
    Both men laughed, a high-pitched animalistic sound coming from Private Marks that somehow passed for an expression of humor. Marks drifted ahead a few strides, keeping his M4 tucked tight to his body, making his way through another loose group of tall trees near the edge of the forest. 
 
    “When this is all said and done,” he said, his voice a low whisper, “Lancaster is gonna hook our asses up, right? It’s gonna be gravy train city—” 
 
    There was a quiet noise, the sound of a snake’s quick hiss, like a cobra going in for a strike and Marks froze where he was, ears perked. 
 
    “You hear that?” He stood stock-still, waiting to see if he heard the sound again. “Was that a rattler? Damned rattlers usually shake their asses before they hiss, right?” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Right, Sarge?” 
 
    Sergeant Sausito was standing in the trees, looking at Marks through wide, curious eyes. He’d dropped his rifle at his feet and his fingers were splayed, clawing at something that Marks could not immediately see, grasping at his throat as if trying to loosen his collar. 
 
    “Sarge?” Marks lifted the rifle, shining the light on Sausito’s face. He gasped and stumbled backwards, the light revealing the source of the quiet hissing sound. A slender metallic arrow had pierced Sausito’s throat, entering in through his right and extending out through his left. The broad, metal head thrust out through puckered, burbling flesh, twisted strands of gristle and ripped tendon tangled in the slanted metal. 
 
    Marks gagged as Sausito’s mouth opened and closed, trying to speak. Dark blood pooled in his mouth and ran over his lips in wide streams, his camouflage shirt already soaking through. 
 
    “What the hell, Sausito?” Marks stammered, taking another step back, as if maybe his sergeant had done this to himself. “What the hell?” The second hell was more a frantic screech than a shout, and Sausito took one unsteady step forward, then dropped to both knees and pitched forward. He caught himself with one palm, still clawing at the wound with the other, unable to even close his fingers.  
 
    In his kneeling position, he convulsed once, coughed another thick clot of blood into the grass, then tumbled forward and lay still, the arrow sticking up from his throat at an oblong angle. 
 
    “Shit!” Marks screamed and lifted his rifle, swinging it around frantically, the flashlight beam carving wild patterns of pale light throughout the thick trees. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he shouted. “Where are you?” 
 
    Trees rustled to his left and he wheeled that way, squeezing the trigger, sending a burst of fire into the trees, scattering leaves in a wide puff of green and brown. His breath came in ragged, angry gasps as his eyes roamed the woods, searching for movement. 
 
    More leaves rustled to his right and he spun back that way, firing again, walking a burst of 5.56-millimeter rounds through the narrow trunk of a tree. Taking three unsteady steps backwards, Marks spun and sprinted, running through the trees, keeping the rifle clutched tightly to him. 
 
    He thought he heard more leaves rustling, at first to his left, then to his right, then right behind him, but he kept running. Halting for a moment, he angled right and charged back through the trees, his eyes scoping for the clearing beyond. 
 
    All he saw was more trees. 
 
    Whirling back around, he charged forward again, in the opposite direction, but still couldn’t seem to find the clearing. Still just seeing trees stacked upon more trees.  
 
    Slowing his run, he gasped for breath, his rifle still raised, his ears still perked. 
 
    A twig snapped behind him. He brought the rifle around and squeezed the trigger yet again, more leaves scattering under the barrage. More leaves rustling, again to his left, and again he turned that way, breaking into another sprint. 
 
    Suddenly, he kicked something, his shin barking on something, his momentum carrying him clumsily forward, sprawling, his rifle tumbling from relaxed fingers. Branches clawed at his face and his arms as he went forward, trying to stop his fall, but striking hard ground with one shoulder. Pain jolted his entire right side. 
 
    Marks rolled over, cursing under his breath, trying to scramble desperately to his feet, just to keep moving, to put some space between himself and whatever was out there. Using a tree to hoist himself up, he turned, scoping the ground for his discarded rifle. 
 
    Two eyes stared back at him from the darkness and his heart locked in his chest. The figure stood before him, its appearance surprising him to the point that he took two clumsy steps backwards, but managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    The silhouette strode forward, its face illuminated in the pale lightning that worked through the clouds overhead. 
 
    Not its face. 
 
    Her face. 
 
    The girl’s face. 
 
    “What the—you?” Marks asked, the words coming through hard gulps of air. “Kid?” 
 
    Helen Park took another step forward, her eyes focused and alert, narrowed and glaring at him. 
 
    “Man, I thought it was your buddy. It was you? Did you put that arrow in Sausito? That took some balls, kid, no offense.” 
 
    Helen didn’t reply, she just glowered at him. 
 
    “You think you scare me?” he asked. “Some fourteen-year-old girl? Let’s go back downtown, all right, kid? You come back with me and maybe we’ll overlook the whole stealing a truck thing.” 
 
    Helen didn’t move. She stood cloaked in darkness, staring at him. 
 
    “This how you wanna play it?” Marks asked. “I can do you like I did that bitch teacher of yours. That what you want?” 
 
    Helen remained where she was. 
 
    “All right, little girl,” Marks snapped. “Have it your way.” 
 
    # 
 
    Helen looked up at the soldier she now knew was responsible for the death of Ms. Lace, and had likely played a large role in the disappearances of so many girls over the past two months. He stood two feet taller than her, at least, and probably sixty pounds heavier, his broad shoulders filling her vision. 
 
    “All right, little girl,” he said. “Have it your way.” 
 
    Private Marks lunged at her, moving much quicker than she anticipated. But Helen was ready. She slid to the left and slipped the knife free of her belt, the same souvenir trench knife that Joel had carried in his Bug Out Bag since they’d left Louisiana. 
 
    Marks stumbled past her as she dodged and she twisted her hips, thrusting the blade forward and in. She felt brief resistance as the knife struck cloth, but there was a swift pop, rip, and give as the carbon-fiber blade punched through skin and muscle, then sank hilt-deep into the charging soldier. 
 
    Marks gasped and doubled over, his gasp swiftly turning to a wet, ragged choking sound. He was large and heavy and as he slumped forward, Helen had to scramble out of the way, letting him tumble down onto his back, falling on top of him. Quickly, she reoriented herself, straddling his chest and pinning him down, a dark stain quickly forming near his left ribs, blood seeping through the thick cloth. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he choked. “You stabbed me. Freaking kid, you stabbed me.” 
 
    “It’s a lot better than what you did to Ms. Lace,” Helen growled, sitting on top of him. She paused for a moment, seeming to contemplate what she’d just said. “I never even knew her first name.” 
 
    Marks chuckled a small, humorless noise. 
 
    “Me either, kid.” His breath came in quick chokes. 
 
    “You killed her anyway.” 
 
    Marks didn’t respond. In the pale light of the passing overhead lightning, she could see his already pale complexion turning even more so, his tongue licking along his lips. He stared up into the sky, his opened eyes becoming almost empty. Vacant. 
 
    Helen leaned forward, pressing the blade of the trench knife to the meaty flesh of Marks’ throat. 
 
    “What about the others?” she asked. “The other men and women. The girls?” 
 
    “J—Just—following—orders,” Marks gasped. “Lan—Lancaster. Needed workers. Rebuilding Chicago.” He was having a hard time speaking. 
 
    “You always follow orders even when you know they’re wrong?” 
 
    “Per—perk of—the job,” Marks replied. “Got—a few for—ourselves.” 
 
    Helen scowled, not wanting any more elaboration than that. She’d heard enough. She’d seen enough. Helen shifted her weight on him, and he winced, obviously in agony. 
 
    “Pl—please, kid. We—we’re all just—trying to survive.” 
 
    "That’s not survival,” Helen replied. “That’s murder.” 
 
    “Survi…val of the fittest—” he gasped. “Don—don’t kill me. Please. Just like you. Just trying to find my—” 
 
    Helen leaned forward again, moving close to Marks’ face, her hot breath on his face. 
 
    “Not like you,” Helen said. “Nothing like you.” 
 
    Leaning that close to his face, she could see the tears forming in his eyes, could almost hear the silent prayer he was whispering to a God he likely didn’t believe in. His own breath smelled foul. Metallic and rotten. 
 
    “Survival of the fittest,” Helen whispered, “like you said.” 
 
    Her wrist jerked. 
 
    The blade cut.  
 
    Private Gordon Marks never got the chance to scream. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen moved silently through the trees, exiting the forest into the clearing where she and Joel had decided to bed down for the night. There was a hastily constructed lean-to at the far edge of the clearing, thick branches bound together with a length of paracord from Joel’s Bug Out, reinforced by thinner branches woven through the thicker, a bed of grass and moss set on top of the slanted roof. 
 
    Rain spattered down through the trees and across the thick organic hide of the lean-to, and Picasso perked his head up tiredly, looking over at Helen as she made her way toward the shelter. 
 
    Joel was lying within, resting on his side, his face pointing away from her, his Bug Out Bag resting nearby. A rolled-up blanket was next to him another one of the scant remaining items in his bag, and he’d given it to Helen rather than use it himself. 
 
    She heard the low and steady rhythm of his breathing, and crept forward, easing herself down into a prone position next to him, lying on her own shoulder and pulling the blanket up and over her. Picasso nuzzled her and she petted his head, easing him back down to the hard ground where he lay next to her. 
 
    For a few long moments she laid there, looking out toward the trees, listening to the even scatter of falling rain drops. 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” Joel’s voice was quiet and steady. 
 
    Helen paused for a moment, still laying on her shoulder, looking away. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Joel breathed again, a soft, quiet sound. 
 
    “Did you do what you set out to do?” 
 
    Helen let the briefest of heartbeats pass. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Joel didn’t reply immediately, the two of them lying beneath the slanted roof, listening to the rain and the occasional rumble of overhead thunder. 
 
    “This is a dark road we walk, Helen,” Joel said. “You’ve seen the monster I try and keep inside. I’ve tried to protect you from it.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Joel replied. “If anything, I’ve shown it to you.” 
 
    “I did what had to be done,” Helen replied flatly. “There were lives at risk. More lives.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Helen chewed her lip, blinking into the darkness and Picasso stirred gently, finding a more comfortable position and sighing as he rested back down. 
 
    “Is that what I am?” Helen asked quietly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A monster?” 
 
    It took Joel a moment to reply, but it was firm and unwavering. 
 
    “No. Men like Marks and Sausito—Ali—they’re the monsters, not you.” He paused for a moment. “But the more you walk down that dark road, the thinner the line becomes between who you are and who you don’t want to become. Before too long it’s a thread. Then it’s a hair. Then, there’s no line at all. You do it long enough, you become what you’ve worked to destroy.” 
 
    His words hung in the darkness and Helen longed to ask him if he thought he’d become what he worked to destroy. It had been just over two months since the crisis had started and they’d both done terrible things and seen much worse, but somewhere inside, she felt like she was still the person she wanted to be. 
 
    Her fingers were closed around that core, though she had to admit there were times it felt like her grip was slipping. It would be easy to let go entirely and slide into the inky blackness. 
 
    “Do you understand what I’m saying?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She felt him move a little and could tell he was rolling over slightly, moving onto his back so he could look up at the underside of the grass-covered roof.  
 
    “Get some sleep,” he said. “Still a long road to walk.” 
 
    Helen sniffed slightly, still looking away. 
 
    “Good night, Joel.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    # 
 
    Ali Davud was no lover of nature, but part of him was glad to be awake as the sun crested the eastern horizon. With the thick clouds and constant storms, seeing the sun these days was a rarity, and he squinted through his remaining eye, watching the orange globe peek its way over the mountains. 
 
    For the entire night he’d combed the city of Cheyenne, sticking to the shadows to avoid detection, searching for Joel and the little snot-nosed girl who had used him to facilitate her escape.  His face grew hot at the memory of it, fists coiled into taut rocks of flesh. 
 
    Finding no sign of them, in spite of keeping an eye on the retreating Red Cross transport, he’d ventured west. 
 
    His search had brought him to the site of the Clover Hills Mall, the decimated remains of the shopping center that had borne the brunt of military firepower in a desperate attempt to flush out a resistance group called Stone Sword.  Smoke still curled from the broken holes in the shattered walls, winding up into the sky, drifting to meet the low-hanging clouds of dawn.  There had been a military presence here recently, but it had vanished within the past few hours, leaving the cracked and still-bloodstained parking lot absent of all Humvees and soldiers.  The early morning was quiet besides the low thunder, the sky shifting colors of purple and orange, occasionally illuminated by thrusts of lightning. 
 
    Walking through the tall grass south of the mall’s remains, he found the gradual slope leading up the hill which overlooked the wreckage.  If Joel and Helen were lurking around the mall, perhaps using it for cover, he’d see them from up there. 
 
    It took him a few minutes of cautious, careful progression, his legs aching, his lungs stinging with the pain of exertion.  He stopped halfway up to turn his head and hack up something dark, spitting it angrily into the grass, then left it behind, as if the lingering infection in his blood might stay behind with it. 
 
    But it wouldn’t.  Part of him knew that.  He could almost feel the corruption writhing through his body, like narrow snakes slithering around his insides.  He wouldn’t die.  Not yet.  Not until he got his pound of flesh. 
 
    Finally reaching the top of the hill, he stopped to take a break, appreciating the level surface, looking back at the gradual incline he’d just climbed, scoffing at his swift descent into exhaustion.  During his military training he would have done hill sprints on inclines twice that steep and three times that long.  He was weak.  Pathetic.  A shell of the warrior he used to be. 
 
    There would be only one way he could reclaim that warrior status.  Ali Davud had to stand over the broken body of the one who made him this way. 
 
    Several yards away there was a scuffling in the long grass beyond the rows of trees.  A low growling sound and even more grass shifting, the trunk of a narrow tree actually swaying left to right.  There was something in the grass. 
 
    Slipping a stolen pistol from his belt, he crept forward, approaching the trees, holding the weapon in two hands.  The movement continued, more grass rustling and as he grew near, his foot pressed down on a fallen branch, cracking it in two. 
 
    “Dammit,” he hissed, cursing his clumsy, amateurish state.  The moving grass froze, as if the world had gotten the pause button pressed. Taking another careful step forward, the grass shifted again and a blur of matted gray darted from the forest, sprinting over the ground.  Ali tensed, lifting his pistol, but not quickly enough.  The coyote had angled left and picked up speed, vanishing into the trees further down the clearing. 
 
    Ali narrowed his eyes at the retreating creature.  Coyotes were nocturnal animals.  Clearly there was something here of interest.  Something that had drawn it out this close to daylight. 
 
    Moving forward and staying low, Ali approached the trees, working his way between the trunks, stepping over a root and into the grass.  It took him a few moments to navigate the uneven ground, the trees surrounding him and blocking his view of the clearing beyond. 
 
    As he walked low to the ground, he stepped into taller grass and his foot collided with something covered by weeds and tangled plants.  He paused, reaching his foot out again, touching what he’d stumbled upon.  There was a gentle give to his toes as he pressed, the object moving slightly. 
 
    Ali knew what it was.  He’d felt his share of them in his time.  Bending over, he parted the grass and saw the dead body lying in the dirt.  The corpse’s eyes stared up aimlessly into the early morning sky, a narrow grimace on his face. 
 
    There was a second smile a few inches below the first—but it wasn’t a grimace. It was a neat slice across his throat, much of the man’s flesh and shirt covered in a dull, rust-colored blood.  The corpse was wearing a camouflage uniform, the same uniform as the soldiers he’d seen in Cheyenne.  But this wasn’t a combat death, this was murder. 
 
    Ali took one last look at the body then moved farther north, eyes roaming the ground until he found a second dead body on the ground, dressed similarly as the first, only instead of a private’s rank on his uniform, this one had a sergeant’s. 
 
    The corpse was facedown in the mud, a steel hunting arrow piercing through his neck.  Ali smiled thinly, looking down at the bodies, and remembered Joel’s use and proficiency with his bow and arrow.  He’d seen that firsthand. 
 
    This was the direction they’d come.  He was certain. 
 
    Ali slipped his pistol back in his belt, lifting his eyes to look deeper into the thickening forest. 
 
    His chest ached. It hurt more than where his eye had once been, and he knew whatever infection had started in his blood was working its way to his heart. But he wouldn’t let it. 
 
    He refused to die until he found Joel and the girl and sent them to hell first. Perhaps, if he was lucky, he would join them there himself and spend eternity watching them writhe in the flames of damnation. 
 
    If he was lucky. 
 
    His throat was dry and scratchy, and he bowed his head, coughing a loud, dry cough into his fist, tensing in pain with each explosive outburst.  Stepping around the trees, he moved to the north, and as he moved deeper into the wilderness he thought of the fires of hell and of watching Joel Robertson’s flesh melt and slowly peel from his bones. 
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    Preface 
 
      
 
    The eyes of the nation are focused on Wyoming. 
 
    As the artificially generated storms continue to hammer the world, America is brought to the brink.  Survivors from Louisiana, Chicago, Kansas City and elsewhere converge, heading toward their common ground, desperate for shelter, safety, and community. 
 
    Will they find it in Malcolm? 
 
    A last ditch effort rips Joel and Helen from their containment in Cheyenne and they manage to slip away, into the Wyoming woodlands, heading west in search of Stone Sword. Ali Davud has found them, however, and is not about to let them skirt away. He goes into the woods in pursuit, getting more and more desperate by the hour to exact his revenge before he succumbs to his injuries. 
 
    Shawna, Tristan, Selanda and Roxie have narrowly survived the vicious gun battle at Eagle Atmospheric and are also heading west but remain a long way from Wyoming. Roxie guards the mysterious laptop, convinced that it hides the secret to saving humanity. 
 
    Major Valley’s tenuous grip on the forces in Cheyenne seems even more fragile in the wake of Joel and Helen’s escape. He fears the inevitability of a conflict with Lancaster, but is determined to hold his ground and do the right thing. 
 
    At the Stone Sword compound, the strained relationship between Laura, Jack and Cameron Pike edges nearer to snapping—can they hold it together long enough to survive the coming storm? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Somewhere northwest of Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Three months ago, Helen lived in a different world. 
 
    She was a fourteen-year-old high school freshman, obsessed with her iPhone, her biggest worry not embarrassing herself in front of her peers and staying up to date on the latest Netflix series all the cool kids were watching. 
 
    For all of her teenage-fueled complaints, she’d had a roof over her head, food on her table every day, and had a father who loved and cared for her, even if he sometimes struggled to show it. 
 
    She’d had a life. Not necessarily her preferred life, but a life just the same, a life of innocence and purity, a life where she was just learning what it meant to be a young woman in the twenty-first century. 
 
    Never in her wildest imagination had she known that becoming a young woman in the twenty-first century would mean learning how to shoot a bow and arrow at the fluffiest, cutest rabbit she’d ever seen in her life. 
 
    Joel had warned her up front—hunting rabbit with a bow and arrow isn’t a child’s game. Even the most highly trained game hunters struggle to take down a rabbit with a bow, they’re too small, too fast, and wildly unpredictable. He’d tried to discourage her, but had just ended up motivating her. She’d smiled her crooked smile as she’d taken the tactical bow from him, slipped the quiver free, unfolded it, and snapped in the bow string, effortlessly converting the portable weapon from folded to ready in a matter of seconds. 
 
    She still remembered the first time she had to do that while practicing with Joel in the back yard of his grandfather’s cabin. She’d struggled to maintain the strength and leverage required to string the bow, even if it had been relatively easy to unfold and lock it into place.  
 
    That had been just over two months ago. It might as well have been a lifetime. 
 
    Adjusting her stance on the branch of the tree, she balanced herself against its thick trunk, looking down into the clearing below. Joel had passed on a bit of knowledge to her, something his grandfather had told him, that hunting rabbits often worked better from above. 
 
    Standing on the branch of a tall tree gave Helen a wider view of the area below and allowed her to spot the hopping animal as it scampered from one bush to the next. Being in the tree forced her to stay still and minimize the noise she made, which helped keep her invisible, even as the small animal’s head poked back out through the bush and sniffed eagerly at the dirt. 
 
    She’d seen the faint gray blur of motion a few minutes before, watching as the long-eared rabbit had bounded from one low bush to the next, not even stopping to look in her direction. 
 
    For most of the morning she’d been hovering around the location, a spot in the trees where there had been lush plants, weeds, and even some wild vegetables, places she knew would attract the small mammals. Once she’d spotted it, she’d taken a closer look, quickly identifying a robust group of wild turnips that she knew would be a delicious snack for the rabbit. 
 
    Climbing the tree, she’d sat among its branches for nearly four hours, her legs cramping and arms sore, but her patience had paid off. 
 
    It paid off big. The rabbit she was now tracking was large for its species, which she thought was a black-tailed jackrabbit. Its ears were long, its body slender, just around two feet, and she figured it to be around six or seven pounds. 
 
    Not huge, but big enough to keep her and Joel fed for the next day or so as they finished their trek to Malcolm. 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming had felt like a far-flung dream two months ago as they set out from Louisiana, riding their horses north into Oklahoma. It might have well been the land of Oz. 
 
    Yet, here they were, two months later, somehow surviving a brutal week in captivity with FEMA and the United States Army, dodging death, hunger, and thirst at every turn, less than a day’s march from their destination. 
 
    One of their destinations. It had been Joel’s hope that Helen’s aunt could be found in Malcolm, and he still seemed to be holding on to that hope, but he maintained that their true final stop would be in Seattle, where Helen’s mother lived. 
 
    Helen scowled simply thinking of the woman. She was Helen’s mother by genetics only and had divorced her father and moved away before Helen had even started elementary school. Aside from scattered phone calls from various locations throughout the country, Helen’s mother had very little involvement in her life, and Helen struggled to see how things would be different now. 
 
    But Joel had been insistent. Mostly, Helen suspected, because he was looking for a way to rid himself of her, even though it had felt as though they’d grown quite close over the past two months. Like her, Joel had suffered significant loss in his life. His wife and young daughter died in a house fire five years before. 
 
    The fire had further complicated an already challenging existence for Joel Robertson, but it seemed as though both of them were finding holes in their lives filled by the other. Helen could be the daughter that Joel thought he’d lost and Joel could be the father who had died before Helen’s eyes just over two months ago as his car was swept underwater, Joel only having time to save one of them. 
 
    She closed her eyes, blinking away the surprising spring of tears. Helen would have thought her tears had been spent by now, yet every day seemed to bring fresh ones to life. As if her father’s death hadn’t been difficult enough, it almost paled in comparison to what her and Joel had been through in the days since. 
 
    Death and violence at every turn. Kidnapped. Hunted. Shot at. Arrested and captured. 
 
    Yet somehow that all seemed like so much background noise when Helen thought of the most painful parts of the last two months.  
 
    The lives she’d taken. 
 
    Each death at her own hands clung in her mind, a ghostly viscera ever-present in her thoughts. Part of her thought it might get easier as time went on, though another part of her hoped it wouldn’t. 
 
    Even the last two men she’d killed, two Army soldiers who had participated in a sinister human-trafficking ring that had cost the life of one of her teachers and very nearly cost her own. They were bad, bad people. Horrible, evil people. 
 
    She’d meted out the justice she thought they deserved and knew the world was a better place for it. 
 
    Still, every time she closed her eyes, their faces stared back at her, angry and accusatory, eyes narrowed in blame and shame. 
 
    Helen cleared her throat, then paused, a flash of movement catching her eye. The sound she’d made had alerted the jack rabbit and it had perched up on long, hind legs, its head swiveling back and forth, long ears twitching. 
 
    She’d gotten lost in thought and had almost missed her opportunity, the one she’d waited four hours in this damn uncomfortable tree for. 
 
    Blinking away the tears, she slowly lifted her arm, tightening her grip on the contoured handle of the tactical bow. The two fingers of her right hand pinched the notch of the arrow, the fletching tickling her flesh as she gently pulled back, moving slowly, so the soft tug of the bowstring would not be audible to the mammal’s sensitive ears. 
 
    Locating and tracking the rabbit was the hard part, Joel had said. Shooting it should be easy. 
 
    Except it wasn’t. Even after two months of killing and eating animals, Helen looked at the rabbit below, its black nose twitching, its small, dark eyes darting back and forth, and couldn’t help but think she’d rather pet it than shoot it. Even as her stomach growled in stark hunger, even as she and Joel felt weaker by the hour, trudging through the mountains of Wyoming, already spent from their week at the FEMA camp. 
 
    But it wasn’t just emotional. The jack rabbit was on the big side, but it was still very small. A two-foot target, and one she had to hit carefully so she wouldn’t ruin the meat. Joel had advised a head shot; anything else would likely ruin the good parts. 
 
    Helen drew in a deep breath and held it, crouching on the branch like a statue, string taut, fingers pulled back to her right ear. She stared down the length of the arrow’s shaft, slowly guiding the broadhead arrow to a spot just behind one of the rabbit’s long ears. It was still perched on its hind legs, but she knew it wouldn’t stay there long, and it was likely the spring of the bowstring would alert it. 
 
    Reconsidering her aim, Helen let the arrowhead drift slightly right, the direction she anticipated the rabbit would charge. Realizing she was holding her breath and was starting to feel a little lightheaded, Helen leveled the arrow one last time, pressed her teeth together, and released. 
 
    It all happened in a flash. The bowstring snapped, the rabbit darted, and the arrow struck, punching into the small mammal’s right cheek, bursting through its skull and pinning the creature to the ground in a single shot. 
 
    Helen’s heart hammered and she remained in her crouching position, her arms still tense, her breath finally releasing in a low, swift hiss. Down below, the rabbit lay motionless, head cocked, dark eyes staring out into nothing, the arrow rammed through. 
 
    Another tear broke loose and ran down her cheek. This had been the story of her life for the past two months, but no matter how many times she did it, she still couldn’t help but feel sorry. 
 
    In a way she felt sorrier for the animals than she did for the people. Private Marks and Sergeant Sausito were more animals than this creature was, but they were even worse. They performed evil tasks purposefully and with malice. The only crime the rabbit committed was hopping into the wrong clearing and having meat on its bones. 
 
    Helen sighed, using the back of her hand to wipe the tear away, then hopped down from the branch, landing in the dirt in a surprisingly graceful crouch. She strode toward the rabbit and bent down, admiring her aim and placement, even if she lamented the need. She’d hit almost exactly where she’d aimed. One shot, one kill. 
 
    Just like Sergeant Sausito. Arrow through the neck. Quick and easy. 
 
    Helen’s stomach lurched and she felt unsteady, swaying a bit on the balls of her feet as she crouched by the deceased animal. Her head went light and for a moment, she thought she might topple over backwards, but she closed her eyes, focused on her feet touching the ground, and steadied herself. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, she no longer saw Sausito or Marks, she just saw the dead rabbit, and she swallowed hard, threading the arrow through, cleaning the head, and returning it to her quiver. 
 
    At least Joel would be happy, and their last meal would be a good one as they approached the home stretch toward Malcolm. 
 
    # 
 
    The wind blew softly through the trees and Joel inched his way down behind the rocks, keeping his profile low, just in case. He and Helen had been moving very slowly northwest since slipping free of Cheyenne, Wyoming, sacrificing speed for stealth. 
 
    They’d spent most of their time following the meandering path of an access road which had diverted from Interstate 80, pressing deeper into the Wyoming wilderness. A casual observer never would have noticed, but with their eyes on the compass Joel had in his beaten up and bullet-ridden Bug Out Bag, they’d located it and continued following it, knowing where it would ultimately lead. 
 
    Still, Joel had paused several times, choosing to spend hours watching the access road, ensuring that nobody was using it to try and track them down. Today he pressed a pair of old binoculars to his eyes, glaring down the rocky crag of the mountain, looking to the path below, barely wide enough for a car to make it. 
 
    Still, he saw evidence that there had been some sort of traffic through here. Cars and trucks had made their way back and forth, and likely within the past month. He hoped that the Stone Sword compound had a decent security perimeter, or all of the travel might only serve to bring them one step closer to another Clover Hills mall. 
 
    He shuddered at the thought. Two months of painstaking hikes through the wilderness. Two months of narrowly escaping capture or harm. Two months of eating what they could kill and drinking filtered river water, only to come upon a compound decimated by the military at some point during that time. 
 
    He didn’t even want to think of it. As much as he’d been trying to tame his expectations, he couldn’t help picturing the compound in his head. Roofs over their head, beds to sleep on. 
 
    Did they actually have working plumbing? Toilet paper? 
 
    “Calm down, Robertson,” he whispered to himself, tracking the binoculars back and forth. “Getting your hopes up only leads to more crushing disappointment.” 
 
    “That’s my motto,” a voice said from behind him, though it was a voice he recognized, and he didn’t even bother lowering the binoculars. 
 
    “Finally get sick of trying to hunt rabbit with a bow and arrow?” he asked without looking back. 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. “Well, that and I managed to take down a six-pound jack rabbit with a single shot.” 
 
    “What?” At that Joel did lower the binoculars and swivel around, looking over his shoulder. Helen stood in a clearing, holding the dead rabbit by its long ears, a soft smile on her face. Her skin was slightly pale and she was holding the rabbit’s carcass at arm’s length, but Joel couldn’t deny the sense of warm pride that filled his chest. 
 
    Hunting rabbits was hard. Hunting rabbits with a bow and arrow was even harder. Yet she’d handled both with precision and had brought back a big one, to boot. Enough meat to last them until they got to Malcolm the next day. 
 
    “You done good, kid,” he said and nodded, then turned back to the binoculars. He could hear her setting the rabbit down behind him before shooing away the stray dog who had begun following them since Oklahoma, sharing their meals and staying by their side the whole way through. 
 
    “Picasso, get!” Helen chided and Joel heard the scuffle of her kicking at the ground to chase the animal away. Picasso sniffed and clawed at the dirt, but reluctantly followed her as she came up next to Joel, peering over the rocky ledge. 
 
    “Same road we’ve been following?” she asked. 
 
    Joel nodded and Helen squinted, leaning forward a bit. 
 
    “Are those tire tracks?” 
 
    “Think so. Not very fresh, though.” 
 
    “You think maybe some people have come through here?” 
 
    “This part of the world, I’m sure their location isn’t exactly secret. Once things started going to shit, I have no doubt they got some visitors. I just hope they have decent security in place.” 
 
    “Hopefully not too decent,” Helen replied. “Otherwise they might not even let us in.” 
 
    Joel had considered it, but quickly dismissed it. His grandfather had spent many of his final years talking fondly of the Stone Sword compound and its inhabitants, and he suspected if he name-dropped him, the men in charge would make an exception. If his grandfather was correct, the Stone Sword organization was steeped in tradition, and his grandfather had spent decades as part of that tradition, even if he only made a few occasional trips throughout the year. 
 
    Besides, if Helen’s aunt was here, too, as Joel hoped she was, that could be another door opened for them. 
 
    As everything had been over the past two months, it was a big chance, but a chance they had to take. They’d been through so much, and he wasn’t sure just how much more either of them could take. 
 
    He lowered the binoculars and retreated from the ledge, Helen following him. The dog broke loose and darted toward the corpse of the jack rabbit, forcing Helen to jog ahead and chase him away again. 
 
    “Wow, that was a big one,” Joel said, nodding at the dead animal. He bent low and used its ears to lift its head so he could inspect the wound. “Damn, girl. Through and through, a single arrow?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “You’re hired. I nominate you to kill all of our dinner from here on out.” 
 
    “If I kill it, you dress it, right? That’s the deal?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Joel said, shaking his head, a crooked grin on his face. He pointed to a sheath she had on her boot where a knife was stashed. “I gave you that knife for your boot—it’s all you, kiddo.” 
 
    “How come whenever you kill something, it’s my job to dress it, but when I kill it, it’s still my job to dress it?” 
 
    “Gotta learn somehow, right?” 
 
    Helen sighed, looking down at the rabbit and scowling as it stared back up at her with its dark eyes and pert, black nose. Even as a corpse it looked cute. 
 
    “I’m never going to look at cute bunny rabbits the same way again.” 
 
    “Good. Makes ’em easier to kill.” 
 
    “You’re nasty, you know that?” Helen remarked as Joel unzipped his backpack and started going through its contents. To his amazement, when they’d been captured by the military, they’d stored his Bug Out Bag, but hadn’t taken any of its contents. As such, he still had several necessary items within, including their portable cook stove, water bladders with built-in filters, and even the Smith & Wesson revolver he’d been carrying since Louisiana. His souvenir trench knife had been there as well, until he’d given it to Helen for her protection. 
 
    After dispatching the two soldiers, Helen had appropriated their rifles, too, though neither of them had many magazines on them. The use of the bow and arrow was mostly because they wanted to stay concealed as they drew closer to Stone Sword and used the access road for direction. 
 
    Helen reached back to her belt and removed a small satchel she’d been carrying with her, tossing it on the ground next to Joel. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, looking at it. 
 
    “Not much,” she replied. “Just some radishes and spices I picked while I was out in the woods. The rabbit seemed to like them. I thought we would, too.” 
 
    Joel nodded and fished through the bag for a second knife, pulling out a narrow hunting blade in short order and slipping it free of its sheath. He set the knife aside and reached back into the bag, pulling out a portable cook stove, which he began unfolding into a freestanding appliance. Slipping a small bowl from the side of the contraption, he grabbed one of the radishes and started slicing off pieces of it. 
 
    “I’ll cut a few of these up, then take them to the stream and rinse them,” he said, “while you get the rabbit dressed and ready.” 
 
    Helen nodded, kneeling next to the rabbit, which she’d placed on a flat rock in front of her, stomach side down. Removing the knife from her ankle sheath, she gently poked a hole in the thin membrane of the rabbit’s skin, then cut a small slice, opening the skin. 
 
    Hooking her fingers, she peeled the skin back in two directions, separating it and pulling it from the body beneath. Pausing to work the legs, she quickly finished removing the skin, leaving its head and the puff of a tail intact. 
 
    Next, she worked through each leg, removing all four feet until she finally cut free what was left of the tail and carefully severed the head, teeth pinching her lips as she worked, focusing on the job and trying not to be distracted by the grisly nature of her work. 
 
    For a long moment she kneeled there looking at the skinned rabbit, knowing what she’d have to do next and forcing herself not to gag at the thought. It probably helped that she hadn’t eaten much in twenty-four hours, so she had nothing to churn in her belly, but she had done this gross work more times than she could count in two months and had become at least slightly accustomed to the sight of animal innards. 
 
    Using the knife again, she made a small incision in the rabbit’s body, opening up its body cavity, but taking care not to pierce the organs within for fear of spoiling the meat. 
 
    She drew the blade up the length of the rabbit’s belly, then quickly pulled out the intestines and other entrails, carefully feeding out the colon afterwards, making sure to separate the liver, heart, and kidneys. The liver was a deep, dark red, which thankfully was the sign of a healthy rabbit, so when Helen looked at Joel, he nodded with a satisfied smile, telling her to continue. 
 
    She drew in another breath and carefully removed any remaining membranes and any loose gristle from within the abdominal cavity, finally resting back on her heels and breathing in slow, even breaths to keep her roiling stomach contents stable. 
 
    “Good,” Joel said and handed her a bottle of water. “Use this to rinse off the body, make sure the hair and blood are all gone, then finish with the butchering.” 
 
    Helen took the water, grabbing the rabbit by its broken half legs and holding it up, slowly pouring the water over its skinned and disemboweled body, watching as thin red streaks flowed from the pink insides of the mammal. 
 
    Joel watched her closely as she worked, putting the body of the animal back down, then going back in with the knife, carefully removing the skin and fatty tissue and discarding it. 
 
    She moved to the front legs next, removing them easily without the bone to saw through, then began moving toward the rear legs. 
 
    “You’re going to want that belly meat,” Joel said, nodding toward it.  
 
    Helen screwed her face up, looking at the ribs and the narrow bit of meat covering them. 
 
    “Trust me,” Joel said, “it’s good stuff. That bacon-tasting stuff I fed you from the last rabbit I dressed? That was the stomach meat. Trust me, all right?” 
 
    Helen nodded and went back to work, carefully trimming the meat from the ribs, cutting down to the loin on one side, then the other, stripping away narrow slices. 
 
    She broke both rear legs and cut away the meat there as well, and Joel reached over, retrieving the pelvis and the ribs, setting them aside for later use. 
 
    “Great stock for rabbit soup,” he said with a nod. 
 
    Finishing by filleting the loins free of the spine, Helen separated meat from the bones and Joel picked up the spine as well, setting it with the pelvis and the ribs, watching her carefully. 
 
    She looked at him uncertainly and he nodded, and though he didn’t smile, it took most of his strength not to. Helen had come a long way in two months. She was doing things that he wouldn’t have dreamed of at fourteen years old and doing them better. His grandfather would have been proud to have a great-granddaughter who— 
 
    He cleared his throat and shook his head, scattering the thoughts away. No. Helen was not his great-granddaughter. She was the daughter of Wayne, the owner of the local Chinese restaurant. He’d saved her life and was helping to get her back to her family. It began and ended there. Any deeper thought or meaning would only lead to heartbreak and at that point, he didn’t think he could handle much more heartbreak. 
 
    “You okay, Joel?” she asked, taking the water bottle and pouring what was left over the knife blade and then her hands, trying in vain to clean up after the messy work. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied briskly, “fine.” 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    He shook his head, but looked away, purposefully not meeting her eyes. 
 
    “You did fine, kid,” he replied firmly, but quietly. “You did fine.” Joel used a tree to help him get to his feet, grunting in pain, the lingering injuries from a beating suffered at the FEMA camp still aching his muscles. Picking up the metal bowl full of radishes, he made his way through the trees and was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Somewhere northwest of Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Alone in the clearing, Helen went through her satchel and dumped out the herbs and spices she’d picked alongside the radishes that Joel went off to rinse in the nearby stream. Using another fold-out container from the portable stove, she combined the various herbs and set them aside, then looked up to the sky, closing her eyes as rain flitted through the treetops. 
 
    Rain was a constant these days, either a light drizzle or a heavy downpour, but there was always some sort of precipitation. A side effect of the crazy atmospheric lightning, she figured, the constant thunder which had begun as a cloud-based phenomenon but was quickly becoming dangerous. 
 
    Lightning storms were happening at all times now, and often the lightning was striking ground, not just streaking among the clouds. When the lightning got particularly bad, she still had a tendency to suffer uncomfortable flashbacks to the storm that took her father from her, but she was trying harder and harder to overcome that phobia. 
 
    Letting the cool rain fall upon her face, she lost herself for a moment in the quiet pattering of drops, the soothing sounds of the falling drizzle calming her ramrod-straight spine and slowly relaxing her tensed muscles. 
 
    Standing, she moved to the center of the clearing, searching out a bare space to start making the fire. Already the grass and dirt were damp with the falling rain, which she knew would make it more challenging to start the fire. 
 
    Challenging, but not impossible. Locating a space underneath some overlying branches, she pushed aside some of the dirt and leaves, scooping up pine needles and collecting them into a separate pile. 
 
    She spent the next thirty minutes gathering kindling, searching out the dry side of several leaning trees, snapping off branches and using Joel’s knife to trim thick layers of dry bark into long strips. 
 
    Bending to the ground, she laid out an additional layer of bedding using dry twigs and bark to keep the fire off the damp ground. Taking a few thicker chunks of wood, she created the lay, stacking them at an angle over the raised bed of dry sticks, then moved the pine needles into the lay to fill in some of the gaps with more dry fuel. 
 
    Taking a few more minutes to walk around the cleared-out ground, she gathered more wood, moving it close to the site of the fire so that once lit, the fire would dry any dampness from the surrounding wood. Digging through Joel’s Bug Out Bag, she quickly located his flint and firestarter, moving back toward the peak of the diagonally stacked wood. 
 
    Using the flint and the firestarter, she struck it several times, sparking the wood near the base, then softly blew on it to feed the embers oxygen. Within a few moments, narrow tongues of fire had started clawing their way up the rough surface of the wood, and five minutes later, there was a soft whoosh as pine needles ignited within the lay. 
 
    By the time Joel returned, easing his way between the trees, the campfire was in full ignition, crackling and churning light gray smoke. Helen had retrieved a pan from the foldable stove, which she had elected not to use, and was slowly sizzling some rabbit flank over the fire, tossed with the herb mixture she’d gathered. 
 
    Joel wordlessly approached with the bowl and held it out, Helen scooping out some of the radish slices and feeding them into the pan where they struck with another sizzle, tiny pillars of smoke wisping from the meat and roasting vegetables. 
 
    The clearing filled with the delicious scents of roasting meat mixed with fresh herbs and radishes and Helen sat back against a tree, closing her eyes, simply appreciating the smell, which for the briefest moment reminded her of doing her homework in the kitchen of her father’s restaurant. There was something about the sound of sizzling food and the scent of fresh, natural ingredients that brought her back to those days, and she was only too eager to lose herself, if only for a moment, in that past life. 
 
    As much as she’d hated school, detested homework, and resented the attention her father paid to his restaurant, she thought she might give almost anything to have just fifteen minutes in that back room with her homework and her dad. 
 
    She felt the prick of tears in her eyes and blinked rapidly, forcing them away, and felt Joel pry open her fingers and take the pan from her hands, taking over the cooking duties so she could lie down on her side and get lost in memories. 
 
    # 
 
    Pain. Exhaustion. The intense, scalding heat of his own blood boiling inside of him. 
 
    Ali Davud was dying. Of that fact, there was no question. The socket where his eye had been didn’t just throb, it raged with a radiant heat, the fire from the surface of the sun, a pain so intense it stabbed at his skull and cascaded liquid iron throughout the rest of his body. 
 
    But still he persisted. 
 
    Hatred was his fuel. Vengeance. 
 
    Ali had lived a hard life, born and raised in Albania, becoming a soldier at his father’s behest, battling in so many wars and skirmishes that he lost count. Excessive force had been the claim when he’d been discharged and tried, nearly put to the firing squad. 
 
    But he knew the right people. He’d met them throughout his illustrious and violent career and instead of his back against a wall, he ended up on a plane in the dark of night, flying to the United States where he could disappear. 
 
    And he thought he had. He’d ended up in Oklahoma, working for a coal mining company, becoming fast friends with the best man he’d ever known, a man named Hugh, who had given him something few others ever had. 
 
    A chance. A chance to earn an honest living. To work hard and to forget the sins of his past. Ali knew he had many, many sins to forget. 
 
    But then there’d been Joel Robertson. Joel and his little bitch, a girl who had captured the fancy of Hugh’s wife, poor Sadie, who’d never had her own child to care for. 
 
    They took care of her. Gave her shelter, food, protection. 
 
    But that hadn’t been good enough. Joel Robertson had come for her and in his haste to rescue her from a loving family, he’d killed Hugh, Sadie, and several other men and women Ali had called friends. 
 
    Perhaps the only friends Ali Davud had ever had. 
 
    He’d tracked them from Oklahoma, catching up to them near Kansas, springing a trap, nearly finishing the job. But Joel had taken his eye. He’d stabbed his foot. Left him bleeding, broken, on the verge of death, raging infection permeating his blood. 
 
    Joel had discarded him like a piece of unwanted trash, thrown him aside in the woods, not even bothering to kill him. That would prove to be the last mistake Joel Robertson would ever make. 
 
    Ali’s fingers curled around the narrow stalk of a tree, his legs finally giving out after long hours of hiking through the trees. He’d seen the girl in Cheyenne, Joel’s little bitch and he’d almost had her. But once again they’d both slipped through his fingers. 
 
    Or thought they had, anyway. 
 
    He’d found their handiwork by the wreckage of the mall. Two dead soldiers, one shot with an arrow, the other with their throat slit ear to ear. Joel’s handiwork, he had no doubt. 
 
    So he followed. Tracked. Made his way west. It had been slow going, far slower than they were traveling, his aching legs and burning blood keeping him upright for snatches of time between crimson-hued blackouts. 
 
    He hadn’t eaten in over two days, and all of his thirst had been quenched by river water, unfiltered and unclean, his stomach roiling in complaint. 
 
    He wasn’t sure exactly where they were, but he knew where they were going. He’d heard them talk about it in Cheyenne—a small compound in Malcolm, several miles northwest of the city, somewhere in the wild mountains. He followed the road, as he was sure they were, looking for broken branches, fresh footprints, any sign of travel. 
 
    There had been some. They were careful. Very careful. But Ali had spent over a decade refining his tracking skills with the Albanian military, and he knew the ins and outs of tracking through harsh mountain terrain. They were a long way ahead of him, but they’d have to stop eventually. Have to catch their breath. Recover their energy. 
 
    Ali would find them and he would kill them. 
 
    His knees buckled as he stepped over a large root, his foot slipping in loose mud, the dirt soggy and uneven from the constant rainfall. He went down hard, his knee striking a rock, his shoulder scraping against the rough bark of a nearby tree and his palms dug into the soft ground. 
 
    For several long moments he remained there on his hands and knees, the soft dirt squishing up between his curled fingers. He pressed his teeth together, breathing hard through flared nostrils, his ragged socket burning a white-hot fire. 
 
    Using the tree as leverage, he pulled himself to his feet, clenching his left fist, crushing a pile of dirt, then letting it fall to the ground, his good eye focused on the pattering specks of brown mud. 
 
    “We rose from this earth,” he said quietly, looking at the soft ground as it slipped through his fingers. “Perendi watch over me and Perendi hear me—Joel Robertson will return to this earth from which we were born, and I will bathe in his blood.” 
 
    He spat onto the ground and tipped up his fist, pouring the rest of the dirt in a small pile. The rain was falling heavier and the brown dirt started to discolor with the dark patter of storm fall. 
 
    Ali had left Cheyenne with almost nothing to speak of, simply a stolen rifle and knife, but no other supplies. His stomach growled and his leg felt continually weaker and he knew the time had almost come where he’d need something to eat. 
 
    Stepping through the brush, he moved across the dirt, still heading west, following the path of the access road to his north. He stopped for a moment, looking at the bushes along the ledge of the path, touching two fingers to what appeared to be a broken branch and flattened stalk, leaves pressed into the dirt, the faint outline of a boot print on top and around them. 
 
    Ali grinned widely, closing his fists, knowing what—or who—had left them. He stopped, listening for a moment. Leaves rustled gently to his right and he lowered himself into a low crouch, huddling near the knee-high brush. 
 
    Looking to his right, Ali saw a streak of mottled gray fur moving between the narrow gaps in the leaves, a small creature, hunched and cautious, shifting lightly behind the cover. 
 
    Ali smiled a broad, sinister smile, narrowing his single eye, looking into the bushes at whatever creature this was. It moved again and Ali moved with it, timing his tentative steps with the same rustling in the leaves. He inched closer, his fingers flexing opened and closed, drawing nearer with every quiet, crouching step. 
 
    The gray-furred creature stopped, its curved spine rigid as if sensing his approach. Ali drew in a deep, quiet breath, then lunged, throwing himself headlong into the brush, clawing at the furred creature. 
 
    There was a soft, urgent bark of surprise before his hands clasped around the creature’s narrow neck and before he even drew it out of the bushes, he tightened his fingers and twisted, the animal’s neck snapping like a gathered group of thin twigs. 
 
    For several moments Ali remained in that position, half prone, arms reaching into the bushes, his breath coming in hard gasps, blood pumping in his ears in time with the thudding heart in his chest. 
 
    He drew the creature out, little more than a limp bag of fur and flesh and smiled down upon it. It was a gray fox, not huge, but not small either—probably around seven pounds—and it lay limp in his hands. 
 
    “You’re normally nocturnal, little one,” he said in a small, almost kind voice. “Foraging in daylight was the last mistake you ever made.” 
 
    Carrying the fox deeper into the trees, Ali laid him on a dry spot of ground underneath the thick cover above where the rain wasn’t reaching. He looked at the animal and felt a gurgling of pained hunger in his stomach, the matted fur covering the tempting meat beneath. 
 
    Removing his stolen knife from his boot sheath, Ali started slowly carving away some of the dry bark from the nearby trees, creating a pile of thin wood kindling that had not gotten wet from the rain fall throughout the day. After about thirty minutes of sawing, slicing, and cutting, he had a decent pile of bark, slivers of dry tree trunk, and even some branches. 
 
    Throughout the agonizing process of skinning the tree trunk, Ali stopped several times, resting his aching, weary muscles and pausing to catch his struggling breath.  Heat radiated from everywhere within his body, a rolling boil of blood and bile and at times it felt as though he were taxing all of his effort simply to keep his eye open and breath coming into his lungs. 
 
    Gathering up some pine needles, he added further to the pile and soon enough had what he thought was a solid pile of dry material that could be fuel for a cook fire. 
 
    Next, he turned back to the fox and used the knife again to slice away the mangy fur and skin the animal down to its membrane, removing and discarding the sliced pieces. In a better situation he might have tried to keep the fox fur to dry and tan for use, but he had neither the time nor the inclination to do that now. 
 
    Locating the spine of the animal, Ali gently cut away several long strips of sinew up and down the length of the fox’s backbone, then peeled them away and hung them over a stray tree branch, leaving them to dry.  The work was slow and painful, his fingers sore and body tired, and Ali could almost feel time slipping away with each practiced, pain-filled cut. 
 
    Going back to the animal, he sliced open the fox’s narrow belly and removed the entrails, separating intestines and stomach from the liver and heart, making sure to toss the entrails he didn’t want far into the trees. The last thing he needed was a hungry bear or pack of wolves stumbling across his makeshift campsite. His stomach twisted with the process and several times bile rose in his throat, threatening to evacuate all over the animal and ruin his potential meal.  Ali had to pause and draw in his breath, steady himself and remain focused.  Throughout his life, he’d done these tasks many times without difficulty, but more than ever it felt like he was not only chasing Joel and Helen, but desperately trying to outrun time itself. He could feel the life leeching from him moment by moment, his grasp on consciousness tenuous and slippery. 
 
    But he persisted, driven by pure, unfiltered hate and rage. 
 
    Trimming away the scant fatty tissue and removing the legs, he continued meticulously removing slices and slabs of fox meat, separating it from the bones and gristle, and after about thirty minutes had set aside a small pile of lean fox meat that his intact eye lingered over, his mouth almost to the point of watering. 
 
    Standing, Ali walked back to the tree branch where he’d hung the sinew to dry and started twisting the long strands together, creating a makeshift cord with the slices of fox, drawing the strand taut and strong. His head spun wildly, but he remained upright, fighting through the nausea and dizziness to continue the necessary work. Next, he dug up a dry tree branch, curving it gently against one leg, then used the sinew to string a makeshift bow, testing the tensile strength, which was surprisingly resilient. 
 
    Next, he found another narrow branch and used his stolen knife to carve sharpened ends on the branch to use as a spindle for creating friction to start his fire. 
 
    Gathering two of the slices of tree trunk he’d cut free, he placed one on the ground and used the knife to dig a small divot out of the wood, just big enough for the sharpened end of the spindle to nest inside. He wound the spindle into the sinew cord attached to the curved branch and took the second slice of dry tree and placed it on top of the sharpened spindle. 
 
    Groaning, he got up on one knee and angled himself so he was holding the curved bow with the spindle resting inside the hole in the wood resting on the forest floor. 
 
    Ali furiously pulled the bow back and forth, pressing down through the slab of wood as the spindle spun, creating friction on the other piece laying on the ground. He worked and worked, sliding the bow back and forth, spinning the spindle and creating friction against the wood. 
 
    Finally, after nearly ninety minutes, his arms aching, his back hurting, the broiling heat of his own blood nearly pressing him into forced oblivion, small tufts of smoke began to rise from the wood on the ground, the friction generating a tiny bit of heat. Throwing himself to his knees, Ali furiously blew on the smoke, feeding the embers oxygen, exhaling so much he quickly began to feel lightheaded. 
 
    The wood began to glow softly and he swept up a fist full of pine needles and tossed it on the smoke, then went back to the bow, spinning the spindle as hard as he could. 
 
    The sun was starting to set and darkness crept along the sky above the trees, until finally, just when he was about ready to give up, a low, orange glow throbbed from beneath the pine needles, the smoke tendril increasing slightly. Ali smiled, bending low again and exhaling into the glowing ember, then grabbed more small pieces of sliced bark and soon enough, the fire crackled to life, glowing in the approaching darkness. 
 
    Ali sat back against the tree, his chest hurting with exertion, his limbs sore, and he wanted nothing more than to just lie down and go to sleep. 
 
    But part of him worried. If he fell asleep now, would he ever wake up? Would the lurking specter of death take his vengeance from him? 
 
    No, he decided, shaking his head. No. No sleep. Not now. Food first, then sleep. 
 
    Finding another narrow stick, he used the knife to carve yet another sharpened end, then rammed it through a piece of the fox meat and began to slowly cook it over the open fire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    What had once been the town hall in Malcolm had been converted to a glorified command center. The announcement of forced military service by all town personnel had actually gone better than Colonel Carter had anticipated, but it had still provided significant logistical challenges for military leadership. 
 
    Against his better judgement, he’d reluctantly brought Cameron Pike into the fold on the recommendation of Laura, who cited his military experience and knowledge of Willoughby’s plans. Pike and Carter’s relationship was frigid at best, especially considering the last time they’d really talked, Carter had been escorting him from the premises and planning on letting him fend for himself in the Wyoming mountains. 
 
    But necessity was the mother of invention, and in certain cases was the catalyst for different relationships, and as such, a short time after being ostracized, Pike found himself within the inner circle. 
 
    In a way, that decision actually formed a stronger bond between Carter and Jack, who hated Pike just as much as the colonel did, though for completely different reasons. 
 
    Carter stood at the front of the large meeting room, arms crossed behind his back as he looked at the three freestanding chalkboards that had been transported from the local elementary school and placed in the town hall for coordinating the logistics of securing the compound. 
 
    On one chalkboard there was a list of names, four columns wide and several rows long, with several of the names crossed off with single chalk lines. Different colored chalk had been used to highlight other names along the list. 
 
    Carter looked at Jack, pointing to the chalkboard. 
 
    “Trevor is making good progress with the emergency response communication and weapons training,” he said, gesturing to the crossed-out names. “Each of these families have had visits from him or his representatives. Can you give me some details about the agenda of these conversations, just to make sure we’re on the same page?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack said, sliding a piece of paper from a table nearby. He held it up as Pike and Carter looked at it. “This is the emergency response plan, which identifies patrol schedules, sentry locations, and the communications ladder, depending on the situation.” He flipped the paper around to show a small map. “On the back we have a map of the downtown region with the critical locations identified, so that when something happens, they know where to go to organize the military response and to replenish supplies.” 
 
    “Excellent. Speaking of supplies, what does each household currently have?” Carter leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Each member of the families already have the Go Bags that we helped them put together. Trevor has been leading a group in surveying each household to find out what weapons they already have and how we can complement their personal armory with any of our more standard equipment. Each household must have at least one AR-15-style semi-automatic, mostly because the 5.56-millimeter rounds are what we’ve got the largest stockpile of. We’re not removing anyone’s weapons, but we are making sure that each household member of age has one of our rifles.” 
 
    “Good,” Carter replied with a nod. “Maintenance?” 
 
    “Trevor’s group is going through the weapons cleaning and maintenance process with each household. The names underlined in red on the board still need that training, though every house already has their weapons delivered and their Go Bags in place.” 
 
    “When do we start running drills?” Carter asked. 
 
    “If Trevor’s team can get the training done by the end of the week, we’re planning our first drill before dawn Sunday. Unannounced, to gauge response and timing. How that goes will drive future planning.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Carter replied, turning to look at the chalkboard again. He grabbed a piece of chalk and sketched out some notes on the first board based on what Jack had said. 
 
    “Pike?” Carter asked without looking at him, just moving over to the second chalkboard. “Talk to me about what sort of force we should be anticipating.” 
 
    Pike stood with his arms crossed, looking at the chalkboards through narrowed, concentrating eyes. 
 
    “Craig Lancaster is the man in charge,” he said. “Got a battlefield promotion to colonel for the work he did in Chicago getting the city under control.” 
 
    “Do I want to know what he did to get that done?” Carter asked. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to assume blunt-force trauma,” Pike replied. “The problem with Lancaster was that his team was designated as a first response to the disaster in Chicago when Atlas-01 crashed into the city. Everything went south and his transport went down in Indianapolis. Nobody really knows exactly what happened from there, but if the rumor mill is to be believed, mob rule took over Indianapolis exceptionally quickly and Lancaster’s team ended up in the middle of it. He escaped, but just barely, and he’s decided to take out his frustrations on every civilian he can.” 
 
    “And Willoughby’s allowing this?” Carter asked. 
 
    “Willoughby’s encouraging it,” Pike replied. “All SecDef cares about is hammering the country back into shape. He sees America as a messy slab of steel and he wants it to be a sword again. Lancaster’s the hammer and anvil.” 
 
    “How big is Lancaster’s force?” Jack asked, looking at Pike. 
 
    “That I don’t know. I think it’s safe to assume he’s got unlimited resources, especially if Stone Sword is designated public enemy number one.” 
 
    “But why would we be?” Carter asked. “I mean, sure, Mayor Phillips was spouting his propaganda on the airwaves for a while, but beyond that, we’ve tried to stay under the radar.” 
 
    “You’re organized,” Pike replied. “It’s obvious your organization doesn’t like what America’s become in the past two months. You were already a perceived threat and once he got wind of Laura’s presence here, that only added fuel to the fire.” 
 
    “What is he afraid of with her?” Jack asked. “Even if she did decide to spill the beans, it’s not like there’s a government body left to hold him accountable.” 
 
    “Not here in America,” Pike replied. “But Project: Heatshield was a United Nations initiative. The…issues behind it were caused by illicitly embedding passive surveillance in a global climate initiative. If that word got out—it’s not just America that Willoughby would need to be afraid of, it’s the entire world.” 
 
    “America’s not the only nation in ruin right now. Like you said, Heatshield was global. I have to imagine every country on the planet is currently embroiled in the same chaos and destruction we are.” Carter finally turned to look at Pike. “Correct me if I’m wrong.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Pike replied. “Active communications through international channels were severed shortly after the disaster, but early word from Europe, Asia, and beyond was that casualty counts were reaching seven digits and climbing. Ironically right now it’s likely the least civilized nations in the world that have gotten off the best. Remote regions of Africa or South America, some of the more ancient civilizations probably aren’t even aware that anything has happened.” 
 
    “Lucky them,” Jack replied. 
 
    “This is all well and good,” Carter replied, “but it doesn’t answer my question. How can we possibly prepare to secure our facility if we have no idea of the size or scale of the force we’ll be facing?” 
 
    Pike drummed his fingers on his forearm as he looked at the chalkboards ahead. 
 
    “The main thing we’ve got working for us is that Lancaster won’t bring his entire force to our front door. He can’t. The military is stretched thin. I don’t know how stretched, but stretched. They need to keep areas secure all while preparing separate offenses. They’re fighting multiple battles at once. Think of it not as America, but as a foreign nation and Lancaster’s military is an invading force. They’re trying to overthrow a government while trying to keep insurgents contained all at the same time.” 
 
    “How does that help us?” Carter reiterated. 
 
    “Without knowing their strategy or their reach—I’m not sure,” Pike replied. 
 
    “Then what the hell are you even doing here?” Carter asked. “I brought you into our inner circle because you claimed you had inside information. That you could help us prepare for an eventual attack. All I’ve heard are wild theories and innuendo, nothing concrete. Nothing actionable.” 
 
    “You want something actionable?” Pike asked. “You didn’t even know you were on their radar! Now you do. That’s step one.” He strode toward a chalkboard, his shoes echoing on the tile floor of the meeting hall. Reaching the third chalkboard, he swept a piece of chalk from the tray and rammed it end-first on the board, scraping out a rough diagram. He sketched an outline of the United States, its unique shape identifiable. 
 
    Pressing the chalk hard into the northern center of the outline, he wrote Lancaster. Chicago. 
 
    Then he moved the chalk a bit farther south, closer to Kansas City. He drew a rough star shape there, then moved over to around where Omaha, Nebraska would be. Another ragged star was there, flakes of white chalk breaking free. Finally, he moved the nub of chalk to where Cheyenne would be located and sketched out another star location. 
 
    “Keep in mind, my information is about a week out of date,” he said, looking at Carter, “since I’ve been on the road, risking my life to get here.” He put a certain emphasis on those last few words, shooting Carter a narrow glare. “My last intelligence briefing, these were the hot spots,” he said, pointing the chalk to each location he’d drilled into the board. “Chicago, Omaha, Kansas City, Cheyenne. These are the locations closest to us that Willoughby is focusing on trying to secure. The East Coast is a mess. Denver has been written off. Fighting in Texas has reached a fever pitch and we’re close to pulling out of there as well.” 
 
    Carter nodded, seemingly interested in where the conversation was going. 
 
    “I have no idea what the play is here, I’m saying that up front, but if I were Lancaster, I’d be talking to Major Valley right now, who is the guy in charge of the Cheyenne recovery. Valley’s a good man. I know him. But he’s also a company man and while he won’t like it, he will do what Lancaster tells him to.” 
 
    “Obviously. They already decimated our Cheyenne operation,” Carter said. 
 
    Pike looked at him curiously. 
 
    “We had an outfit in Cheyenne. After this all came down, they set up shop in the Clover Hills mall. They were primarily focused on food prep. Survival based on sustenance, not military action. But if our reports are correct, the Cheyenne military overran them anyway. Blew the entire mall to shit.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Pike whispered. “See, I would have thought Valley might be someone we could work with. If he did lead his team here, I had a thought in my head that we could reason with him. Convince him that we’re all on the same side. But if what you said is true, and he really did lead an operation to wipe your group off the map—that might not be an option.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “This just gets better and better.” 
 
    # 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure how long they’d been talking, but the door creaked open and he turned, watching as Kramer Phillips, Laura, and Lindsey entered, looking as though they were sneaking into a late meeting. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips,” Carter said with a curt nod and gestured for him to come over. “I was hoping you folks would come.” 
 
    “We’re here, for better or worse,” Kramer said. As he got closer, Jack got a good look at him, noticing the dark circles under his eyes and the gaunt, pale face peering out from beneath darkened strands of thinning hair. The mayor had aged ten years in the past month and Jack had to wonder if the bullet wound he’d suffered a short while ago was taking a more serious toll than anticipated. 
 
    Carter had been shot as well, the same night by the same man, but seemed to be in a much better physical state. 
 
    “Something on your mind, Mayor?” Carter asked. 
 
    Jack watched as the three of them settled in and frowned slightly as Laura leaned in, she and Pike whispering something to each other he could not hear. 
 
    “Quite a few things, I’m afraid,” the mayor replied. “First and foremost, our fuel situation.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “Definitely running low. We’ve spent the last thirty-six hours doing a full inventory and unannounced inspections all across Malcolm and I have to say many of our residents weren’t very happy with that.” 
 
    “We’re a part of one community, Mayor,” Carter said. “Everyone understands that.” 
 
    “Of course they do, but they all have their individual freedom as well, and make no bones about that.” 
 
    “So there were people with generators?” Carter asked. At the outset of the crisis, they’d asked anyone with portable generators to consolidate that equipment with the town supply so they could be allocated to the most critical use cases. He’d thought people had complied, and they most likely had, but judging by the mayor’s expression, compliance hadn’t been one hundred percent. 
 
    “Yes, there were generators. Almost a dozen of them, and many of them with full tanks of gas and cans to spare.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Carter said, shaking his head. “All fuel stores were supposed to be consolidated as well. It’s part of the agreement for living here.” 
 
    “Everyone understood that,” Kramer replied, “but it is what it is.” 
 
    “So, are we confiscating it?” 
 
    Kramer sighed.  
 
    “Most understood and voluntarily provided what they had. This has gone on long enough that everyone realizes this isn’t going to be a flash in the pan, and we need to look toward the future.” 
 
    “Not everyone gave them up as easily, though?” Carter asked, though he said it more as a statement than a question. 
 
    “Certainly not. We were not willing to take any by force, but we fully documented those residents who would not donate their supplies and told them to not expect full allocation of community resources until they rethink their position.” 
 
    “Did that help?” 
 
    “Not really. Most of them have been fending for themselves for the past two months as it is. People like the Buckners who have no intention of sharing their resources, but who also, to be fair, don’t suckle from the community teat either.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Carter replied, though he didn’t look especially happy about the news. “Other good news?” 
 
    “More news,” Kramer replied, “though how good it is might be debatable.” 
 
    Carter gestured, telling him to go on. 
 
    “We’ve been noticing a drop in water pressure, so we’ve been investigating the reservoir and the downstream water supply.” 
 
    Carter closed his eyes and leaned his head forward, rubbing the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “It’s not terrible news,” Kramer continued. “The piping from the reservoir needs some repair work. We’ve already got folks working on that, but it brought up the question: what are we doing to protect our water supply?” 
 
    “How so?” Carter asked. Jack wasn’t sure he liked where the conversation was going. 
 
    “We seem to be up in arms about an impending military invasion, are we not?” 
 
    “We are,” Carter said. 
 
    “What’s to stop them from hitting us where it hurts—our water?” 
 
    Carter narrowed his eyes, obviously thinking the question over. 
 
    “The reservoir is at an even higher elevation than we are,” he said. “No easy access in or out. They’d need to drop airborne troops, I would think, and—” 
 
    “Before you even finish that thought,” Pike interjected, holding up a hand, “you should be aware that we were actively investigating using low-altitude insert aircraft to combat mob rule in some of our more hostile cities.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jack asked. “Even with—” He gestured wildly toward the sky, but everyone knew what he was referring to. 
 
    “Even with,” Pike replied. “The initial surge impacted all aircraft, even low-altitude helos, hence what happened with Lancaster over Indianapolis. But once that primary surge subsided, most of the atmospheric lightning has been at a higher altitude, which could open airspace back up for helicopters and other low-flying aircraft.” 
 
    “Haven’t you seen that ground lightning?” Laura asked. “Seems like a pretty big risk.” 
 
    “Neither Willoughby nor Lancaster would be flying in one,” Pike replied with a shrug. “I’m not sure they value human life the same way the rest of us do.” 
 
    “Clearly not,” Carter replied. He chewed his lip and sat back on the desk behind him. “This is a concern,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Add it to the list,” Jack said. Laura chuckled and they exchanged a glance. Jack’s eyes lingered on Laura longer than hers on him, and he realized he was holding his breath. Then Pike gently touched her back and she turned to talk to him again, low and quiet, and the entire room seemed to darken around them. 
 
    Jack cleared his throat and stood up straighter, focusing once more on Carter at the front of the room. Anything to take his mind, and his eyes, off of Laura and Pike. 
 
    “Anyway, we’ll have to rethink security at the reservoir,” Mayor Phillips continued, “but until then, we are addressing the water flow issues and don’t see that as a major problem.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Fuel, though. That could be a bigger issue.” 
 
    “So, we’ve confiscated some of the generators and the fuel sources, you said?” Carter asked. “What next?” 
 
    “Yvonne is meeting with the owners of the larger farms in town. A lot of the fuel is being consumed by farm equipment. We’re looking at shifting some of that work to more manual labor.” 
 
    “We’ve got a town of a few hundred mouths to feed,” Carter replied. “I’m not sure we can plow that much earth or process that much wheat by hand.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Kramer replied, “but we’re going to try. One of our largest beef cattle farms has already offered up two oxen for pulling a plow. We’ve got three more pretty large bulls as well. We’re looking to see if we can jump back a couple of hundred years and try and duplicate some of what they were doing in these hills back then. Our reserve fuel tank still has several thousand gallons, but with winter marching ever closer…I don’t think we can take that chance.” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “This has got to be a long-term strategy, Mayor,” he said finally. “Say we pinch our pennies, stretch out our fuel usage, make it through this first winter. That’s just winter number one. Does anyone actually believe we’ll be past this crisis next year? Or the year after? We need to start thinking about planning for a decade, not for a single year.” 
 
    “I’m open to ideas,” Kramer said and Carter sighed long and loud, but offered no brilliant insight. 
 
    “I think the answer is simple,” Lindsey said, her voice breaking a protracted silence. “We need to plan as if we have no power and no fuel for the long term, because it’s looking more and more likely that this is inevitable.” 
 
    “Is there really no hope?” Laura asked. “No hope of some sort of rebuilt infrastructure over the next twelve to eighteen months?” 
 
    “Think about it,” Pike replied. “What have we spent the first two months doing? Willoughby has been clawing his way to power and ordering his military leaders to retake our cities by force. Does this sound like someone interested in rebuilding? Or someone simply interested in establishing their dominance?” 
 
    “I just—I don’t get it,” Laura said, shaking her head. “What’s the point of establishing your dominance over a world that’s burning down around you?” 
 
    “Look at what happened with Rome,” Carter said with a shrug. “It’s not like there’s no basis for this in history.” 
 
    “Some men just want to watch the world burn,” Jack said. 
 
    “It’s the way we’ve lived our lives here in Malcolm since the beginning,” Carter said. “Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst. It’s our entire way of life.” 
 
    “Except the preparing for the worst we’ve been doing hasn’t been enough,” Kramer said. 
 
    “Look,” Carter replied, “it got us this far. I’d estimate it got us a lot farther than ninety percent of America. We’re positioned to ride this thing out; we just need to roll with the punches and anticipate change before it happens. Nothing we haven’t done before. Nobody ever said this would be easy, but for everything that’s been thrown at us, we’re doing a damn good job so far.” 
 
    Everyone around the room nodded and Jack had to admit it was tough to argue that point. They had done a damn good job so far. The real question was: how much longer could they do it? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack let the door close behind him, relishing a moment of silence as the hushed conversation of the town meeting continued on inside the building. He’d excused himself for what he’d called a breath of fresh air, but in truth, he just needed a moment where everyone wasn’t desperately talking over each other trying to prove their point. 
 
    From what he’d heard, the mayor and Colonel Carter were getting along far better now than they had been even a few weeks ago, a fact that totally blew his mind. It had seemed like they were fiercely at odds in nearly every conversation, Mayor Phillips focusing on agriculture, self-sustenance, and morale, while Carter was hammering on security, self-defense, and military response. 
 
    Even Carter’s compromise had been less about dialing down security and more about spreading the wealth to the entire town rather than a smaller overtaxed militia. 
 
    And now Jack was caught in the middle. He, Carter, and Pike had somehow been elevated to this militia’s leadership triumvirate. Jack was spending all day with a guy who had wanted him arrested and an intelligence stooge he didn’t trust, yet somehow was expected to put together emergency response plans and defensive tactics, all while just trying not to kill either one of them. 
 
    Then there was Laura. 
 
    Laura Park. The woman his squad had been sent to capture in Seattle. The woman for whom he had deserted his post and turned against his fellow soldiers. They’d spent nearly six weeks traveling from Seattle to Wyoming, surviving countless trials along the way, including kidnapping and torture by a manic park ranger who had very nearly killed them both. 
 
    Jack pressed his teeth together, thinking back to Myles. That time spent in the cabin, every single day wondering if the man was finally going to snap and execute them. Getting drawn into his influence, following along, obeying his every command. 
 
    Until Laura had snapped him out of it, saved his life and in turn likely saved them both. She’d been strong when he had been weak. She’d stood up to evil when he had bowed his head and allowed himself to succumb to it. She refused to look at it that way, but he knew the truth, and he’d never forgive himself for it. 
 
    “Jack, you got a minute?” 
 
    Jack turned and looked back at the town hall building he’d just left after way too many hours inside. Colonel Carter strode down the sidewalk toward him, his tall figure a shadow in the dim light of approaching evening. 
 
    “What is it?” Jack asked, pausing to let Carter catch up to him. Carter moved with a confident grace in spite of the arm he still favored, holding it close to his ribs. He’d taken a bullet from a would-be assassin who had tracked Laura to the compound—the same man who had shot Mayor Phillips and quite nearly finished off a few other people while he was at it. 
 
    Jack had intervened just in the nick of time and had given Carter a chance to stop the assassin once and for all. 
 
    That single man had caused untold hardship. He’d shot Laura in the chest after ambushing them at her sister Lindsey’s home, and had inadvertently driven them swiftly to the Stone Sword compound where Laura’s life had narrowly been saved thanks to her sister’s clinical talents and a healthy supply of her blood as a transfusion. 
 
    The assassin had followed them there and killed two sentries, with Jack being accused of their deaths and detained. At the end of the skirmish, both the mayor and the colonel had been wounded, but the assassin lay dead. 
 
    An assassin that reportedly had connections to Cameron Pike, though he claimed he did not send him to Malcolm. It was like they were living a damned soap opera. 
 
    “I appreciate you stepping up,” Carter said, approaching Jack. “I know we didn’t get off on the right foot and it would have been easy for you to turn the other way.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Whatever our disagreements have been,” he said, “Malcolm is a good place. You guys have put together a solid community here and even with our issues, you still saved Laura’s life and have given us shelter and food. In times like these, that’s worth a lot.” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way,” Carter said. He looked over his shoulder, checking the path from the town hall to where they were standing. “Talk to me about Cameron Pike.” 
 
    “Pike?”  
 
    “Yeah. What’s your gut tell you?” 
 
    Jack drew in a breath and sighed it back out, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m not sure I trust him,” he said. “He was with the NSA, and he was in black ops for the military before that. He’s made a career of deceit and backstabbing.” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “But he’s got a lot of inside intel. Can’t argue that. He knows Willoughby inside and out, he knows how the military is structured these days, and he’s got at least some military training. If I put my personal feelings aside, I’d say he’s an asset.” 
 
    “Personal feelings?” Carter asked. “You mean the trust thing?” 
 
    Jack cleared his throat softly, then nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, the trust thing.” The truth was, it was far more complicated than just “the trust thing” but he wasn’t about to share his emotional baggage with Colonel Carter of all people. 
 
    “Can you look past that?” 
 
    “I think so,” Jack replied. “I mean, it’s for the good of the community, right?” 
 
    Carter crossed his arms and looked back at the meeting hall where the silhouettes of talking figures could still be seen through the window. 
 
    “You don’t seem convinced,” Jack said. 
 
    “He rubs me the wrong way,” Carter said. “I’m sure he means well—he obviously has feelings for Laura—but I’m not sure we’ll ever see eye to eye.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure we’d ever see eye to eye,” Jack said. Carter swiveled around. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You threw me in jail, Colonel,” Jack replied. “Threatened me. Didn’t listen to my explanations.” 
 
    “Jack, the only way this community survives is with an abundance of caution. I didn’t know you. Hell, no offense, but I still don’t. But I can admit when I made a mistake, and I made a mistake. I’ve been trying to look past that and hope you can, too.” 
 
    Jack lifted his palms. 
 
    “No harm, no foul, man,” he said. “We’re on the same side here.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Carter replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to head to the mess hall. We’re expecting a hunting group back any time now.” 
 
    Jack nodded as Carter strode off, looking at the building for a moment. The door to the town hall creaked slowly open, a figure framed in a rectangle of flickering candlelight, then it swung back, banging closed. 
 
    The figure walked down the short flight of steps and Jack recognized the slope of her shoulders and the sway of her hair immediately. 
 
    “Jack?” the voice said as she approached. 
 
    “Evening, Laura,” he replied. 
 
    “I was hoping you were still out here.” 
 
    “Present and accounted for.” 
 
    “Take a walk?” she asked and brushed past him, their shoulders touching. 
 
    “Sure,” he said and fell in line beside her. The first few strides were made in silence until Laura finally broke it, turning toward him. 
 
    “How have you been?” she asked. “We haven’t seen each other much the past day or two.” 
 
    “You know,” he replied with a shrug, “busy.” 
 
    “You and Carter seem to be getting along much better these days.” 
 
    Jack scoffed. 
 
    “Maybe by necessity. Still not high on my list of favorite people. I’m well known back home for my grudge-holding abilities.” 
 
    Laura chuckled at that. 
 
    “I think we took those classes together.” 
 
    “I don’t know, you seem to have gotten over your issues with Pike pretty quickly.” 
 
    Laura stopped abruptly, Jack taking a few steps ahead of her before he realized his brain-to-mouth filter had just failed him. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes, knowing he’d said precisely the wrong thing. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he replied. “I didn’t—” 
 
    “Like hell you didn’t,” Laura replied. “You said it. Don’t tell me you didn’t mean it.” 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “Well, I mean—he tried to have you killed, right? Then inside the meeting there, you guys are whispering in the corner like a couple of giddy high school kids.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she asked, drawing her head back. “We’re all on the same side here, Jack. Cameron and I were—” 
 
    “Cameron.” 
 
    “Yes. That is his name.” 
 
    “You mean the guy who sent an assassin after you. His name?” 
 
    “Okay, okay, wait a minute,” Laura said, lifting a hand. “Where are we going with this, Jack?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” Jack replied. “Sorry. Forget I even brought it up.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. Clearly this is an issue for you.” 
 
    “Of course it is. The guy he hired killed two members of this town. Murders that I was blamed for. Arrested for. Carter and Kramer had bullets in ’em. Hell, so did you. But he waltzes in here and all of a sudden everything’s forgiven?” 
 
    “I don’t forgive easily,” Laura replied, “and I sure as hell don’t forget.” 
 
    “How could you? You guys are together twenty-four seven.” 
 
    “He’s a wealth of knowledge, Jack. He knows how Willoughby thinks. He knows how Lancaster thinks. If these people really are going to come after us, then we need to know what he knows.” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence in their speaking and a twisting fork of bright lightning ripped through the darkening sky, followed immediately by a clap of loud thunder. Neither of them showed any sign of noticing it, considering the bad weather was an almost everyday occurrence by then. 
 
    “Nobody’s arguing that,” Jack replied. “It’s just that—” 
 
    “What?” Laura asked. 
 
    Jack pressed his eyes closed again, feeling a warm rush of blood in his cheeks, regretting every single moment of the uncomfortable conversation. 
 
    Laura let the last word linger, standing there, and he could feel her eyes on his back, looking at him as he looked away. 
 
    “Let’s just forget this conversation happened, okay?” Jack asked without turning around. He heard Laura’s feet scuffle on the sidewalk as she adjusted her stance, then she approached him, touching him gently on the arm. 
 
    “Consider it forgotten,” she said. “Sorry, Jack, I really am.” 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry for,” he replied. He forced a smile on his face and looked at her. “You’re right. Pike has helpful information. I need to look past his history and take the help where we can get it. I just—” 
 
    “I know,” Laura said. “It’s hard for me, too, believe it or not. As you know, Pike and I were…close. What he did hurt me deeply, and not just because of the bullet in my chest. I’m not over it, I don’t think I’ll ever get over it, but I’m trying to look past it for the good of the community.” 
 
    “If you can look past it, I can, too,” Jack said. Laura smiled at him and the two of them continued walking down the sidewalk as the rain dripped down around them. 
 
    # 
 
    Colonel Carter approached the mess hall, seeing a small crowd had already gathered just east of the large building that had been converted to the town cafeteria and dining establishment. 
 
    Even from that far away he could see the shadows of what appeared to be two large animals on the ground, with three men untying ropes that had been used to transfer the creatures back to town. The scant light of dusk revealed the two animals to be elk and Carter smiled, nodding his head as he drew near. 
 
    “Colonel!” one of the men shouted, cocking a wave, and Carter nodded back, altering his direction so he was approaching him instead of the animals. 
 
    Rick Buckner approached Carter, walking in a swift, firm stride. Reading his body language, Carter could tell he had something to say. The Buckner family usually did. 
 
    Their history went back several generations in Malcolm and as time went on, they became a bit more detached from the normal operations of the town. The family lived within the borders and participated in town meetings, but mostly preferred to run their own show, defend their own property, and rely completely upon themselves. 
 
    That had worked fine in the past, but it would no longer fly in their new reality. Carter and Rick had some tense conversations about this fact, but in the end, he’d agreed to go along with what was best for the community. 
 
    That meant spreading the wealth from his weapons and ammunition stores, helping repair and maintain the drainage and well system from the reservoir, and leading a few hunting expeditions. 
 
    Apparently, today’s expedition had been successful. 
 
    “Nice work on the hunt,” Carter said, nodding toward the elk. “What’s the weight on those elks?” 
 
    “Haven’t gotten ’em weighed yet,” Rick replied. “Talked to Yvonne on the way here and she’s already getting some guys together. I think they’re going to butcher ’em tonight, hoping to salt ’em and maybe even make some jerky out of them. Something that can be preserved and stored for the long haul. According to her, there are already some fears regarding long-term food stores. You hearing the same thing, Colonel?” 
 
    Carter silently cursed Yvonne’s loose lips. Yes, of course long-term food stores were a huge concern, but not one they wanted to be yapping about across town. 
 
    “Food is her ballpark, not mine,” Carter replied. “If she says it’s true, I’d have to think it is.” 
 
    “Damn,” Rick said, shaking his head. “Three generations of building this place up, trying to be prepared for anything. Then the shit finally hits the fan and we’re desperate two months in.” 
 
    “Nobody said we’re desperate,” Carter replied. He gestured for Rick to walk with him and they both made their way down the sidewalk, putting some space between them and the men handling the dead animals. 
 
    “Yvonne sounded pretty desperate,” Rick confided. 
 
    “Yvonne sounds desperate when her soap operas aren’t on TV,” Carter replied derisively. Buckner grinned crookedly but didn’t speak. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Carter asked and Buckner gave one more look around to make sure nobody was close by. 
 
    “Earlier today,” he said, leaning in close to Carter, “we were hunting up by the north ridge. You know that hilly pasture east of the Ignasi place?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know it,” Carter replied. 
 
    “Well, we were looking out over the town, sighting on a six-point buck—gorgeous-looking deer.” 
 
    Carter held his gaze. 
 
    “Had a good view of the access road comin’ from the east. There was a column of smoke in the trees just a bit south of the road.” 
 
    “Smoke?” Carter asked. “Like a forest fire?” 
 
    “Nah,” Rick replied. “Like a campfire.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Damn sure. It wasn’t just me who saw it. My two boys saw it. Kyle saw it, too. Everyone in the group.” 
 
    “How big was it?” 
 
    “Not very. Pretty small, actually. The column wasn’t much more than a narrow spire of smoke. I’m thinking a single camper, maybe a group of four at the most.” 
 
    “And they were that close?” 
 
    “They were that close,” Rick replied. “Only way they could get that close is if they were heading our way. That ain’t a part of the woods you just find yourself in.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Question is,” Rick continued, “what are we going to do about it?” 
 
    Carter crossed his arms, his brow knitting into thick flesh. 
 
    “Clearly we need to increase patrols across the southern ridge of the access road,” he said. “I’ll go have a chat with Jack Prescott, see what we have for resources. We’re running thin everywhere, but the last thing we need is unexpected visitors.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Rick replied and turned away. 
 
    “Hey, Rick,” Carter spoke after him. He turned to look. “I know your family values its privacy, but I’m glad you’re with us.” 
 
    Rick nodded wordlessly, then started walking back toward the elks, which had drawn a crowd. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Interstate 70 
 
    Western Kansas 
 
      
 
    Roxie Bass looked up into the encroaching darkness, the thick clouds shifting from indigo to a deep, dark blackness, almost as if she were staring into a void of nothingness. It hadn’t been often in her scant nineteen years of life where she deeply contemplated life and death, but ever since her father’s sacrifice at Eagle Atmospheric several days before, she’d thought of almost nothing but that. 
 
    Both of her parents were gone now, and she was officially an orphan, but as she looked up into the black clouds, suddenly illuminated by a spiderweb of pale lightning, she realized with stark clarity that she was simply one of many orphans. 
 
    Orphans of the apocalypse. How many were there out there? How many like her? 
 
    She sat on the hood of the truck they’d been driving since leaving the war zone that had enveloped the Eagle Atmospheric regional office in Kansas City. Following Interstate 70 west, the going had been slow, carefully weaving their way through traffic, several stalled and abandoned vehicles nearer the city centers. Shawna had wanted to steer clear of the populated areas, but they also wanted to put some distance between themselves and Kansas City. There was no reason for the military operatives who had attacked them there to follow them, but there were no reasons for lots of things that had happened over the past two months. 
 
    Two months. 
 
    Roxie closed her eyes, feeling the soft pattering of rain in her hair, hearing the growl of thunder somewhere in the distance, and struggled to remember what life had been like before all of this. College? Working her part-time job at the local Aldi? Training for her next track and field meet? 
 
    It all seemed so silly now, what she’d prioritized in her life before it had all begun. Routinely spending six dollars for a sugar-flooded coffee drink, only to throw a quarter of it away when her stomach started hurting. 
 
    Scraping piles of food from her plate because she’d had a six-hundred-calorie frozen drink in the first place and didn’t want to go over her calorie count. Hanging out with friends, thinking the worst thing in her life to happen to her was when Greg ghosted her after their fourth date. 
 
    She laughed and rubbed the back of her hand over her closed eyes, moisture coming away. Not just rain, but a layer of fresh tears as well. 
 
    “Evening, Roxie,” the kind voice said and she smiled before opening her eyes, recognizing the speaker immediately. 
 
    “Hey, Tristan,” she said. 
 
    “Having some trouble?”  
 
    Roxie shook her head, blinking her eyes open and used her fingertips to draw away the last of her tears. 
 
    “Always,” she said, her voice more a croak than anything. 
 
    “How can I help?” Tristan stood on the shoulder of Interstate 70 where the truck had been parked, hands in the pocket of his old, baggy military jacket, looking up at her with such kindness in his eyes. 
 
    “Think I’m beyond help, Big T,” she replied, and leaned back on the hood, using her hands to hold her up as she looked back out across the sky. Somewhere north of them a drumbeat of thunder sounded, punctuated by the jarring streaks of bright lightning. Not atmospheric lightning. These bolts seared the horizon, striking ground somewhere they could not see. 
 
    “Nobody is beyond help,” Tristan replied, turning and leaning against the grill, looking in the same direction as she was. 
 
    “You’re thinking of him? Your dad?” 
 
    “Of course. Feels like I always am.” Roxie rested her hand on the fabric of the laptop bag she had slung over her shoulder. Nested inside the bag was a cobbled-together laptop, a computer held in one piece by electrical tape, an extended battery secured on the back of the notebook computer. A power adapter was snug in the bag with it, plus a power strip with a folded-up portable satellite dish. The bag was stuffed full and heavy, but she held it just the same, always keeping it close. The last remnants of her father’s memory. 
 
    Her dad had sacrificed himself to repair a satellite as it launched up into orbit, humanity’s last-ditch effort to try and figure out what was happening with Project: Heatshield. Her father had been caught in the blast of the satellite’s thruster exhaust, burned to death right before her eyes. 
 
    Jasmine, Eagle Atmospheric’s lead engineer, had managed to use the laptop and a satellite dish to establish communications with that satellite just before the United States military had stormed the gates. As Jasmine lay dying, a bullet wound in her chest, she’d asked them to take the laptop, to protect it, to watch over it with their lives. 
 
    Roxie had taken those words to heart. 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you, girl,” he replied, “he’ll never be far from your thoughts. I know my grandfather isn’t, and I lost him a long time ago.” 
 
    “Does it…hurt less?” she asked. “I mean, Mom’s gone. But I was so young. It didn’t feel like—” Her voice cracked and she couldn’t finish the sentence. “Why didn’t it hurt? She was my mother. I feel like it should have hurt.” 
 
    “It did at the time, I’m sure,” Tristan replied. “Emotional pain is like physical pain. It cuts. Opens wounds, and right after that wound is open, you hurt bad. You look at that cut and you don’t think it’ll ever heal.” 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “But it does, right? Some take longer, especially the deep ones.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. 
 
    “Given time, though, it will heal. Some might say it heals too much. Like you said, you don’t feel the pain for your mama that you do for your dad. Because your mama’s loss has had more time to scab over.” 
 
    “I don’t want my dad to scab over,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to forget. I want him to be…important.” 
 
    “Oh, he is,” Tristan replied. “He always will be. Every breath you take is a testament to his importance. Every step you take. Every action. Without him being who he was, you wouldn’t be what you are.” 
 
    Roxie pinched her nose and sniffled, still looking out at the horizon, the fading forks of lightning aftereffects growing dimmer. 
 
    “He’s out there, you know,” Tristan continued. “Watching you. Right now.” 
 
    Roxie refused to smile, just shaking her head. 
 
    “My mom’s family—they held on to their religion tight,” she said. “Always said that if you didn’t believe—if you didn’t have faith—then there was nothing left for you afterwards. It was just…darkness.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, now,” Tristan said. “Look deep inside yourself. Do you really believe that? Do you think a benevolent God would truly abandon His flock just because they didn’t believe?” 
 
    Roxie shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” she said. “I’m nineteen years old, I don’t want to think about this. Dammit, Tristan, I shouldn’t have to!” She almost shouted the last words, then laid back, resting on the sloped windshield of the truck, covering her face with her hands. 
 
    “You’ve had to grow up pretty quick, and you’re right, it ain’t fair, Roxie. Ain’t none of this is fair. But it’s life, and life is a blessing no matter what else surrounds it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel much like a blessing these days.” 
 
    “If anything, it’s more of a blessing. Think about how many have moved on to the hereafter. How many were forced into death before their time? So much to live for, so much still to do. You have your entire life ahead of you, Roxie. There aren’t many people who can say that these days.” 
 
    Roxie removed her hands and looked at Tristan, smiling slightly in spite of herself. 
 
    “A life of what?” she asked. “Foraging for nuts and berries? Learning how to sew? Carrying a pistol with me everywhere because you never know when someone’s going to try to attack me, steal from me, or worse?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe that’s the price we pay for coming out of this alive. If it is, I think it’s a fair trade.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to take your word for that,” Roxie replied and laced her fingers behind her head, looking back up at the clouds. 
 
    Tristan moved to the other side of the truck’s hood and climbed up on to it, grunting slightly as his old bones tried to navigate the high metal surface. Roxie scooched over, making room for him and he spread out along the hood next to her, lacing his own fingers behind his head and looking at the same clouds. 
 
    More lightning set the darkened clouds aglow and the rain started falling a little bit harder, but neither of them made any motion to go for shelter. The metal roof of the truck echoed with a tinny tack-tack-tack as the rain fell down, but the rest of the world was silent. 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna smiled up at the truck as she walked through the trees, watching as Tristan squirmed his way onto the hood next to Roxie. 
 
    “They’ve become fast friends, eh?” Selanda said from behind her, following her out through the trees. Shawna held a gas can in her right hand, a rifle slung over her left shoulder. Her long hair was twisted back into a narrow, sleek ponytail, her face shadowed with grime, grease, and dirt. 
 
    Selanda, who had looked like every bit the corporate executive when Shawna had met her on the streets of Chicago a lifetime ago, wore stained black jeans and a dark tank top, a flannel shirt tied around her waist. Sick of dealing with her long hair, which had started showing more gray, she’d used a pair of scissors they’d found along the way to give herself a haggard hair cut that ended at ear level. 
 
    “It’s good for both of them,” Shawna replied, crouching to set the partially full gas can on the ground. There was a soft sloshing from inside, the liquid shifting with her motion. 
 
    Selanda stretched both arms over her head, the bottom of her tank top lifting from the tied-off sleeves of the flannel shirt. The butt of a semi-automatic pistol was revealed, pressed tight to her narrow stomach. 
 
    Behind them, the trees were tall and wide, though the forest itself had been somewhat sparse as they’d walked deeper into it. They’d crossed through the trees and found a neighboring town, mostly abandoned, and had scored when they stumbled upon an old garage that had three rusted out vehicles in its lot. 
 
    Shawna had used their makeshift siphoning kit to take what remained of the gas and had filled a five-gallon tank about three quarters full. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was something, and at this point, they’d take whatever they could get. 
 
    Interstate 70 was a long, meandering road which crossed through some heavy population centers, but thankfully they weren’t near any of them. Topeka had been the last really big city they’d passed through, and Shawna had sat in the flatbed, rifle raised the entire time, just waiting for something to happen. 
 
    Amazingly, nothing had and they’d passed on through, then covered nearly the rest of the state of Kansas over the day and a half since. 
 
    They were taking it purposefully slow, moving quiet and careful, trying to stick to the nighttime hours to avoid being seen. If Shawna had learned anything over the past two months, it was that people in cars with weapons were targets and the less they were seen the better. 
 
    Even with the M4 carbine strapped over her shoulder, Shawna felt vulnerable nearly every single moment of daylight and had only slept in fits and starts since leaving Kansas City. She didn’t have nearly as much ammunition as she wanted, though she hoped just having the automatic rifle would serve as a deterrent to some. 
 
    They also had a bolt-action rifle and a few pistols with them, all donations from the Deadbolt Security group that worked for Eagle Atmospheric. 
 
    Shawna closed her eyes, picturing Charest’s face in her head. Charest. A man she’d known for less than a month, but who had made an indelible mark on her. They’d fought together more than once, and the normal bond formed by fellow soldiers seemed even deeper with him. 
 
    She’d begged him to come with them as they split off from the regional headquarters building, the military operatives closing in around them, but he’d refused. Eagle Atmospheric had been more than an employer at the end—it had been a community. That sense of togetherness was still surprising to her, considering the leader of the group, Edmond Gossett had played a role in kick-starting Armageddon. 
 
    “How much gas do we already have in the tank?” Selanda asked, nodding toward the truck. 
 
    “Half a tank,” Shawna replied. “We add this to it, we should get up to three quarters. But not nearly enough to get us to Wyoming.” 
 
    “I’m sure there will be more places to stop along the way.” 
 
    Shawna looked around, her free hand tightening around the strap of her rifle. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Selanda said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “We’re safe—at least for the moment.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel safe,” Shawna replied. “I’m not sure it ever will. Everywhere we go there’s violence and death. Doesn’t feel like there’s anything we can do about it.” 
 
    “All we can do is be prepared,” Selanda said. 
 
    Shawna looked over at her. 
 
    “You know, for a twenty-first-century corporate exec, you continue to surprise me with your resilience in this whole situation. No offense, but I always thought your type would be the first to fold under pressure during events like this.” 
 
    Selanda chuckled. 
 
    “I learned a lot from my mother,” she said. 
 
    “You’ve never really talked about your background.” 
 
    Selanda considered the question, her expression darkening slightly as she did so. Rain was falling down around them, but like Tristan and Roxie, neither of them were the least bit bothered by it, their bodies and minds adapting to the fact that it rained almost all the time these days. 
 
    Thunder rolled deep in the clouds. 
 
    “It’s a…touchy subject,” she said with a shrug. “I was born in Guatemala. During nearly my entire childhood the nation was entangled in violent civil war. Since the day I could walk I’ve been shooting. Living as if that day might be my last. My mother hammered that into me at a very young age, and even after I moved to America, I never really lost sight of that.” 
 
    “Did your mother come with you?” 
 
    Selanda shook her head. 
 
    “She had family here, in the US. They essentially adopted me, guided me through school, supported me as I went to college. Eventually I was able to support them as Atlas got off the ground.” 
 
    Atlas Orbital Technologies had been Selanda’s company. It had been one of her prototype orbital transports that had crashed into the city of Chicago, the first small step toward the worldwide Armageddon in which the entire planet was now embroiled. 
 
    That thought was never far from Selanda’s mind, Shawna knew. It seemed to cling to her like a particularly large tick, burrowed deep into her skin, guilt spreading like disease. 
 
    “When was the last time you spoke to your mother?” Shawna asked and Selanda smiled, shaking her head. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” she said. “I think I was in high school, maybe? My foster mom—Mom’s cousin—arranged a phone call. Things were pretty bad back home, but it was my mom’s birthday and we found a way to get on a call together.” 
 
    “That was the last time?” 
 
    “That was the last time. I’m not even sure she’s still alive. I mean, I have to assume not at this point. She’d be pushing ninety-five and people in my town…they didn’t usually make it that far, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “You may laugh, but same thing in South Chicago, believe it or not.” 
 
    “I can believe it.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, both of them watching the truck as Tristan and Roxie laid back on the hood of the truck. 
 
    “You want the truth?” Shawna asked, not looking at Selanda, but clearly asking her the question. 
 
    “Truth? About what?” 
 
    “I don’t really miss it,” Shawna continued. “The old life, I mean. Looking back—God, I wasted so much of it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, dear,” Selanda said, purposefully using the word to emphasize Shawna’s age. “You’re not even thirty. How much time could you have possibly wasted?” 
 
    “Ten years with that shit-head Chad. Jumping from one rundown drug den to the next until he finally got that apartment building. Even after then, it felt like we were about one night away from death or prison. There was no joy there. It just…was. That was life. That’s what we did because that’s what our families did and that’s what our friends did. No purpose, no greater meaning, just day by day, slowly smoking or snorting our lives away. Such a damn waste.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Selanda said with a shrug. “Whatever you went through back then shaped you into what you are now. You’re a strong, capable woman and I’m not sure any of us would have survived without your help.” 
 
    “But how many have I not helped?” Shawna asked. “For the few of us who are here, actually alive, there are dozens of dead. The Chicago Stronghold? Eagle Atmospheric? Charest? So many bodies.” 
 
    “None of that was your fault,” Selanda said. “Not an ounce of it.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Not maybe. Definitely.” Selanda slipped her pistol from her waist and checked the magazine, mostly just by instinct, then rammed it back home and returned the weapon. “You’ve done good and will continue to do good. Where we are right now, me and Tristan, Roxie, too, you’re responsible for it and we owe you our lives.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” Shawna replied, finally taking a step forward, stooping to pick up the gas can as she started up the gentle slope back toward the truck. Selanda sighed and followed her along the way. 
 
    # 
 
    Tristan and Roxie slid down from the hood upon Shawna’s return. While Selanda had handled emptying the scant fuel reserves in the gas can into the truck’s tank, Shawna had come around to the front. 
 
    “We didn’t just score fuel,” she said, slipping a folded bunch of paper from a pocket. “Found us a good old-fashioned paper map.” 
 
    Clicking the gas cap closed, Selanda came around front, joining Tristan, Roxie, and Shawna as they stared at the map, which they unfolded across the hood of the truck. 
 
    Shawna pulled a small marker from her other pocket, leaning forward to look at the ornate patchwork of roads and waterways shown on the map. Rain pelted down around them and Shawna stared up in annoyance. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Selanda said, moving to the flatbed of the truck and pulling a backpack toward the edge, reaching inside, and removing a folded tarp. They’d made several necessary stops along their travels of Interstate 70, and one of those stops had been at an apparently abandoned campsite. 
 
    There had been indications of a recent campfire, and two backpacks of supplies, but there’d been no sign of either camper who might have been there. The grass was flattened and Shawna had found three spent shell casings in the grass, the dirt near the fire scattered with dried red. 
 
    Both backpacks had been clearly ransacked, most of the supplies inside removed, but the tent, more or less just a tarp strung between trees, had been left behind. Selanda had untied it, folded it, and stashed it inside one of the backpacks, bringing the pack along with them. 
 
    She took the tarp to the hood of the truck and draped it over all of their heads, darkening the area, but protecting them from rain. Tristan fished into his pocket and removed a tiny flashlight, turning it on and clamping it between his teeth, so the pale glow illuminated the map. 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna said, using the marker to draw a point. “This is pretty much where we are, I think.” 
 
    “Close to the Colorado border,” Tristan mumbled around a mouthful of flashlight. Shawna nodded her agreement. She traced a long path west along Interstate 70, finally bringing the marker to a rest near Denver, Colorado. 
 
    “This is Denver,” Shawna said, circling the city’s placement on the map. “We don’t want to be anywhere near there if we can help it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Tristan said, nodding. “I’ve had my share of big cities for a while.” 
 
    “You’re just looking forward to those mountains,” Shawna replied with a smile. She focused on the map again, lit softly by Tristan’s flashlight. Backtracking the marker along the interstate, she stopped it at a location a short distance east of Denver. 
 
    “Limon, Colorado,” she said, tapping the tip of the marker against the point on the map, where several roads intersected. “Anyone know anything about it?” 
 
    Everyone shook their head. 
 
    “It’s a straight shot from here to Limon,” Shawna continued, “and once we’re there, we can pick up Route 71 heading north, which will pass us pretty far east of Fort Collins or Loveland, which bypasses another population center.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” Tristan said, talking around the blunt end of the flashlight. 
 
    “If we follow 71 up to Interstate 80 and move west, that should bring us in the direction of Malcolm,” she said, tracing a meandering path that was far from the shortest route between the two locations, but a path that managed to steer clear of most larger cities. “That still means we cut through Cheyenne,” Shawna continued, “which I’m not wild about.” She circled Cheyenne and tapped the opposite end of the pen against the map. 
 
    “Not sure there’s much we can do about that,” Selanda said. "Though if we follow Interstate 80, it looks like it slips just below the city center, and while Cheyenne is a city, for sure, it’s definitely not Denver.” She looked back over toward the direction they’d come from. “Hell, it’s not even Kansas City. Not even close. I think sticking close to Cheyenne, as long as we don’t go directly through it, should be okay, and it’ll keep us from wasting days and fuel going up and around.” 
 
    “Considering our fuel situation I’m not sure we have a choice, anyway,” Tristan interjected. “I hate to say it, but that’s going to drive most of these decisions. Unless we manage to stumble upon more gas or another car with a full tank.” 
 
    “Aren’t we shooting ourselves in the foot?” Roxie asked. Everyone looked at her. “I mean, I agree—the more people, the more problems. But by steering clear of population centers, we’re also reducing the chances we have of finding more gas or other transportation.” 
 
    “I think that’s a risk we need to take,” Shawna replied. “A full tank of gas isn’t going to do us any good with bullets in us.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Roxie replied. The four of them stood, looking at the map for a few quiet moments, rain slid along the top of the tarp as Shawna slowly planned out their route. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Major Valley stood at the edge of the train yard, looking out over the ground below, a gentle sloping hill leading down to the vast track of dirt and limestone. 
 
    During his military career, the major had been witness to many things that kept him awake at night. Things he’d done. Things he’d ordered others to do. Simply things he’d seen. But this had, perhaps, been the most impactful to him. 
 
    Standing just north of downtown Cheyenne, the small track of land outside of the urban city center had become a monument of sorts, a destination for him where he would come a few times a week to walk the perimeter, pause and reflect on what had happened, and hope for some guidance for what was still to come. 
 
    Valley knew he had it relatively easy. Compared to many cities throughout America, Cheyenne had weathered the disaster remarkably well. Its citizens were still suffering, the lack of food and water, no power, no connectivity, and a sense of morbid isolation and hopelessness gripping the area just as it had everywhere else. In many ways Cheyenne suffered more from mental wounds rather than physical ones. 
 
    But especially in recent days, Major Valley had visited the area more often. With a lack of infrastructure and dependable facilities, a cemetery had been hastily constructed north of downtown, away from prying eyes, with the idea that bodies could be disposed of without being paraded through populated areas. The smell of rot and decay had become a problem throughout the nation, and likely throughout the world, so they’d tried to take steps in Cheyenne to take care of the dead as expediently as possible. 
 
    That had never been more important than after the gunfight at the Clover Hills Mall. The two dozen men, women, and children who had died there were buried in the cemetery as well, and it was that group that tugged most tightly at his heart, draining him physically and spiritually with every visit. 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t feel for the other victims. Even without a major airport nearby, Cheyenne had seen its share of dead in the two months since the disaster. Small skirmishes had taken over a dozen lives; old age, heart conditions and disease had claimed several others. 
 
    In the grand scheme of things, Cheyenne’s footprint was small, but Valley felt for each and every one of them, bowing his head as he stood on the soft ground next to the broad expanse of graves set into the earth before him. They were unmarked, no stones, no monuments, no real signs or indications of what lay beneath, simply a roughly assembled perimeter fence set up around the space. 
 
    But even without those slabs of stone or granite, he wanted the people buried here to at least have someone who knew of them—who remembered them. Who would take time out of his busy schedule to reflect and pay his respects. 
 
    Each and every one of them deserved that at least. Truth be told, they deserved far more. 
 
    He removed his hat and held it over his heart, dipping his head slightly and closing his eyes, whispering silent prayers for the souls of the departed, wishing them peace in the afterlife. 
 
    Valley wasn’t a devoutly religious man, but had become a bit more so in the past two months. Mostly, however, he said the prayers for the sake of the dead, not for his own. 
 
    “Major Valley?” a voice said softly and he turned to see Sergeant Bills approaching. The young female sergeant sometimes felt like the only person in Cheyenne he could trust, and he never felt gladder for her service than he did right now. 
 
    “They found them, sir.” 
 
    “Found who?” 
 
    “Private Marks and Sergeant Sausito. Found them on the hills outside the Clover Hills Mall. By the trees leading out of town.” 
 
    Major Valley nodded wordlessly and pulled his hat back on his head, casting one more look at the graves, thinking about two more bodies that would end up here before the day’s end. Marks and Sausito had been bad, bad men. Some might have even called them evil, but still, in spite of all of that, Valley struggled to accept their deaths and struggled even more to see why they’d done what they’d done in life. 
 
    If the rumors were true, and he had no reason to think they weren’t, both Marks and Sausito had helped organize and lead a human trafficking ring, a black-market group funneling American citizens from one city to the next to be used for manual labor. If some of what Valley had heard was true, these citizens would be worked until they collapsed, then discarded, dumped in refugee camps to fend for themselves while fresh bodies were moved in to replace them. 
 
    Valley didn’t want to believe it. He fought himself over it. 
 
    But the longer he spent among his soldiers and the more he heard their stark, blind reverence for Colonel Lancaster, the more he wondered if some of what he’d heard was, in fact, true. 
 
    He followed Bills as she made her way back toward the train yard, angling toward a makeshift military command center that had been set up in the depths of the FEMA Camp. Bills still had her arm slung close to her body, thanks to a bullet wound slowly healing from the gunfight at the Clover Hills Mall. 
 
    Her injury had, in some small way, led to the massacre, a fact that she still battled with emotionally. She’d been morose since awakening from her surgery, almost despondent at times as she struggled to rationalize what her soldiers and squad mates had been capable of. 
 
    The revelations about Marks and Sausito had only served to make things worse. 
 
    To her credit, Bills found every opportunity to try and do good, to in some way make up for what some of the others had done. She’d helped Helen and Joel slip away just a few days ago, almost single-handedly diverting the attention of other soldiers to give them a little extra time to make it into the trees. 
 
    Valley suspected that was where they’d gone—the trees west of the Clover Hills Mall. Somehow, he wasn’t surprised that the lifeless bodies of Marks and Sausito had been found there as well. His stomach roiled suddenly, and he hesitated for a moment, placing his hand on his midsection. 
 
    Joel and Helen were good people, he had no doubt about that. Good people caught in a terrible situation, as they all were. But if they’d played a role in killing Marks and Sausito, any semblance of protection that Valley could have offered would be gone. Reduced to ashes. If they were assisting Lancaster in his rebuilding operation and they both ended up dead, people would notice. 
 
    Hell, Valley himself could end up in the crosshairs, considering how much he’d stuck his neck out for them while they were here. 
 
    Bills looked back, worry etched on her young face. 
 
    “You all right, sir?” 
 
    “Fine,” Valley replied, though he felt a little light-headed. “Did they find any other bodies out there?” 
 
    Bills shook her head and obviously fought to keep the smile from creasing her lips but failed miserably. She knew exactly what he was thinking. 
 
    “No sign of them, sir,” she said. “Just our two men.” 
 
    “Those two weren’t our men,” Valley replied coldly, and Bills didn’t argue with his opinion, instead leading him in silence to a trailer emblazoned with the logo for the Federal Emergency Management Agency. Two men dressed in military garb stood outside the door, both snapping off a quick salute when Major Valley approached. He returned the salute, then ducked to enter the opened door, moving into the trailer. 
 
    The FEMA trailers were cookie-cutter in structure, but the interior remained flexible, allowing for several different configurations. That particular trailer was cleared out inside, all of the interior dividing walls removed, the exterior walls sealed off, windows closed and the floor lined with smooth tile. 
 
    Several steel tables had been set up throughout the open floor plan and on two of the tables were two corpses, both showing sign of some decay, but both clearly identifiable. 
 
    The air inside was stale but crisp, wall-mounted blowers gusting cool air through intake valves powered by gasoline generators to try and keep the interior of the trailer cool and as sterile as possible. A man in a white gown and surgical mask stood at the far end of the room, hunched over a freestanding metal sink and he looked over, nodding stiffly as he ran water over his hands. 
 
    “Can we take a look, Doc?” Valley asked and the masked man nodded, then went back to his work. 
 
    Slowly, Valley approached the first steel table, not really looking forward to doing what he knew had to be done. Sausito was on the first table, he could tell by the general appearance of the man’s face, though half of his left cheek had been eaten away by some sort of animal, leaving a strange, rictus grin revealing pale bone beneath. The sergeant’s eyes stared up into the glowing lights on the ceiling, powered by the same generator powering the air intake, the whites of his eyes lined with faint red veins, then set aglow by the lights, giving him a strange, almost mindless glare. His hair was dark and matted down, clumps of it missing from where another creature, or perhaps the same one, chewed away bits of his scalp while his corpse lay in the long grass, slowly decaying. Dark flecks of blood were spattered and dried all over his chin and beneath his nose, growing more tightly grouped into a congealing mass of darkness beneath his upraised chin and leading down to his throat. 
 
    His neck was a ravaged ruin of flesh and torn tendon, a clear entrance and exit wound on each side resulting in flayed flesh and pulsing blood, which had started to scab over and dry in thick, viscous clumps. 
 
    “My God,” Valley whispered, looking down at the sergeant’s lifeless face, forcing himself to look away before he stared too deeply into the man’s vacant eyes. If eyes were the windows to the soul, Valley did not want to look into Sausito’s for fear of staring too deeply into whatever layer of hell the soldier now found himself in. 
 
    “Do we have any idea what did that?” Valley asked. 
 
    “Near as the doctor can tell,” Bills replied, “probably a hunting arrow.” 
 
    Valley closed his eyes. 
 
    “Did—did they have a bow?” he asked, electing not to actually use their names. 
 
    Bills nodded. 
 
    “There was a portable tactical bow and arrow set stashed away in the backpack that we confiscated. It was stored in the prison with Joel, and it appears as though they recovered it on their way out.” 
 
    Valley didn’t respond. He noted that Bills had chosen her words very carefully, making sure to conceal the fact that she was anywhere near the jail when Helen had helped Joel escape, in spite of the rumors floating around Cheyenne that said otherwise. 
 
    He’d given her a cursory briefing upon his return, mostly to satisfy administrative requirements, but had no intention of bringing any sort of formal charges or kicking off any particular inquiry. He only hoped he could keep things low profile and that they didn’t escalate up the chain of command. 
 
    If Lancaster got wind of any of it, and if Marks and Sausito were his puppets as Valley suspected, things could go very sideways very quickly. 
 
    Silently, he moved to the second table and grimaced slightly at the state of who he assumed was Private Marks. Unlike Sausito, the young private’s face was unrecognizable beneath a mask of dried blood and mangled flesh, the animal that gnawed on Sausito apparently having a full-on feast of Marks. Pale bone peeked up from beneath shredded skin, discolored and stained. His throat was ripped wide open, thick tendons shorn and laid bare, the same dull rust color on his face carrying down over his chest and soaking through the camouflage uniform. 
 
    Valley could clearly see the nametag on the corpse’s chest, which served to further identify the soldier. His fingers were curled into rigid claws, his flesh a strange shade of mottled white. 
 
    “They were bad men,” Bills said. “They did some terrible things.” 
 
    “Terrible things or no,” Valley replied, “I’m not sure they deserved this.” 
 
    “Apparently someone disagrees with you.” 
 
    Valley looked at the two dead men for a long moment. 
 
    “Who did this, do you think?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that.” 
 
    “I mean which one of them?” 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Bills replied, crossing her arms, “I’d say it was the girl. She was acutely angry about what happened to her teacher. She…witnessed the murder.” 
 
    Valley shook his head. 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “Fourteen, sir.” 
 
    “What has this world become?” 
 
    “She’s a fighter,” Bills continued, “she’s had a very rough time of it, from what I can tell. I promise you, she didn’t do this with a clear conscience, if it was her.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact that she did it.” 
 
    “We think. We don’t know.” 
 
    Valley didn’t bother replying to that. He drew a breath and looked over at the doctor, who was doing a good job looking busy and acting as though he wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    “Get them ready,” Valley said. “They should be buried like the rest. Sooner than later if we can help it.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to landscaping,” the doctor replied. Valley strode back across the floor, Bills in tow, then left the room and never felt gladder for walking out of somewhere in his life. 
 
    # 
 
    Gray clouds mottled the horizon, blanketing the sky above downtown Cheyenne. Slick, gray rain slapped down in large globs, spitball-sized drops quickly dampening the roads and pounding down upon Valley and Bills as they exited the trailer and made their way to the sidewalk running alongside the main road through the city. 
 
    In the close distance a ragged, faint fork of lightning split the slate sky in two, brightening briefly, then fading, the low growl of thunder chasing it from view. 
 
    “Do we really think that’s the end of the story?” Valley asked as he and Bills walked along the sidewalk, heading closer to downtown Cheyenne. “That this human trafficking problem will suddenly go away?” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Bills replied. “Marks and Sausito were the ringleaders by all accounts, but there’s no way they did all that work themselves. Helen even confirmed seeing at least four men in the construction yard when her teacher was killed.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose she could identify any of them?” 
 
    Bills shook her head. 
 
    “She recognized Marks mostly by voice,” she said. “And the uniquely colored dirt she saw on his boots. She couldn’t say for sure who any of the others were.” 
 
    “And do we have any leads?” 
 
    “None.” Her eyes darted left and right for a moment and Valley stopped walking, turning to look at her. “If I may speak honestly, sir,” Bills continued, “I’m not even sure who we can trust.” 
 
    “I’ve felt the same way,” Valley replied, slowly opening and closing one fist. “This would be difficult enough even if we were all on the same side. Why do events like this bring out the worst in people?” 
 
    Bill shook her head. 
 
    “Sir, I still believe most people, at their core, are good people, and events like this shine a spotlight on those people as well. We just need to find some of them.” 
 
    Valley chuckled, but it was a dry sound without emotion. Valley turned away, looking off toward the thickening clouds. 
 
    “What else is bothering you, sir?” Bills asked. 
 
    “Knowing that these people are here, under my command—it’s unsettling, Sergeant. Not just because of the awful things they could be doing—because believe me, if even a fraction of these rumors are true, it’s abhorrent—but also because they could be talking directly to Lancaster.” 
 
    “Circumventing the chain of command.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “If that’s true—” 
 
    “If that’s true, then Lancaster already knows what’s happened and is likely already taking steps.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    Valley turned back and looked at the sergeant. 
 
    “Which means my days could be numbered here. Not just here, but anywhere.” 
 
    “You don’t really think—” 
 
    “You remember that trip I took to Omaha a short while ago? That regional meeting I went to?” 
 
    Bills nodded silently. 
 
    “Lancaster and I had words. Nothing terrible, but I could feel the tension. He gave me kudos for keeping Cheyenne under control, but I could tell there was something else there. Something beneath the surface. I don’t think he appreciated my gentle touch.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me, knowing what he’s done in Chicago to keep the peace. Especially if he’s associated with Marks and Sausito.” 
 
    “And if he’s really elevated Stone Sword to public enemy number one—” 
 
    “Cheyenne is a big step toward advancing on their potential position.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Bills crossed her arms and nodded, looking away from him for a moment as another crack of thunder detonated in the clouds, that one far closer than the previous one had been. Before the thunder’s echo had fully faded another bolt of lightning scorched the sky, hammering down into the tightly clutched buildings of Cheyenne, leaving a pale blue slash in its wake. 
 
    “I think a storm is coming,” Valley said quietly. “In more ways than one.” 
 
    The two of them stood in silence, letting the rain pound down around them, desperately hoping that the water might somehow cleanse their souls. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Naval Station Great Lakes 
 
    Chicago, Illinois 
 
      
 
    Colonel Lancaster sat at his desk, wide and oak, a typical piece of office furniture inside a typical office in the midst of a decidedly atypical situation. 
 
    On the surface, the office looked relatively normal. Medium-sized, rectangular, with an entrance off the hallway and its own functional bathroom accessible through a secondary door on the inside wall. Two tall bookshelves were set against the wall next to the bathroom door and a series of metal filing cabinets lined the other wall. There was a decent-sized conference table filling up a large chunk of the blank space in the office with a pile of paper maps stacked loosely on top of it, colored markers splayed out over them at one corner of the table. 
 
    Unlit candles sat on a windowsill behind the desk as well as on the desk itself, a few on the filing cabinets, another on a table near the entrance door, and two more on each bookshelf. The window shade had been lifted and natural light came into the office, negating the need for candles, but as Colonel Lancaster worked late into the evening, which he often did, the candles would become necessary. 
 
    For all of the peace that had been brutally restored within the city limits, there was still no power, and if the utility workers were to be believed, there would be no power for some time. Fuel confiscation, collection and rationing had been going on for a few weeks, armed soldiers patrolling the city and using the vague designation of martial law to validate their need to take the fuel, by force if necessary. 
 
    But Lancaster had ordered the fuel to be stored securely away, and to be used only in the strictest of emergencies. University of Chicago Medical Center had been designated as the primary destination for the critically injured, with most of the fuel being transported there and housed in massive tanks. Some of it was being used to run generators for treating the sick and injured, but even that was being closely scrutinized and rationed if necessary. 
 
    Three hard raps echoed against the door, interrupting his musings, and Lancaster looked up from his desk, his hand pressed over a report. 
 
    “In,” he said firmly and the door pushed open. 
 
    Lieutenant Newton stepped into his office, straightening and snapping off a brisk salute, which Lancaster waved away dismissively. 
 
    “Talk to me, LT,” he said, looking back down at the report, a pencil in his hand. 
 
    “You wanted a report on the current status of the medical center, sir,” he said, hands clasped behind his back. Lancaster looked up, in anticipation. Newton cleared his throat and continued. “At last count, we have collected and transported approximately one hundred thousand gallons of fuel to the campus of the University of Chicago Medical Center,” he said, “and there’s more incoming. The majority of the fuel is being stored in their onsite underground fuel tanks, but we’re also looking into transporting some even larger-capacity tanks from the local gas distributor.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Lancaster replied. “How quickly are they burning through the fuel?” 
 
    “We’ve ratcheted them down quite a bit,” Newton replied. “We’ve put some processes in place to identify the critical need patients and to” he shifted uncomfortable a bit—“identify those patients who may not be worth saving, sir.” 
 
    Lancaster remained looking at him. 
 
    “The physicians have not all been on board with this, but we’re starting to turn them around. Making them understand that wasting precious fuel and clinical resources on easing the pain of a ninety-year-old with a heart condition would be time and energy best served elsewhere.” 
 
    “As it should be,” Lancaster replied without any hint of emotion. He sat straighter in his chair and leaned back slightly. “Certainly they understand that?” 
 
    “Some do,” Newton replied, “but not all. We have gotten some push back, sir. Many doctors still operating under the old rules. Trying to save everyone.” 
 
    “Make sure our intentions are crystal clear, Lieutenant,” Lancaster replied. “We’re in a different world now. We can’t continue operating emotionally. Nobody said these decisions were easy, but the physicians must be on board.” 
 
    “Understood,” Newton replied. “I’ll pass the word along.” 
 
    “Good.” Lancaster bent forward, once more focusing on the paperwork on his desk. Lieutenant Newton didn’t move. He remained standing where he was, looking at Lancaster. 
 
    Lancaster lifted his eyes. 
 
    “Was there something else, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, sir,” Newton replied and Lancaster could tell by the tone of his voice that it would be something he didn’t like. 
 
    “Spill it.” 
 
    “We’ve received word from Cheyenne, sir,” Newton continued. “News about Private Marks and Sergeant Sausito.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “They’re both dead, sir.” 
 
    “Dead?” Lancaster asked, leaning forward. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “The man we spoke with saw their bodies on steel tables, Sir.” 
 
    “Did you get any word from Major Valley about this? All troop deaths are supposed to be relayed through our grief counseling office. Granted they’re a little underwater at the moment, but—” 
 
    “No word from Major Valley, sir.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Lancaster hissed. He blew a firm breath from his nostrils and pressed his palms to the desk, pushing himself up into a standing posture. The chair pushed back and he turned, stomping to the window where he stood, framed by the rectangle of glass, looking out into the city. 
 
    Newton said nothing else, just remaining where he was, giving Lancaster time to chew over the information, to make some sort of determination about what could or should be done about the apparent lapse in procedure. 
 
    “What else are you hearing about Cheyenne?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “Our contacts there are…distressed, sir,” Newton replied. “Along with the deaths of Marks and Sausito, there was apparently an escape. An adult male prisoner and his young protege supposedly fought their way free of a prison cell, apparently with the help of another outside force. Two other soldiers were critically injured and another was killed, from what I’m hearing.” 
 
    “And the prisoners?” 
 
    “All three of them are in the wind.” 
 
    “Unbelievable. And Valley says nothing?” He turned to look at Newton, who shrugged lightly. 
 
    “Not that we’ve heard.” 
 
    Lancaster looked long and hard at the man, his brow furrowing. 
 
    “There’s something you’re not telling me,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I don’t like reporting on conjecture, sir.” 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “Our contacts believe that the prisoners might have received help from one of our own, Sir. A sergeant by the name of Jodi Bills.” 
 
    “Never heard of her.” 
 
    “Neither have I, sir, but I can only tell you what I’m hearing.” 
 
    “Is she close to Major Valley?” 
 
    “That is my understanding.” 
 
    Lancaster shook his head, drawing in a deep breath, his shoulders rising. 
 
    “It’s all falling apart,” he said. “Cheyenne. Slipping through Valley’s fingers.” 
 
    “We don’t know if this is true, sir—” 
 
    “Whether it’s true or not, there are men under Valley’s command who are telling you this. Even if it’s not true, this rampant sidestep of chain of command and rumor mongering only serves to prove that Valley’s tenuous grip on Cheyenne is slipping.” 
 
    “By all accounts, things are still peaceful there,” Newton replied, “and he seemed to handle the Clover Hills situation swiftly and forcefully.” 
 
    “That was all Sausito and Marks,” Lancaster replied, “and they’re both dead. Frankly, any confidence I ever had of maintaining peace in Cheyenne has quickly been eroded.” 
 
    “What are you proposing, sir?” 
 
    Lancaster slid back his chair and set his weight back in it, resting his elbows on his desk and steepling his fingers, tapping the two index fingers together repeatedly. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” he said. “But Cheyenne is only growing more important. I fear that if we leave things as they are, it could significantly cripple us in the future as we plan further expansion. Denver is still the wild, wild west. Rumors persist that Stone Sword’s compound is in Malcolm, Wyoming, which is a skip and a jump from Cheyenne. The longer we let this linger, the worse it’s going to get.” 
 
    “Understood,” Newton said, but didn’t move. 
 
    Lancaster untangled his fingers and leaned back a bit, nodding toward him. 
 
    “You’re dismissed, Lieutenant, thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Newton replied, firing off another salute before turning on his heels and slipping back through the door he entered from. 
 
    # 
 
    Colonel Lancaster walked with a sense of purpose, his boots thudding in resounding echoes along the smooth floor of the hallway leading from his office to a communications center in an adjoining wing of the Naval Station Great Lakes, the largest military base in Illinois and the site of the Navy’s one and only boot camp. 
 
    Almost the size of a small city, the naval station had its own police and fire departments, which had been immediately dispatched following the disastrous crash of the Atlas-01 prototype orbital transport. Soon afterward, as more military and government resources converged on Chicago, it became clear that the naval station was truly the best place for everyone to congregate, and it became the central location of most of the military coordination for the central segment of the United States. 
 
    Aside from the occasional trip to Omaha, Colonel Lancaster performed most of his duties directly from the naval station, which had been repurposed for the use of all armed forces, not just the United States Navy. Its easy access to Lake Michigan provided effective transportation of resources throughout coastal Chicago, which made it easier to allocate necessary supplies throughout the city as a whole. 
 
    Taking a right down a narrow corridor, Lancaster paused briefly to return a salute from a trio of approaching cadets, then continued to a medium-sized room staffed by four communications specialists, who hovered over several short- and long-range radios, trying as hard as they could to coordinate rescue and recovery efforts across the city and across this region of the country. 
 
    “Colonel!” one of them barked, shooting up straight and saluting crisply. The other three followed suit and Lancaster returned it, then hung a right, making his way past the large bank of radios to a small side room. One of the long-range communication systems had been moved to this private office, previously owned by the naval communications officer. 
 
    “Sir!” one of the men at the main comm system called out, lifting a hand. “Today’s encryption key, sir.” He handed off a slip of paper that Lancaster took with a nod before continuing into the office. 
 
    While the majority of the fuel had been routed for clinical operations, an underground reserve tank on the campus of the naval station had been kept on site and designated as a resource for some smaller power generators, mostly to aid in critical coordination and communication efforts. While many of the backpack radios and handhelds could be operated effortlessly on battery, the larger systems like the ones housed here were better run from electric power. 
 
    Schedules had been set, with fuel consumption and reserves closely monitored to make sure critical stores were not being too badly depleted. 
 
    Lancaster wheeled a swivel stool out from beneath the table where the communications gear was set up and rested himself on the thickly cushioned seat, removing a headset and slipping it over his ears, folding the microphone to his lips. 
 
    He adjusted a dial and keyed up the frequency he wanted, then entered the encryption code, waiting for the squelch of static within his headset. There was a long run of persistent clicks in his ear, then a soft hum. 
 
    A short time later another click sounded and a voice hissed into the other end. 
 
    “This is Willoughby,” the voice said, masked by thick, echoing static. 
 
    “Sir, this is Colonel Lancaster, can you confirm this is a secure line?” 
 
    “It is,” Willoughby replied. “We entered this blasted encryption key—had to do it twice, for crying out loud.” 
 
    “A necessary evil, sir,” Lancaster said. 
 
    “Agent Grissom said this was important,” Willoughby spoke in quiet, clipped tones. “What is it, Colonel? I elevated your rank so you could deal with the day-to-day. I’ve got my hands full here.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll make this quick,” Lancaster said. He paused for a moment, giving Willoughby a chance to interject, but when he didn’t, Lancaster continued on. “We have reason to believe things are going sideways in Cheyenne.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Two men aligned with our cause have ended up dead, sir, and a pair of prisoners escaped in the process, quite possibly with the help of one of our sergeants. Major Valley has done exemplary work to this point, but I fear he’s losing control of the situation.” 
 
    “That’s bad news,” Willoughby replied, “especially considering the strategic importance of our Cheyenne base of operations. It’s where we need to stage the majority of our offensive firepower in preparation for the strike against Stone Sword.” 
 
    “Exactly my concern,” Lancaster said. “If the reports we’re hearing are true, the prisoners may in fact have connections to Stone Sword and might be heading that way.” 
 
    “Dammit, Colonel, I thought you could control this!” 
 
    “Sir, I understand your frustration, but we are juggling multiple fronts here. You’ll be glad to hear we had a remarkable success in Kansas City, where we—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear about Kansas City!” Willoughby barked back. “Kansas City can burn to the damned ground. Cheyenne is where we need to focus.” 
 
    “I understand,” Lancaster replied through gritted teeth. “That’s precisely why I’m calling you. I have concerns and I’m bringing them to your attention.” 
 
    “Instead of bringing them to my attention, why don’t you deal with them?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Instead of sitting on your ass in Chicago, I want you en route to Cheyenne immediately. If Valley can’t control the situation, then you damn well put someone in place who can or do it your damn self.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, but Chicago is still a potentially volatile situation, I can’t just—” 
 
    “You can and you will,” Willoughby replied. There was a moment of quiet on the other end, as if Willoughby were trying to collect himself. “I think you’re aware that Cameron Pike has betrayed us.” 
 
    “I am aware.” 
 
    “I believe he is also on his way to Stone Sword. If he’s arrived, he could be providing them with classified intelligence of a very sensitive nature.” 
 
    “Sir? What kind of classified intelligence?” 
 
    “That’s not important!” Willoughby shouted. “What is important is that we get Cheyenne back under control and prepare to launch our offensive against Stone Sword immediately. We cannot continue to let this linger, Colonel. Every day it does further weakens our republic.” 
 
    “You and I are on the same page,” Lancaster replied, “but I believe I can—” 
 
    “I don’t,” Willoughby replied sharply. “The next time I talk to you, I want you to be calling me from Cheyenne, do you understand me?” 
 
    “Major Valley will see this as a direct challenge to his leadership.” 
 
    “Let him. Go in and take the city back by force if you have to.” 
 
    “Listen, Willoughby,” Lancaster started, but never got the chance to finish. 
 
    “That’s President Willoughby,” the man growled on the other end. “Remember who you’re speaking with now, Colonel.” 
 
    Lancaster left his mouth open, the words dying in his throat. He gently licked his lips and drew in another steadying breath, his orders now perfectly clear in his head. 
 
    “As you wish, sir,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Thank you, as always, Colonel,” Willoughby said sardonically, then the line clicked in Lancaster’s ear, the open signal shifting to a low, hissing static. 
 
    Pressing his fingers to each earpiece, Lancaster slipped the headset from his head and rested it gently on a hook near the bank of radios. His arms throbbed with repressed tension, his muscles taut as a pulled bowstring. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he quietly counted to ten, though it did nothing at all to improve his mood. Kicking the stool out, he stood, turned, and pushed his way out into the larger communications room. 
 
    “Corporal,” he said, nodding to one of the communications specialists, “get Lieutenant Newton on the line for me. We’ve got a little change in plans to talk about.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Trevor ran a hand through his tangle of hair, longer than he’d had it in a long time.  
 
    “Get a haircut, you hippie,” Jack said derisively, shaking his head. 
 
    “Man, who’s got time for haircuts these days? I can barely find time to shave.” 
 
    “Just shave your face and keep on going, like I do,” Jack said, running his fingers along the thin bristle of shorn hair covering his scalp.  
 
    “I’d look like a freaking boiled egg,” Trevor replied. They’d left the downtown area of Malcolm a ways back and strode through the grass, surrounded by more trees than buildings. 
 
    The sun had begun to set, coating the sky in a canvas of gunmetal gray, and up ahead they could see several portable work lamps standing tall, the spotlights angled down into an opening in the ground. Several cables ran down the length of the lamp stands and over toward a small portable generator which rattled and growled with power. 
 
    “I thought we had a fuel shortage,” Trevor said as they approached, just as a blistering whip of lightning and thunder seared the sky, the jagged fork illuminating the darkness. 
 
    “I guess when it comes to the lightning, this is considered critical infrastructure,” Jack said and moved closer to where the lamps were set up. 
 
    The entrance to the underground shelter had been a large, wooden structure with a double door, but it had been removed, leaving a wide uneven rectangle over stairs angled into the earth. Piles of discarded dirt were stacked up along three sides of the shelter entrance, nearly as tall as Jack, and he could hear the steady tack-tack-tack of what sounded like a pick hammering through stone and tightly packed ground down below. 
 
    From everything he’d heard since coming to Stone Sword, the underground shelter had been mostly for storage and had been constructed nearly a hundred years ago, long before the town held the hundreds of people it currently did. 
 
    As the lightning strikes increased in frequency and potency, striking the ground as often, if not more often, than they’d been traversing the clouds, Laura’s proposal of a tall, metallic lightning rod in the center of town had been abandoned due to resource constraints and had yet to be resumed. The population found more comfort in shelter construction than a rod that would present no real visible result. 
 
    So any of the workers who would have been delegated to work on the lightning rod had instead been reassigned to expanding the shelter, and had been working almost around the clock, dragging wheelbarrows down, using picks to chop away sections of the wall, hammering up wooden supports cut from nearby trees, then reinforcing with more wood and even some of their limited supply of cement to further strengthen the bunker. 
 
    The food had already been cleared out and a wooden ramp had been laid down over the stairs so the wheelbarrows could be moved up and down more easily. It was hard, painstaking, backbreaking work, but it had continued and there were at least some results thus far. 
 
    Even though it was early in the process, the square footage of the shelter had been nearly quadrupled, the potential capacity increased from twenty to nearly fifty. Mayor Phillips and Yvonne Perez had been watching over the progress like a pair of over-attentive project managers, making sure everything stayed on time and under budget. 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” Trevor said, looking down at the stairs, still covered by the plywood ramp, “but I’m not real wild about spending much time down there.” 
 
    “You might feel differently if that lightning starts ripping people up in town,” Jack replied. 
 
    “If that happens,” Trevor replied, “some hole we dug in the ground isn’t going to do shit.” 
 
    Jack chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “That’s what I love about you,” he said. “Your rampant optimism.” 
 
    “I get that from all the girls,” Trevor replied derisively. They stood there for a moment, then Trevor slapped him on the back. “Come on, let’s head back to town. Supposedly they snagged a couple of elk this morning. Most of it’s getting dried and stored as jerky, but supposedly they carved out thirty pounds for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Thirty pounds? What is that, like an eighth of a pound each?” 
 
    “Better than a zeroeth,” Trevor replied. 
 
    Jack nodded and the two men walked across the grass, heading back toward town.  
 
    As they walked, Jack noticed a darkened figure not far away, walking on the edge of town, alone, hands in pockets, and even from this distance, Jack recognized the posture and the clipped, somewhat unsteady gait. 
 
    “Go ahead to the mess hall,” he said to Trevor. “I’ve got to have a word with someone.” 
 
    Trevor looked at him, then followed his eyes toward the shadowed figure. He shrugged. 
 
    “Whatever you want.” 
 
    The two men separated and Jack made his way toward the solitary man, his face shadowed by approaching moonlight. 
 
    # 
 
    “Hey, Pike!” Jack said as he strode toward the figure, the man slowing his pace and turning as Jack approached. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked, tilting his head somewhat as if trying to see who was approaching. 
 
    “It’s me, Jack Prescott. I’m not sure we ever really met, but we’ve seen each other at the military briefings.” 
 
    “Ah,” Pike replied, remaining where he was. As Jack approached, Pike extended his hand and Jack took it, shaking it briefly. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Not really,” Jack replied. “Just figured we could chat for a few minutes, since we’re both heading in the same direction.” 
 
    Pike glared over at him. 
 
    “You came from over there,” he replied, pointing in the direction of Trevor, who was still moving away. “That’s the completely opposite direction.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “I never was great at geography.” 
 
    “What is this all about?” Pike asked. 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to chat with you,” Jack admitted, “ever since you showed up in town. We’ve got some common interests, you know?” 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Jack continued, “you look like an Xbox kinda guy. Which Halo is your favorite?” 
 
    Pike slowed his pace, turning to look at him. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Mr. Prescott?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “I’ve been pretty clear with my intentions,” Pike said, the two continuing their progress toward the southern edge of downtown. They moved from long grass to the sidewalk, the darkened shapes of buildings now surrounding them. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, guys like you are rarely clear with their intentions. There’s always some sort of hidden agenda.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me—” 
 
    “I know all about guys like you,” Jack interrupted. “There were guys like you in Seattle, directing traffic, telling me and my squad what to do. Where to go. Who to shoot at. You lie for a living. Deception is a part of your genetics.” 
 
    Pike drew in a breath, lowering his chin to his chest, stopping his movements. 
 
    “I came here to get away from that life, Jack,” he said. “I’ve been consumed by it for nearly twenty-five years. A quarter of a century. I’m done.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I don’t live for your approval. Believe me or not, I really couldn’t care less. I know what my intentions are.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, looking at each other, Jack’s hands balled into tight fists. 
 
    “I was there, you know,” he said quietly. “When that man you sent shot her in the chest. I saw her bleeding out on the floor, watching as her life was slowly slipping from her body.” 
 
    “I know,” Pike replied. He hesitated for a moment, seemingly chewing his next words in his mouth. “I am very thankful for everything you’ve done for Laura. From what I hear, she never would have made it through the last two months without you.” 
 
    It was clear he’d intended those words as a sort of compliment, but the mere mention of her name ignited a white-hot fire in Jack’s chest, the tone of Pike’s words teetering on the edge of sanctimonious. As if Laura were his property and he was thankful Jack had delivered her to him as promised. 
 
    “Go to hell,” Jack spat. 
 
    “What is your problem, Prescott?” Pike asked, shaking his head. “I’ve done nothing to you. I’m here to help, that’s it.” 
 
    “That’s not how this works,” Jack replied. “You don’t get to send assassins after her, bring her to the brink of death, and then just ride in on a white horse like some sort of damned cowboy to save the day!” 
 
    “Look,” Pike hissed, taking a step toward him, “in case you haven’t realized, we’re dealing with a global catastrophe here. The stakes are quite a bit higher than your damned schoolboy crush, Prescott—” 
 
    Jack snapped. He growled, lunged forward, and swung his closed fist in a swift right cross, aiming for Pike’s left jawline. 
 
    Pike shifted his stance, withdrawing slightly, a very small motion, but enough that Jack’s fist sailed past his face, whooshing through empty air. Ducking and stepping forward, Pike drove a single hard blow into Jack’s right rib cage and the young man buckled, his knee going out as he stumbled forward. 
 
    Jack caught his balance and wheeled back around, throwing another hard cross, this time left to right. Pike slipped beneath it and drove another punch into the underside of Jack’s jaw, snapping his head back. 
 
    Taking a clumsy step backwards, copper in his mouth, Jack planted his foot, barely staying upright, then lunged forward, barreling into Pike, sending them both sprawling onto the hard sidewalk. 
 
    Shouting voices echoed somewhere in the distance as they crashed down, Pike’s head thudding against the asphalt, his eyes pressing closed in pain. They rolled and sprawled over the hard ground, coming to a rest against a short stack of concrete steps leading up to a building. 
 
    Pike rolled, throwing Jack off of him, then lunged at him, landing on him and pinning him against the stairs. He threw a punch that Jack narrowly dodged, the young man following up with a swift forward headbutt, ramming the crown of his skull into the bridge of Pike’s nose. 
 
    Pike drew back and Jack pressed forward, pushing him up and off him, lunging forward, back over the sidewalk and into the street where he landed back on top of the intelligence agent, forcing his shoulders into the pavement. 
 
    Jack punched at him again as Pike rolled away, the fist glancing off his left temple. A knee drove up hard, burying itself in Jack’s gut, and he felt the air punch from his lungs, his head suddenly swimming. Pike swung a wild blow, but it went over Jack’s head as he blinked through a haze of dizziness, hooking his fingers into the collar of Pike’s shirt. 
 
    He lifted him toward him, holding him there for a moment, tensing his arms as he prepared to slam him back down, to crack his skull into the pavement. The older man was quicker, however, and pulled his knee tight to his chest, then kicked out, throwing Jack off of him, sending him sprawling back onto the sidewalk, landing on his rear end. 
 
    The voices were louder now, but Jack blocked them out, reaching behind him and pressing his palm onto the concrete stairs, using them to push himself to his feet, shambling back toward Pike, who was also trying to stand. 
 
    Voices shouted and fingers clawed at Jack’s arm, grabbing the sleeve of his shirt and tugging him back. Red-hot fury raged in his eyes, his vision clouded with a strange crimson fog as he glared at Pike, desperately trying to lunge toward him. 
 
    More fingers gripped his shoulder, pulling him back again, away from the target of his anger and Jack whipped backwards, screaming and throwing a punch. 
 
    His fist collided hard with a man’s jaw, his knuckles barking with the impact, and suddenly his red cloud of anger burst wide, the rage flying apart, revealing cold, hard reality. 
 
    Colonel Carter glared back at him, his eyes narrowed in anger, fingers touching his jaw where Jack had lashed out and punched him. People had converged on them, a ring of men and women surrounding them, people Jack hadn’t even noticed as he’d tangled with Pike on the ground. 
 
    “Colonel, I—” 
 
    “Prescott,” Carter snarled, “back to your quarters right now.” 
 
    “Colonel, I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Jack flexed his fists opened and closed, looking at the assembled crowd around him, the heat in his cheeks shifting from rage to shame. He nodded and pushed his way through the gathered group, heading back to his barracks. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack rested his head on the rough surface of the pillow on his cot, looking up at the ceiling above him. Since being moved to a squad leader position, he’d earned his own quarters, such as it was, a small room adjoining the larger barracks where several other militia members spent their nights. 
 
    It was little more than sheet rock walls carving off a section of room, but it offered at least a modicum of privacy, which Jack was grateful for, especially at that moment. 
 
    He’d been stupid. He’d let Pike get to him, and that was his fault and no one else’s. 
 
    A pair of hard thuds echoed from the door and he glanced over through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Who is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Carter,” the voice said, firm and abrupt. Jack sighed and closed his eyes, resting his head back on the pillow. 
 
    “Come in,” he said. The knob turned and the door swung open, Colonel Carter stepping into his small room and closing the door behind him. Jack sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the cot, looking at him as he stood before him. 
 
    Carter looked back through hard eyes, his jaw set, the gradual purpling of a bruise starting to form at the point of his left jaw. 
 
    “Colonel, I’m sorry. I didn’t—” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Carter replied, though his voice was quieter and gentler than Jack anticipated. He’d been braced for a severe dressing down, but Carter didn’t seem to be in the mood for yelling or screaming. “I’m not here to rip you a new asshole, son.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack replied, “then why are you here?” The words came out angrier than he intended. “I mean—what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need to make sure you’re all right,” Carter replied. “You play an important role in this militia and there’s a lot on your shoulders. Don’t think I don’t realize that. Your actions tonight were…out of character.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack replied. 
 
    “If Pike is going to be a problem—” 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “I see where you’re coming from, okay? Don’t forget, I was ready to kick him out until Laura stepped in the way. I don’t fully trust him either, but you can’t let him get to you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You threw the first punch tonight; a dozen people saw it. All you accomplished was gaining sympathy for the man, and if our population doesn’t remain on guard around him, then we could be in for a world of hurt.” 
 
    “I screwed up. I know. I just—I don’t know why he’s here. He says he’s trying to help, but can you really go from coordinating an assassination attempt on someone to trying to save their life within a two-month time span? I don’t understand how that even works.” 
 
    Carter seemed to consider this, then looked in the corner of the small room where a folded metal chair rested. He slid it out and unfolded it, easing himself down into it. Gently, he rubbed at his jaw, then looked at Jack. 
 
    “I’m not trying to defend him,” Carter began, “but look at your own life, your own self, and think about what you were like two months ago compared to what you’re like now. You’re not the same person. Neither am I. I’d wager that nobody in this country is. Things have changed significantly in the past nine weeks, in ways that none of us even thought possible ninety days ago.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
    “So, again, I’m not defending Pike—Lord knows I trust him about as far as I can throw him—but he could very well have had a change of heart once he saw what was happening around him.” 
 
    Jack rested his arms on his thighs and looked at the floor, nodding. 
 
    “That’s not the only reason I came here, though,” Carter continued and Jack lifted his eyes. The colonel leaned back slightly in this chair, lacing his fingers together. “You heard about the hunting party that came back with the elk, right?” 
 
    Jack nodded, smirking slightly. 
 
    “Yeah, my dumb ass got myself sent to quarters so I missed the feast.” 
 
    Carter smiled in spite of himself. 
 
    “There was an ounce and a half of meat per person. You didn’t miss much.” Carter unlaced his fingers and leaned forward slightly. “What you didn’t hear, though, and what I’m trying to keep somewhat under wraps, is that the hunters spotted something in the southern trees during the hunt. A smoke trail. Buckner said it looked like a campfire.” 
 
    “Really? That close to town?” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “Military?” 
 
    “Buckner didn’t think so. It was a narrow column of smoke, a pretty small fire, not big enough for a whole contingent of foot soldiers.” 
 
    “So, then who is it?” 
 
    Carter shrugged. 
 
    “We’ve ramped up patrols of the southern trees. I doubled our sentries today and expanded their reach throughout the woods south of town. They’ve been out there all day.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “That’s where I want you first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Sentry duty? Seriously?” 
 
    “Jack, you punched me square in the jaw in front of a dozen people. If I don’t lay down some sort of penalty—” 
 
    Jack nodded briskly, holding up a hand. 
 
    “I get it,” he replied. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that,” Carter replied. He paused for a moment, then met Jack’s eyes again. “It may not feel like it, Jack, but you’re still young. You’ve been through a lot, a hell of a lot more than most people your age, and you’ve handled it amazingly well. But there’s a lot of growing up to do, and what happened tonight cannot happen again.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “I don’t just mean accidently cold-cocking me. I mean pushing Pike’s buttons, throwing a punch, none of that. The success of this town has been built on a foundation of trust and camaraderie. We are all on the same side here. Kramer and I…we’ve had plenty of disagreements over the years, but at the end of the day, we come together for the good of the town. I trust that I can count on you to do the same?” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    “Good,” Carter replied, nodding. He stood from the chair, turning to fold it back up and slide it into the corner where he’d found it. “You’re doing good work, Jack, I want you to keep doing good work. That’s what you want, too, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, it is.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Carter opened the door and prepared to step outside. From where he stood in the doorway, a chorus of voices could be heard outside the barracks. Voices that sounded almost excited. Carter cocked his head slightly and looked at Jack, who was already standing. 
 
    “You hear it, too?” Jack asked and Carter nodded, the two of them moving back out into the larger barracks, then to the door leading outside to the streets beyond. 
 
    As they emerged from the barracks building, Jack drew back slightly, looking out into the street. A group of excited citizens had congregated alongside some of the soldiers who had vacated the barracks, all surrounding what appeared to be two sentries returning from patrol. Each of the two sentries clutched the reins of a horse, both horses standing on the pavement behind them. 
 
    Each horse had a saddle and saddle bags, their colored manes matted and dirty. Both of the large animals looked somewhat malnourished, scrawny and starving, their ears twitching slightly. One was piebald, colored in brown and white, while the other was straight brown. 
 
    “Where did you find these?” Carter demanded, striding toward the sentries. 
 
    “Colonel!” one of them stammered. “We…uhh…they were in a pasture in the forests to the south of town. We wouldn’t have even been looking out that far except for the expanded patrol routes!” 
 
    Carter moved to the first horse, a brown one who looked at him mournfully. 
 
    “Get these damn saddles off of them,” he said, gently stroking the horse’s neck. “We need to get them cleaned up. Get some hay for them to eat. Has anyone called Yvonne yet?” 
 
    “No, sir,” the other sentry said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Get someone to go retrieve her right now.” He lowered himself and peeled back a section of one of the saddles. “These poor creatures look like they’ve been wearing their saddles for a week or more.” 
 
    The brown horse neighed softly and lifted its head a bit, drawing away from Carter. The sentry tugged his reins gently and the large creature settled back down. 
 
    “They seem remarkably domesticated,” Carter said, walking to the second horse, the one with white and brown spots. “And clearly, given the saddles, they belong to someone.” 
 
    “The same someone with the campfire, do you suppose?” Jack asked quietly. 
 
    “Quite possible,” Carter replied, turning to look out toward the trees. The sky was dark and cloud filled, a low growl of persistent thunder echoing overhead, though the rain was light and misting and, Jack had to admit, barely noticeable after feeling it nonstop for days. In the low light of night, nobody could see any smoke, but Jack had little difficulty imagining people within the thick trees, dousing their fire and settling in for the night. 
 
    The real question was: who were they and what did they want? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Somewhere just southeast of Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Joel closed his eyes, letting the misting rain scatter over his sweat-covered face, drawing in the refreshing coolness of the moisture. Thunder rumbled in the clouds overhead and the lightning continued its erratic light show along the horizon, arching overhead with interspersed jagged bolts throttling toward the surface. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he looked over at Helen, who lay prone beneath a makeshift lean-to they’d assembled from tree branches and pine needles. Not their best work, but with the help of some of the scant remains of paracord from his Bug Out Bag, they’d managed to assemble the shelter, and he’d agreed to take first watch so Helen could get some much-needed sleep. 
 
    She’d earned it, without a doubt, and he still couldn’t help but feel impressed at the way she’d taken down the rabbit with his bow and arrow. Not just killing it, but skinning it, preparing it, starting the fire. 
 
    Two months and she was almost in lock-step with him. He realized he was standing there, just watching her sleep, feeling this gentle swell of pride in his chest, a feeling he desperately tried to battle back, not because he didn’t want to be proud of her, but because the prouder he got, the harder it would be to— 
 
    To what? 
 
    Let her go? 
 
    Joel cleared his throat and looked away, forcing himself to stare out into the thick trees, once again feeling the cool rain on his head and shoulders. One of their metal pans sat on the ground by where the fire had been, a fire long since doused so it wouldn’t be visible as the surroundings got darker. 
 
    The last thing he wanted to do was draw attention to them, either from the town or from anyone who might be following. They’d come a long way from Cheyenne and hadn’t seen any sign of Ali yet, but just because they hadn’t seen him didn’t mean he wasn’t there. 
 
    Joel thought again of Malcolm, the small Wyoming town where Helen’s aunt supposedly lived. If his estimations were correct, they’d be there as soon as tomorrow, even if they walked slowly, and he still wasn’t sure what he thought about that. 
 
    What would they find once they arrived? Actual civilization? A survivalist playground with hyper-aggressive militia? 
 
    Joel moved toward the pan and lifted it, seeing a few scraps of rabbit meat still resting at the bottom. A soft whine came from the ground at his feet and Joel looked down at Picasso, the mangy stray dog who had begun following them. The dog stared back up at him, one and a half ears perked in anticipation. 
 
    Joel tweezed a small nugget of rabbit meat out of the pan with his fingers and crouched down, offering it to the dog, who eagerly slurped it up, swallowing it in a single bite and asking for more. 
 
    “All gone, you hog,” Joel whispered, turning the pan over to prove the fact, though Picasso didn’t seem convinced. Setting the pan down, Joel sat on a nearby rock, his legs aching dully, and stretched his back. 
 
    It seemed impossible to believe that they would be in Malcolm tomorrow. Their destination had seemed theoretical up until now, a vague concept and not an actual, physical thing. He only hoped it would turn out to be a physical thing once they arrived. 
 
    The sky glowed a bright, pale eggshell color as lightning ripped through the clouds and he looked warily skyward, queasy and ill at ease, noticing the increased frequency of the lightning. Day by day the storm clouds seemed to get thicker and darker, the thunder more consistent, the rain a constant sheet of moisture. 
 
    Lightning happened at all times these days, and while at the beginning it had been all atmospheric, as the days, weeks and months had gone on that was changing, and it was now about half and half. He wondered how much longer they had until lightning hit the ground every few minutes and if that happened, how much longer they’d be safe outside. 
 
    Helen moaned quietly in her sleep and Joel turned around on the rock and looked over in her direction. She stirred slightly on her shoulder, but didn’t open her eyes, the light rain spitting upon the pine needles and tree branches making up the lean-to. Joel watched her for a few moments, making sure she was settling back in, moving from her shoulder to her back, and within moments her breathing had steadied and she’d stopped making noises. 
 
    Joel stayed in that position, facing southeast, looking back the way they’d come, and he picked up the rifle from the ground, holding it across his lap. Helen had stolen the weapon from one of the soldiers, and though they barely had any ammunition for it, he kept it with him anyway. The Smith and Wesson was stuffed in his belt as well, as a backup. 
 
    Narrowing his eye, he peered through the thick, dark shadows of trees, staring into the distance, and silently wondered if there might be a pair of eyes out there staring back. 
 
    # 
 
    Somewhere southeast of Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Ali narrowed his eyes at nearly the same time, staring intently in a northwestern direction, imagining that somewhere out there, Joel Robertson and his little girl were moving silently through the trees, even in the dark of night. 
 
    He’d finished his meager meal of fox meat a few hours ago, barely feeling refreshed and not at all re-energized, sitting cross-legged in the dirt, his back resting against the narrow trunk of an old birch tree. 
 
    His stomach gurgled, battling against the fox meat, but he held his posture, straight and rigid, his eyes focused into the deepening dark.  
 
    Lightning whipped across the dark sky, briefly illuminating the forest ahead, revealing the silhouettes of gathered trees before fading back to black. Cool rain danced across the hot flesh of his forehead, and he closed his eyes, drawing in the moisture from the air, feeling his body temperature drop. 
 
    Slowly, his breath steadied, the pain emanating from his body gently easing, the rain successfully dulling the persistent agony of his infected body. 
 
    Ali sat and watched, still as a statue, body fueled by rage, simply waiting for sleep to come. For when sleep came, the pain would be gone and he’d be one night closer to getting his vengeance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Interstate 70 
 
    Approaching Limon, Colorado 
 
      
 
    At first the large, looming shadows in the sprawling grassy fields to the right of Interstate 70 were nearly impossible to decipher. Initially, Shawna thought they were strange rocks, thrust up from the earth in the middle of nowhere, but as the truck eased its way down the interstate, she could see that the shapes weren’t rocks at all. 
 
    They were the scattered wreckage of at least two large passenger planes. The first one had slammed into the ground nose down by all appearances, the front of the aircraft accordioned by the impact, the central fuselage torn from the rest of the plane and laying on its side. Both wings had been snapped and were askew in the grass several yards away from the site of the main impact. 
 
    The rear of the plane thrust upward, the tail shorn off halfway down, a thick white cylinder blackened by fire and sitting in the burned grass. 
 
    Thankfully, the low light of a cloud-filled night obscured most of the details, so nobody could see the bodies they were sure rested out there in the meadow, partially swallowed by tall grass. 
 
    As the first wreckage fell behind them, a second one came into view, this plane slamming down belly-first on what appeared to be an overpass for railroad tracks to the north of the Interstate. The aircraft had smashed the overpass into jigsaw puzzle pieces, broken stone and shattered concrete sprayed around the collision in a wide, oblong pattern. 
 
    Shawna looked at Selanda, who looked back at her, both of them with mirror-image expressions on their faces, eyes narrow and haunted by the thoughts of hundreds of corpses lying in those fields. Not just those corpses, but how many thousands of others throughout the world? 
 
    Lightning sliced through the sky, white and hot, a straight-line slash moving north to south, punching down into the horizon. The bolt seemed to carve open a tarp above them, releasing an onslaught of rain, water hammering down in sudden sheets. Shawna looked away, lifting her hand above her head, letting the precipitation strike it and bounce away, splashing into the rear of the truck. 
 
    Selanda bent over and rapped her knuckles on the window, Roxie looking back from the cab of the pickup. As usual, she held the laptop on her lap, both hands pressed against the fabric bag, holding it close and tight. 
 
    The older woman signaled to the falling rain and Roxie nodded, prodding Tristan in the driver’s seat, likely encouraging him to hurry up with the oncoming rain pelting down around them. 
 
    Shawna could feel the truck accelerate, moving forward, the crushed overpass and broken aircraft getting smaller and darker as they fell away, the truck navigating the interstate. 
 
    “Looks like we’re coming into town,” Selanda said, gesturing ahead and Shawna nodded, watching as buildings emerged on the horizon, separate and isolated at first, but as they got closer, clumped more tightly together. 
 
    “I think this is Limon,” she said. As they drew closer, they could see the large airfield to the north, a sign on the highway identifying Limon Municipal Airport’s upcoming exit. Two more planes had slammed down onto the tarmac of the airport, smaller planes, but their wreckage just as devastating as the larger. One plane wasn’t so much a plane as a splayed pile of white pieces, the concrete runway blackened by the fire of the crash. 
 
    They could smell the acrid stink of burned fuel and scorched rock, a lingering, persistent reek, thick and sharp in Shawna’s nostrils. 
 
    The airport was behind them, but the stink remained and she wondered for a moment if it was coming from the town ahead and fearing it was. Rumors had persisted along the way that Denver, Colorado had been completely written off by the United States government, the city ravaged by plane crashes, Denver International Airport a critical hub to so many intersecting flights. 
 
    Smoke lingered in the air, the charcoal taste of it on her tongue, and Shawna considered the fact that the disaster in Denver had spread wide, potentially overcoming small-town Limon, which wasn’t especially close to Denver, but wasn’t all that far away either. 
 
    Looking at the map, Interstate 70 cut straight through Limon and continued west and north, crossing into Denver about ninety miles later, an easy distance to travel even with no power or gas. 
 
    Suddenly, she had a very bad feeling about this place and for a moment she considered pounding on the back window and telling Tristan to turn around. But she knew fuel was sparse, and the whole reason they’d decide to come to Limon was to top off the tank so they could finish the trek to Wyoming. Even if they did turn around, they hadn’t passed many cars on the long stretch of rural highway and they were likely to run dry shortly after turning back and heading east. 
 
    It was a no-win situation. 
 
    Still, she closed her fist and banged her knuckles on the glass again, drawing the attention of Roxie. Stabbing her finger toward Tristan, Shawna mouthed a few words to Roxie, which she seemed to understand. The young girl tapped Tristan on the shoulder and a few moments later, the truck was crunching over gravel as it pulled onto the broad shoulder of the interstate, the town of Limon looming before them. 
 
    “What is it?” Tristan asked, easing open the driver’s side door, then slamming it shut behind him as he stepped out onto the road. 
 
    Shawna pressed her palm against the raised edge of the flatbed and vaulted free, landing awkwardly on the pavement. 
 
    “Did you see the planes?” she asked and Tristan nodded, his eyes closed.  
 
    “I said a quiet prayer as we passed,” he replied. 
 
    “And do you smell that smell?” Shawna continued. Tristan narrowed his eyes at her, then paused for a moment, lifting his chin slightly. 
 
    “This place is on fire,” Shawna replied. “Or at least it was. I can smell it.” 
 
    “How far from Denver are we?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “A hundred miles maybe?” Selanda replied.  
 
    “You think the trouble in Denver has come this far?” Roxie asked, looking nervous. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but you see that?” Shawna pointed toward the town ahead, which was shrouded in dark clouds. “That’s smoke over there,” she said, moving her finger back and forth. “Just over the buildings. The air is hot. Choking. It reminds me of home—during the war.” 
 
    Tristan looked out at the buildings ahead, his fingers flexing and closing rhythmically. 
 
    “So, what are you proposing?” he asked, looking over his shoulder. “We’re at less than a quarter of a tank. We can’t turn around and go back. There’s nowhere to go back to.” 
 
    Shawna rubbed her temples, then ran her hand through her long hair, sighing audibly. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We were just going to get on Route 71 and head north, right?” Roxie asked. “According to the map, it’s, like, two miles from here.” 
 
    “We need fuel,” Tristan said. “We should probably look for water. It’s only another three hours from here to Cheyenne. We may not need water, but we definitely don’t have enough gas.” 
 
    “I just…have a bad feeling about this place,” Shawna said. “Like the inmates are running the asylum.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we have a choice,” Tristan said. He looked back toward town and pointed to a small group of buildings at the right of the main road heading into town. 
 
    “Let’s check there first. On the outskirts. See if we can find some gas, abandoned cars we can siphon, anything. Even if we just get a gallon or two, we can move toward Route 71 and try some other towns along the way. We move fast, we move quiet, we move careful.” 
 
    “Besides,” Selanda continued, “we’ve got the M4 if we need it. And a shotgun, right?” 
 
    “Gotta be honest,” Shawna replied, “getting in the middle of a firefight isn’t high on my to-do list right now. I’ve seen enough death, heard enough whizzing bullets to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    “Amen to all that,” Tristan said. “But if it’s them or us…” 
 
    “It’s them,” Shawna agreed with a nod. She sighed and patted the side of the truck. “All right. Jump back in. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    # 
 
    Limon, Colorado 
 
    The air was hot and thick as they passed into Limon, several ramshackle buildings emerging upon both sides of the road. They came upon an old gas station on the right and Shawna looked at it long and hard, its white shingle siding blackened with char, the shingled roof dark with soot and charcoal. Fires weren’t actively burning, but she could smell the lingering after affects. Almost feel the radiant heat on the flesh of her arms. 
 
    Other buildings came and went, some looking like residential homes, others like brick-structured office buildings, but all of them were dark and empty, many of them showing signs of recent fires. 
 
    The air was thick, hot and rank like a small kitchen after an overcooked meal, the smoky miasma clinging to everything around them. Low clouds of curdled gray lingered, hanging over the rooftops, their coiling spires leading from the buildings. 
 
    “This place is a ghost town,” Selanda whispered as the truck came to a sharp right turn and slowed, navigating the curve with cautious precision. Across the street from where they drove was what appeared to be a small cell phone dealer, the large plate window shattered, the interior walls blackened with smoke. A sandwich board sign was capsized on the sidewalk in front of the building promising a free phone with a two-year contract. 
 
    The streets were vacant. No cars, no people. Shawna carefully scrutinized every house as they rolled by, every building, every window, expecting to see some small flash of movement, a shifting of shadows. 
 
    She saw nothing. 
 
    They navigated another turn, moving even deeper into the town, cruising by a small market, two metal trash cans in front, small embers burning within. Glass windows were broken and the front door hung off its hinges, offering a scant glimpse of the interior. 
 
    Shelves had been toppled over, food had spilled and scattered all throughout the darkened tile floor. There was a morose, haunting emptiness to the place, a sense that this town had been empty for years, not months. 
 
    “Look,” Selanda whispered, tapping Shawna on the shoulder, and she followed her extended finger. They were standing in the bed of the pickup as it drove slowly forward, and she reached over the roof of the cab, pointing to what seemed to be a town hall of sorts. The building was large and brick, with a carefully erected clock tower reaching up toward the low-hanging smoke. 
 
    Large, intact windows faced the street, which hung a left, passing straight by the town hall and yet another gas station before reaching what looked to be an old school, a village green, and a selection of other shops further down the street. 
 
    What really caught Selanda’s attention, however, and the first thing Shawna noticed, were the cars. 
 
    There were three of them total in the parking lot outside the town hall: an old blue Chevy pickup, a rust-covered VW, and a midsized foreign sedan. None of them were remarkable, but they were the only vehicles they’d seen in the town so far, and with fuel being their number one need, Shawna dropped down and tapped on the window. 
 
    Roxie turned and nodded, gesturing toward the parking lot, indicating that they had seen the same thing. Slowly the truck eased to the right, moving in the direction of the parking lot. 
 
    The rattling engine of the truck was the only sound they could hear as the vehicle moved closer to the sidewalk, cruising through the entrance to the town hall parking lot until the truck came to a rest on the pavement in easy view of the three vehicles parked there. 
 
    The town hall itself was a large, brick structure, the side facing the street with a long, steep staircase and rectangular windows running alongside the front-facing wall. The sloped roof led to a tall spire where a clock was set, tapering down to a normally slanted roof toward the rear of the building. Facing the parking lot was another brick wall, several darkened windows looking out over the gray pavement, the glass shaded and dim with no sign of life beyond. 
 
    Tristan killed the engine and the entire area plunged into a pervasive silence, the gentle ticking of the engine sounding alongside the sputtering of rainfall across the metal roofs of the vehicles. 
 
    The siphoning kit they’d been using on their way west from Chicago had long since disappeared, leaving them with a length of makeshift rubber hose and their mouths, a prospect none of them was in love with. 
 
    “Whose turn is it?” Shawna asked out loud. 
 
    Roxie shook her head vigorously. 
 
    “Not mine. Never mine.” 
 
    “Give it here, Shawna,” Tristan said, shaking his head. “You did it last time. I’ll take it.” 
 
    Shawna happily handed over the curled length of rubber hose and Tristan went to the back of the truck, reaching over the edge and pulling out a straight-edged screwdriver, taking them both over to the VW. 
 
    He stood there and looked at it for a few minutes, then strode around it, heading for the midsized sedan on the other side. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the VW?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Diesel,” Tristan replied, then lowered himself slightly and went to work on the gas cap near the rear of the car, prying it open with the screwdriver, then unscrewing the inner cap, popping it off and feeding the hose down into the tank. 
 
    “Bring me that can, girl,” he said, gesturing to Roxie, who walked around to the back of the truck and pulled out the gas can Shawna had carried through the trees several hours before. 
 
    Shawna offered her hand and Roxie gave her the can, which she retrieved and strode over the pavement toward Tristan. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” a voice hissed from the darkness and Shawna froze, halfway between the truck and Tristan, the gas can hooked through her curled fingers. 
 
    A figure melted from the darkness, a narrow-shouldered woman with long, straight hair and an ankle-length jacket which swished gently as she strode forward. 
 
    “Welcome to Limon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Limon, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Shawna stood there, looking at the woman, suddenly wishing she’d remembered to grab the M4 from the back of the truck. Her eyes darted right and saw Roxie standing on one side of the flatbed, Selanda on the other, while she stood out in the open and Tristan kneeled by the back of the sedan. 
 
    Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. No planning, no coordination, just their dumb rookie asses stumbling right into a trap. 
 
    As the woman stood there, several other figures emerged around her, a mixture of men and women, some wearing bulky coats, others wearing ratty and torn T-shirts. At least a few of the men were totally shirtless, one of their pale, bloated bellies shining in the low light, like some strange malformed moon. 
 
    Rain fell down around them, a drumbeat of thunder rippling through the clouds. 
 
    “We just need some gas,” Shawna said, her eyes darting. “Two minutes and we’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Gas is ours,” the woman in the coat said. “It’s not for the taking.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna replied, holding up her free hand. “Fair is fair.” Turning, she looked over at Tristan. “C’mon, Big T, we’ll find somewhere else, okay?” 
 
    Tristan nodded and stood, wrapping the rubber hose around his closed hand. 
 
    “It’s all good, friend,” Tristan said, lifting his hands. “Nobody wants any trouble, okay?” 
 
    The woman crossed long, slender arms over her chest, staring at him through narrowed eyes glistening in the low light. 
 
    “Come on, Tristan,” Shawna said, stepping back toward the truck. “Let’s go, okay?” 
 
    The woman turned and looked at her. 
 
    “You’re a pretty one, aren’t you?” she asked, then gestured back to the gathering of individuals behind her, a shapeless silhouette of humanity orbiting the pale moon of someone’s bloated stomach. “Join us. We have lots of fun here.” 
 
    Shawna held the woman’s gaze. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m interested in the type of fun you’re talking about.” 
 
    The woman clucked her tongue, shaking her head back and forth in steady, even rhythm. 
 
    “How will you know until you try?” Her eyes moved to Roxie and then Selanda. “All three of you. We could find room for you here. Shelter. Food. Water. We have people in Denver. A whole crew there organizing the resistance.” 
 
    “What kind of resistance are we talking about?” Tristan asked, joining Shawna, taking one more cautious step back toward the truck. 
 
    “Look at the world,” the woman said. “Death. Misery. Struggling to survive. There’s a group in Denver, a group committed to living their best life. Our best lives. There’s no more structure, no society, in Denver there isn’t even a government. No laws. We do what we want, there and here.” 
 
    Shawna took a sniff. 
 
    “I can tell,” she said. “This town smells like a toilet.” 
 
    The woman threw back her head and cackled wildly, the group gathered around her joining in, a chorus of strange, throaty chortles. 
 
    “Just because the world has ended doesn’t mean our lives have,” the skinny woman continued. “We’ll show you.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Shawna replied, “not interested.” She took another step toward the truck. 
 
    “My dear,” the woman replied, “clearly you’ve misunderstood.” 
 
    Shawna paused, looking back over her shoulder. 
 
    “I wasn’t giving you a choice. There are two sides to this equation, and I’m giving you the opportunity to be on the right side. You’re going to want to take it.” 
 
    Shawna squared off, looking at the group, her eyes moving from shape to shape, from silhouette to silhouette, hearing the rasping, eager breaths, seeing the gentle heave of the man’s white stomach as he chuckled. 
 
    “The three of you,” the woman said, extending a long, narrow finger from her long, narrow arm. She poked at Shawna, Roxie, then Selanda in turn. “We have no need for him,” she waved at Tristan dismissively. “He can be tonight’s— entertainment.” 
 
    “Look,” Shawna reiterated, “we’re not interested. We’ll just get in the truck and move on, and you can pretend you never saw us.” 
 
    “Ohhh, my dear,” the woman said, taking a step toward Shawna, “I’ll never forget your pretty face.” Her fingers curled around Shawna’s bicep and tightened, a narrow, hard vise over her muscle. “Maybe I’ll cut it off. Mount it on my wall. Make you young forever.” Those last words were a hiss of air. 
 
    Two months. Just over two months, but more or less two months. That’s the time it had taken to turn this— whatever this was into a group of raving lunatics. If that’s what things were like after two months, what would they be like after three? After six? 
 
    After a year? 
 
    A cold chill ran up Shawna’s spine, goose flesh prickling both arms, the bone-deep cold focused hard on her bicep where the woman’s fingers still clutched. The pale man with the broad stomach laughed softly, a wet, gurgling sound, his fat bobbing. 
 
    “Please let go,” Shawna said, closing her eyes. 
 
    “It’s too late for please,” the woman sneered. The shadowed figures began to converge, moving forward in one solid mass. 
 
    Shawna didn’t think, she just reacted, torqueing at the waist and swinging the metal gas can as hard as she could. 
 
    It drove full force into the woman’s head, striking her temple and she squealed, spinning away and stumbling back, the impact echoing like a loud gong. 
 
    “Truck, now!” Shawna shouted and saw Tristan already moving, darting right, throwing the door open and leaping behind the wheel. Selanda had already climbed the top of the flatbed, swinging her leg over the edge as Roxie scrambled up the other side. 
 
    Shawna felt fingers clutching at her shirt, a dozen lurching bodies around her closing in, tugging, holding, pulling her down. 
 
    “Go, just go!” she wailed, gesturing wildly as she saw shadows along the pavement to her left and right, knowing the huge group was just behind her. 
 
    Then Selanda popped up from the flatbed, the M4 carbine clutched in two hands, stock wedged tight to her shoulder. Shawna knew there wasn’t much ammunition in there, but maybe— 
 
    Selanda held down the trigger, unleashing a full auto torrent of bullets, spraying rounds above Shawna and into the darkened group behind her. Screams split the air, angry, violent wails of pain and rage, but the fingers released, the grip on her shirt slackened and she lunged forward, breaking loose and charging toward the truck. 
 
    Tristan was already gunning the engine, revving it up and slamming into drive. Shawna hooked her fingers on the edge of the flatbed and pulled up, Roxie and Selanda moving to the side to grab her arms and pull. 
 
    Clumsily they all managed to work together, pulling and tugging and she went up and over, all three of them tumbling down into the metal bed of the truck as the accelerator throttled. The old vehicle roared to new life and leaped over a curb, charging down the road to the junction of Route 71. 
 
    # 
 
    The truck thrashed as Tristan cut tight through a patch of grass, hanging a right to shoot over onto Route 71 north out of Limon. Buildings fell back behind them as they drove, the lingering stink of burned-out brick and festering waste washed away by the wind beating at Shawna’s face. Tristan was the only one in the cab, the three women huddled together in the rear bed of the truck, Shawna now holding the M4 and glaring out over the street behind them. 
 
    The tightly clutched buildings, some intact, some blackened and ruined, drifted further away, the tendrils of smoke rising up to meet the darkened clouds. Within minutes they were on 71 north, brick and stone replaced by trunks and leaves, immediately thrust from urban to rural to nature within the span of a few minutes. 
 
    Nobody was pursuing them. The road stretched farther and farther into emptiness. Shawna rested back against the rear of the truck cab, blowing out a breath. 
 
    “What the hell was up with that?” she asked, not speaking to anyone in particular. 
 
    “Besides the fact that they were total and complete nut jobs?” Roxie asked.  
 
    “Honestly,” Selanda replied, “I’m a little surprised we haven’t run into more people like that. Stuff like this happens in the world—it can break people, you know?” 
 
    “Were you sleeping during the nonstop gunfights we’ve had since leaving Chicago?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “That was different,” Selanda replied. “Military hard cases aren’t nut jobs.” 
 
    “Eh, I’m not so sure,” Roxie said, laughing. Shawna started to laugh as well, then her eyes narrowed and she held up a hand. 
 
    “What?” Roxie asked. 
 
    “You hear that?” 
 
    The three of them stopped talking and tried to listen over the soft whooshing of the wind screaming past the open bed of the pickup. 
 
    “Engines,” Shawna hissed. “I hear engines!” She whirled around and lifted her hand, ready to slap the roof of the truck to get Tristan’s attention, when headlights pierced the darkness ahead, on the right side and left side of the road, from somewhere buried within the trees on each side. 
 
    Suddenly, darkened vehicles bolted from gaps in the trees, thundering over the grass and uneven surface, bumping and jolting, lurching toward the street. Tristan apparently saw the same thing and hammered on the accelerator, the truck picking up speed, the dark forests smearing to black blurs on each side of the speeding truck. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it!” Shawna said, watching as four separate vehicles, two approaching from each side, converged on the road ahead, screaming to a halt, tires gripping asphalt. 
 
    “They blocked us in!” Roxie shouted. Shawna was already scrambling, grabbing everything she could get her hands on, stuffing items into her backpack and looping the strap of the pack over one shoulder, checking the magazine in the rifle. 
 
    Selanda followed her lead, grabbing another backpack full of the supplies they’d recovered from the campsite along the side of the road a day or two before. Within moments everything scattered about the back of the truck had been shoved roughly into backpacks, Shawn and Selanda tugging them over shoulders, crouching in the bed. 
 
    “We need to get ready to bolt,” Shawna whispered, peering around the cab as the truck angled toward the side of the road. “I think he’s going to try and swerve around, but I’m not sure—” 
 
    As if sensing the uncertainty in her voice, a door pounded open from one of the vehicles ahead and a figure lurched out, carrying something in his hands. 
 
    “Gun!” Shawna screamed. “He’s got a—” 
 
    Three swift pops of pistol fire echoed in tune with the muzzle flashes in the dim light. White sparks raced across the hood of the pickup, a second metallic thunk thudding from the roof, too close to Shawna for comfort. She pulled herself back down behind the cab of the truck. She felt the vehicle lurch hard to the right, increasing the angle toward the shoulder, the sudden motion throwing her from her feet and sending her sprawling along the ridged metal floor of the truck bed. 
 
    Roxie toppled backwards as well, her spine striking the raised wall, and for one heart-stopping moment, Shawna thought she might go over backwards, spilling out onto the pavement. Thankfully, Selanda was near and acted quickly, reaching up and clasping her fingers around the strap of the backpack Roxie wore, tugging her sharply forward and down. 
 
    Then the truck thundered from the pavement, roared over the gravel shoulder, then slammed down onto the grass slope heading down from the road, another pair of gunfire pops following them along the way. The slope was steep—steeper than it had looked from the road—and the truck plowed into the bottom of the hill with a bone-jarring crash, the momentum’s halt sending all three women in the bed sprawling forward, pounding hard into the back of the truck cab. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Shawna shouted, yanking Roxie to her feet and ushering her toward the other side of the bed. Voices shouted from the road and the single silhouette was joined by several others, another burst of muzzle flashes brightening the evening sky. In the cab, Tristan lurched toward the passenger side, booting the door open as Roxie scrambled over the edge, dropping down into the grass. 
 
    Selanda was just behind her, landing on the ground in an ungainly crouch at the same time that Tristan extracted himself from the front seat, ducking his head down and moving toward the front of the vehicle. Shawna could see that he had his trusty Beretta out and clutched in one firm hand, but didn’t know how much ammunition he had. 
 
    “Trees!” he shouted, gesturing wildly. “Go for the trees!” He closed both hands around the handle of his Beretta, then swung it up over the hood and pumped the trigger three times, snapping off return fire. Shawna scrambled free of the truck’s flatbed, nearly falling to the ground, but springing right back up and moving toward the trees. 
 
    She held the M4 cradled in her arms and Roxie carried the shotgun, but they were both low on ammunition and she was certain if they started a full-blown firefight with this approaching crowd, it was not a fight they were going to win. Selanda was already several paces ahead, moving toward the trees, Roxie hot on her heels, and within moments they were both swallowed by the dark forest. 
 
    Tristan squeezed off another two shots, then glanced back at Shawna, who was hovering by the tree line, her weapon raised. 
 
    “Come on, Big T!” she shouted. “I’m not leaving you here!” 
 
    Tristan hesitated for a moment, pistol shots cracking against the other side of the truck, then finally nodded, ducking low and loping over the grass, running as fast as his tired legs would carry him. The dark figures converged on the truck, moving as a singular organism and Shawna decided she had to risk it. 
 
    With the selector switch on single shot, she pulled the trigger twice, the large rifle bucking in her hands, bullets whining off into empty space. However, the psychological effect of the M4’s fire did its job and several of the silhouetted heads dropped low, evidently fearing a more furious outburst to follow. 
 
    Tristan caught up to her and plunged into the trees, and she immediately spun and followed, throwing herself into a weaving trot, threading her way through the trunks and branches. Shouting came from behind them and she tried to ignore it, zigging and zagging through the foliage, slipping around and behind thickening trunks. 
 
    Bullets zipped and hummed, but she knew the deeper into the forest they ran, the more trees would stand between them and their pursuers. The snapping crack of breaking branches and chipped bark from trees sounded behind them, getting farther and farther away as the group chasing them fired blindly into the trees. 
 
    “Keep—just keep going!” Shawna gasped, ducking under a narrow branch and lunging forward, carefully navigating an invasive root, curled and knotted like an old man’s arthritic finger. 
 
    Tristan was a short way ahead of her, slowing slightly but still moving, and she could hear his gasping intakes of breath from where she jogged. Rustling was ahead of him, and she could almost see the shadows of Roxie and Selanda, each of them weaving and darting in between young saplings and old, withered oaks. 
 
    The shouting grew fainter, quieting, then finally silenced, the consistent chatter of pistol fire fading into sporadic barks and then finally, no sounds at all. 
 
    Still, they ran, deeper into the woods along the eastern ridge of Route 71, letting the forests consume them, putting as much distance between them and Limon as they possibly could. 
 
    # 
 
    For at least fifteen minutes they’d continued through the trees, navigating the tight spaces, carefully stepping over roots and twigs until finally they reached a sort of clearing, a small empty oval of worn grass and dirt, surrounded by thick, aged tree trunks with sprawling branches of lush leaves. 
 
    “Hol—hold up,” Shawna gasped, moving to a tree and pressing her palm against it, leaning over to catch her breath. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” Tristan replied, nearly falling against another tree, the dark wood of its trunk supporting his weight. 
 
    Selanda stumbled a bit, then slumped onto a large stump, bending over, her breath gasping as Roxie remained standing, seemingly unaffected by the sudden wilderness sprint. 
 
    “Done already?” she asked. “That was the best workout I’ve had in weeks.” 
 
    Shawna glowered at her through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad you can retain your sense of humor,” she said. “Considering the circumstances.” 
 
    “If I didn’t laugh, I’d cry,” Roxie replied, which was likely truer than any of them cared to admit. 
 
    For a few moments they all huddled in silence, breathing short, hard breaths, enjoying the sparse moment of peace in an existence that was anything but peaceful. 
 
    “So…what do we do now?” Selanda asked, looking up from where she sat on her stump. “Even if the truck is still there and intact, it was already running on fumes. Now we’re stuck in the woods with hundreds of miles to go. No food, no water, barely any ammunition.” 
 
    Shawna straightened but didn’t reply. She wasn’t quite sure how to. They had been through all manner of difficult situations in the past two months, but she was struggling to identify a moment that felt quite this dour.  
 
    “Did you grab the map?” she asked, looking at Selanda, who seemed to sense what she was going to ask for, already slipping the pack from her shoulder and unzipping it. 
 
    Shawna dug out the flashlight and shone it down on the map as they spread it out in the dirt, scanning the pale beam of light back and forth over it. The faint circles they’d already placed remained there and Roxie got down on her knees in the dirt, leaning forward to get a closer look. 
 
    “No way to tell exactly where we are,” Shawna said, “but it’s got to be somewhere around here.” She circled a small section of woods north of Limon, then moved forward, dragging the end of the marker along a meandering northward trek toward Cheyenne. 
 
    “Okay, here’s where we’re going,” she said, and circled Cheyenne. 
 
    “We’re staying away from population centers, right?” Selanda asked. “That’s the whole point?” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Yes, and I think we can. There are back roads heading west just south of the city, but they’re close enough that remains a good measuring stick.” 
 
    Shawna moved toward the bottom corner of the map until she found the scale legend, then carefully measured an inch with her fingers, then used that measurement to track their progress up Route 71. 
 
    “Whew,” she said, shaking her head. “Two hundred miles.” 
 
    “How fast can we walk?” Tristan asked. “Five miles per hour?” 
 
    “No way,” Roxie replied, shaking her head. “I mean, I can run an average of six or seven miles per hour for an extended period of time. Walking? Three miles an hour at the most.” 
 
    “So that’s what?” Shawna asked. “Sixty hours of walking?” 
 
    “Five days without sleep. With sleep, probably closer to seven to ten,” Selanda said, lowering her head. “With no food. No water. Not even enough ammunition to hunt anything, even if we could.” 
 
    “Route 71 isn’t exactly an urban metropolis either,” Shawna said, looking at the map. “We can likely find some small towns along the way that we might be able to raid for supplies, but—” 
 
    “If any of these towns are like Limon, I want no part of that,” Roxie said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Shawna replied. She looked up at Tristan, who had stepped away from the group and was sitting on the ground, opening his Bible, apparently letting them make the decision. She smiled softly, looking at him. It was easy to forget what a long, hard road he’d had and what living homeless for a decade had done to his body. When the chips were down, he was always right in the middle of it, but once the action stopped, he just seemed to get drained of all energy. 
 
    Looking at him, she thought for a moment that she wasn’t even sure he’d survive a ten-day hike north into Wyoming. It was a frightening thought, thinking about what her life would have been like the past two months without him and what it would be like going forward. 
 
    She closed her eyes and shook her head, shoving the idea from her already crowded mind. 
 
    “Do we split up?” Selanda asked, her voice quiet. “If Roxie can move more quickly than the rest of us…should she go on ahead with the laptop and see if she can send someone back for us?” 
 
    Roxie shook her head. 
 
    “I—don’t even know these people,” she stammered. 
 
    “None of us do,” Shawna replied. “We’re taking a huge chance just by doing this.” Her eyes darted toward Tristan, hoping he wasn’t listening. If he was, he showed no sign. 
 
    “Do we even know anyone there who might know what to do with—” Her eyes darted to the ground, then the words choked in her mouth. 
 
    “What to do with what?” Selanda asked. “The laptop?” 
 
    “The laptop,” Roxie gasped. “Oh my God, the laptop.” 
 
    “What?” Shawna said, looking around the clearing, her eyes darting left to right. Realization sank its sharp fangs deep into her flesh. “No,” she whispered. “Oh, no.” 
 
    “It…it was in the front seat,” Roxie said, her voice low and weak. She turned and looked at Tristan, who was apparently listening, because he looked up, his eyes narrow in concern. He shook his head slowly left to right. 
 
    “We don’t have it?” Selanda asked, disbelieving. “Tell me—” 
 
    “We don’t have it,” Roxie replied and lowered her face into her hands. “Everything happened so fast. We—I—” 
 
    “It’s nobody’s fault,” Shawna said, drawing in a deep, haggard breath. “Honestly, like you said, we didn’t know if anyone there could have helped anyway.” 
 
    Roxie lifted her face, glowering at her. 
 
    “We’re going back for it,” she said, the words a statement, not a question. 
 
    “What?” Shawna asked. “No.” 
 
    “Yes,” Roxie replied, nodding. “Everything my dad died for is on that laptop. Everything Jasmine died for. Everything everyone died for!” 
 
    “We don’t know that everyone is dead,” Shawna replied firmly, Charest’s face fading into view in her mind. “For all we know—” 
 
    “You’re fooling yourself,” Roxie interjected. “Those soldiers. I mean, you saw them. Do you really think they left anyone breathing in the Eagle campus?” 
 
    This time it was Shawna’s turn to lower her head. 
 
    “We can’t just leave it behind,” Roxie said. “It could hold the key to stopping whatever this is.” 
 
    “We have no way of knowing that,” Shawna replied. “We could all be risking our lives for a useless hunk of plastic.” 
 
    “It’s not useless,” Roxie replied. Tears were brimming in her eyes, and Shawna felt guilty for the reality check, but thought it was necessary. 
 
    “Roxie, I know how you feel, okay? I know what it represents, but if we all go back for it and end up shot dead on the streets of Limon, Colorado, what happens then?” 
 
    “Then we die trying to honor my dad’s memory instead of just writing him off as one more body to add to the millions.” 
 
    Shawna opened her mouth, but Selanda stood, holding a hand up to her and shaking her head. 
 
    “It’s late,” Selanda said, then looked up toward the thickening leaves above. “We’ve got the tarp and blanket from the campsite we ran into a few days ago. Let’s hunker down here for the night and decide what to do in the morning.” 
 
    “We can’t leave it,” Roxie repeated, shaking her head. “We can’t.” 
 
    Shawna closed her eyes, then felt a gentle touch on her shoulder. She opened her eyes and looked at Tristan, who had stood and walked over. 
 
    “Give me the rifle. I’ll take first watch,” he said. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll get the shelter set up,” Selanda said. “There are plenty of trees to tie the tarp to.” 
 
    Shawna felt a gnawing, gurgling hunger in her stomach and pressed a hand to her belly, trying to will away the feeling. 
 
    Roxie was almost full-on sobbing, taking a seat on the stump that Selanda had vacated and Shawna nodded to Tristan, handing the M4 over to him. He took it and she walked into the trees with Selanda so they could set up the tarp for shelter. 
 
    “Roxie,” Tristan said, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Your father’s memory lives on no matter what happens, okay?” 
 
    She drew in a rasping, wet breath, nodding softly. 
 
    “Come on with me. While they’re putting the shelter up, we’ll read a few verses, okay? Will that put your mind at ease?” 
 
    Roxie nodded, following Tristan to the edge of the clearing where they both sat, Tristan resting the rifle on the ground next to him so he could open the book as Roxie got comfortable next to him. 
 
    Shawna watched from the trees as Roxie rested her head on Tristan’s shoulder and looked down at the pages. 
 
    It had been a long day, and it had the potential to be a long night. She suspected she knew what they’d be doing tomorrow and the anticipation of it would likely rob her of her sleep tonight.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    South of Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack couldn’t exactly blame Colonel Carter for the approach he’d taken, but on the flip side, he didn’t much appreciate waking up before dawn to take the first sentry shift of the day. In the grand scheme of things, Carter could have done worse, so Jack counted his blessings, thankful that all he had to deal with was the moist morning dew and the thick trees just south of Malcolm. 
 
    His eyes roamed the wooded area around him and he tried to remember if he’d ever been in this part of the woods before. He didn’t think so. These woods went on for miles and miles south and east of Malcolm, part of the sprawling wilderness of Wyoming and not the source of a direct threat. 
 
    The roads to the east and west were the primary choke points which was where sentry patrols had been mostly focused, but with the hunting party spotting the campfire smoke, they’d expanded those patrols. 
 
    Jack was feeling every single minute of lost sleep. 
 
    In the same military fatigues he’d been wearing since rescuing Laura nearly two months ago, he moved through the trees with a quiet quickness, a sense of purpose and motion that had become second nature the farther the two of them had ventured from civilization. 
 
    The military ACUs felt like a second skin, and thankfully he’d actually been able to wash them regularly since arriving at the Stone Sword compound, or else there would have been no way he’d be sneaking up on anyone in these trees—they would have smelled him a mile away. 
 
    Birds sang quietly somewhere in the trees and there was an unusual sense of peace and tranquility surrounding him as he stepped over roots and threaded his way through the narrow trunks of trees old and young. Thunder gently growled somewhere high above him, an unending backdrop to what would normally be a nearly silent early morning. 
 
    His eyes roamed up, glancing at the clouds up beyond the tops of the trees. They glowed with the soft thrum of bright lightning, glowing embers following the pillowed contours. As he watched, a streaking bolt let rip, slicing through the sky, followed by a somewhat louder clap of thunder. 
 
    It wasn’t raining this morning, a small miracle considering what the weather had been like in recent days, but he suddenly wished they’d actually completed construction of Laura’s ridiculous lightning rod in town. 
 
    Maybe after the shelter was expanded. 
 
    Jack looked through the gaps in the trees, picturing what was on the other side of the forest. For the umpteenth time over the past few weeks he considered walking east, going past his normal patrol route and just continuing through the trees. Just walk away and not look back. 
 
    Stone Sword had been good to him, at least once they got past that whole accusation of murder thing. He’d made a few friends, he’d found a routine, and he had food and shelter. It was tough to deny that. 
 
    Still, there was something to be said for a measure of independence. He had none of that here. For all of his parents’ faults, they didn’t hover or direct his every action, and ever since he’d walked through the door to boot camp for the United States Army, he’d done nothing but follow someone else’s directions. 
 
    When was he going to be able to make his own choices again? 
 
    Ducking around a thick oak tree, Jack was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the clearing at first, nearly walking right past it to the south. But at the last moment, his eyes caught on the sparse gap in the trees, a space in the forest where there were no twisting trunks, just an open area. His eyes landed on something on the ground within the clearing. 
 
    Was that a pile of sticks? A doused campfire? 
 
    His fingers tightened around the handle of his AR-15 and he moved left, ducking beneath a thick branch and moving toward the strange clearing. His boots settled on dry sticks as he walked, rustling leaves in spite of his attempts to move quietly. Shifting to the balls of his feet, he lowered his posture and crept forward, pressing his shoulder to the rough bark of a large tree as he approached. 
 
    His eyes widened as he stared into the empty space surrounded by thick forest. Jack’s instincts had been right. The pile of sticks in the center of the dirt-covered clearing had indeed been a doused campfire. They were crossed and set into a small peak, now mostly blackened, the fire long since put out. Scuffled leaves and dug-up dirt told him people had been there not long before and he took one softer step forward, leaning around the broad tree. 
 
    That’s when he saw her. 
 
    Against the west side of the clearing, between a pair of tall trees, a makeshift shelter had been built, a lean-to made of tree branches and bound with some sort of rope. Leaves and smaller sticks had been woven into the roof to provide some measure of cover from any overnight rainfall. 
 
    In the dirt beneath the slanted shelter was a young girl, curled into a fetal position, a threadbare blanket draped over her shoulders. On the ground next to her was a rifle, her hand resting upon it as if seeking comfort, like it was some sort of teddy bear. 
 
    Her shoulder rocked with the regular breathing of sleep, but her eyes were pressed closed and she seemed unaware of his presence. 
 
    Jack couldn’t tell her age, he was never good at that sort of thing, but she certainly was younger than him. Fifteen, maybe? Fourteen? How the hell had she gotten out here alone? 
 
    The answer came to him at once, but it came to him just a moment too late. 
 
    She hadn’t. She wasn’t alone— 
 
    “Stay right where you are, friend,” a voice said, low and gravelly, and Jack froze, already sensing the weapon pointed at his back. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen had seen him coming. She’d been watching as Joel started packing up the gear for the last leg of their journey, and she saw him starting to come their way. 
 
    The direction he was walking, his pace, there was no way he wasn’t going to stumble upon them before the site was cleaned up. After a brief, hushed conversation, they’d landed on the plan. She’d lay under the lean-to and lure him in while Joel snuck around and took him by surprise. 
 
    The plan worked, and Joel stepped forward, his Smith & Wesson revolver’s cylindrical barrel pointing at the back of the young soldier’s head. 
 
    “Stay right where you are, friend,” he said, his voice low and even, unwavering. 
 
    “Who are you?” the young man asked, his own voice remarkably steady. 
 
    “Sorry, kid, but only the guy with the gun pointed at your head gets to ask the questions.” Joel stepped forward another step and pressed the hard barrel of the revolver against the back of the young man’s dirty-blond hair. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” the soldier said, “easy, all right?” 
 
    “Rifle down.” 
 
    The young man nodded and slowly crouched, bending his knees so he could rest the rifle on the ground. Joel glanced over his head and saw that Helen was already up, her eyes wide and bright, the rifle that had been next to her now held in two practiced hands. 
 
    Setting the rifle in the dirt, the man in camouflage slowly stood back upright, holding his hands away from him. 
 
    “Not looking for any trouble,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me,” Joel replied, “but we don’t have the best track record with guys in Army ACUs.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
 
    “Who are you with?” Joel asked. “You come all the way up here from Cheyenne? You one of Sausito’s boys?” 
 
    “I have no clue who Sausito is,” the soldier replied, “and I’ve never been to Cheyenne in my life.” 
 
    “So what the hell are you doing out here? This isn’t second-hand store shit you’re wearing. You didn’t pick that up at an Army surplus.” 
 
    “You served?” 
 
    “Long time ago,” Joel replied, stabbing the pistol into the other man’s back. “Answer the question.” 
 
    The man was quiet for a moment, seemingly considering his next response. 
 
    “I was in the Army at the beginning,” he said, “when all of this started. But they asked me to do something I wasn’t real comfortable with.” He paused and drew in a long breath. “I’m not proud of it, but…I deserted. Left my squad to help someone. Been more or less on my own for two months.” 
 
    Joel leaned slightly, meeting Helen’s hard glare, the two of them silently exchanging opinions. Her expression softened just a touch and Joel understood—Helen, at least, believed him. 
 
    Joel wasn’t so convinced. 
 
    “We’ve heard all sorts of stories ourselves,” Joel said. “At the end of the day, they all turn out the same. Bullets flying, us running for our lives.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” the soldier said, “you’re the ones with the guns in this equation. I’d be the one running for my life.” 
 
    “And where would you be running to?” 
 
    The young man didn’t answer. 
 
    “Look, don’t bullshit me, okay? You don’t have a backpack or any gear besides your tac vest and your AR. It’s clear you haven’t been walking in the woods for months or even days, so obviously there’s a place nearby. This conversation is going to go a hell of a lot better if you just tell me the truth.” 
 
    “What makes you think I can trust you any more than you trust me?” 
 
    Joel chuckled. 
 
    “Kid, I’ve been tracking you for fifteen minutes. If I wanted you dead badly enough, you’d have been dead long ago, and nobody would have heard a sound.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” the soldier replied, “though I might ask you the same question. I see one backpack over there and that’s about it. You mentioned Cheyenne. Is that where you’re from? Where are you going?” 
 
    “There you go, asking questions again,” Joel said. 
 
    “Dammit, man, we’re on the same side here,” the soldier replied. “I don’t want any trouble, you don’t want any trouble. Can’t you just holster that pistol so we can talk?” 
 
    Once again, Joel looked toward Helen, who made no motion to lower the rifle she was holding. 
 
    “Come on, man, work with me here,” the soldier said. “After all that’s happened in two months, you’ve got trust issues. I don’t blame you. So do I. Anyone who doesn’t is nuts.” 
 
    Slowly, Joel lowered the pistol, though he kept it firmly clasped in his right palm, letting it rest, barrel pointed down at his right thigh. Helen took a step back but made no motion to lower her rifle. 
 
    “All right,” Joel said. “You want trust? I just lowered my pistol.” 
 
    “What about Annie Oakley over there?” the young man asked, nodding toward Helen. “She doesn’t look old enough to go to the rifle range.” 
 
    “She can handle herself just fine. Lower your hands.” 
 
    The soldier nodded and lowered his hands slowly, turning around to look at Joel who pushed past him, walking further into the clearing. 
 
    “So, we all trust each other now,” Joel said derisively. “You start. Where you from?” 
 
    “First of all, my name’s Jack Prescott and—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for your name, kid. I asked where you’re from.” 
 
    The young man shook his head and smiled. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Personality,” he said. “There’s a small town just north of here they’re very protective and very private, which is why—” 
 
    “Malcolm?” Joel asked. 
 
    Jack drew back slightly. 
 
    “You’re from Stone Sword.” 
 
    Jack’s eyes shifted left, then right, looking a bit uncertain. 
 
    “What do you know about Stone Sword?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Only that we’ve been trying to get here for two months,” Joel replied. “Walked all the way up from Louisiana to get here.” 
 
    “Why?” Jack asked. “You know people here?” 
 
    Joel and Helen glanced at each other, and Helen had let the barrel of her rifle drift just a bit lower. 
 
    “Maybe,” Joel replied cautiously. “We hope so.” 
 
    “Well, that’s where I’m from. I belong to their local militia.” 
 
    “What are you doing walking in the woods?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Expanded patrol,” Jack replied. “Hunting group saw smoke from a campfire yesterday.” He glanced at the burned pile of sticks and shrugged. “Our leaders value our privacy—they wanted to be sure we weren’t going to get unexpected visitors.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joel replied quietly, but his eyes darted to Helen. They’d been very careful with their campfire and had built it up and taken it down quickly, making sure there was decent tree cover, hoping to make sure the smoke wasn’t visible from a distance. Joel felt pretty confident that the smoke from their fire hadn’t been visible. 
 
    So whose smoke had they seen? 
 
    “What do you know about Stone Sword?” the soldier repeated. 
 
    “My grandfather was a member for most of his life,” Joel replied. “He taught me a lot of lessons that he learned from them. Preparation, survival, that sort of stuff. I doubt we’d have made it this far without his teachings.” 
 
    “Is that why you came?” Jack asked. “Because of your grandfather?” 
 
    Again, Joel and Helen met eyes. 
 
    “Not entirely,” Joel replied, but elaborated no further. He’d shared enough. “I’d prefer to tell the rest of the story to the folks in charge, if possible.” 
 
    The young man nodded, seeming to think this over. 
 
    “I’m not sure they’ll be glad to see you,” he said. “We’ve grown pretty sequestered in the past two months. Closed our gates. Turned away anyone who tried to come in.” 
 
    “Except you,” Joel said, tipping his head toward Jack. “You said you were in the Army. You weren’t born and raised in Malcolm.” 
 
    Jack showed his palms with a gentle shrug. 
 
    “Just special, I guess.” 
 
    “Take us there,” Helen said quietly. She’d completely lowered the rifle now and looked about as relaxed as she ever did. “Please.” 
 
    The young man in the Army ACUs looked at Helen, his brow furrowing as if trying to remember someone he’d met many years before. Then he looked back at Joel. 
 
    “Can I at least pick up my rifle?” 
 
    Joel nodded and Jack crouched low, scooping his weapon from the dirt and brushing it off, holding it across his body. 
 
    “All right, then,” he said. “Pack up your gear and let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Word spread fast. 
 
    Jack led both Joel and Helen from the trees, emerging onto the southern ridge of Malcolm, crossing through the backyard of an old farmhouse. A trio of farmhands turned from their duties, watching as the figures crossed over their property. Jack waved gently, a slight gesture telling them it was okay, but their eyes lingered, following them as they strode, moving north toward town. 
 
    The rain was falling in a thin trickle of precipitation, enough to get everything damp, but not really enough to drive people indoors. Especially not recently when rainstorms were an everyday occurrence. 
 
    Above the persistent backdrop of thunder, another growl sounded, this one metallic and manmade, a small truck making its way along the curved access road, kicking up small rocks as it approached the three of them. 
 
    Tires locked and skidded on the hard pack, the truck pulling up to a halt in front of them, the engine softly idling. The driver’s side door opened and an older man stepped out, nodding to Jack as he approached. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips,” Jack said with a nod. “We’ve got some visitors.” 
 
    “I see that,” Kramer Phillips replied coldly. 
 
    “Phillips?” Joel asked, looking at him. “I don’t suppose you’re Kramer Phillips?” 
 
    The mayor narrowed his eyes at this supposition. 
 
    “Do I know you, son?” 
 
    “You knew my grandfather,” Joel replied. “At least, I assume you did. He mentioned your name from time to time.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “His name was Lyle. Lyle Robertson.” 
 
    Kramer’s eyes widened, and he drew back slightly, almost in shock. 
 
    “Lyle Robertson was your grandfather?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “You’re—are you Joel?” 
 
    Joel nodded again. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Kramer replied quietly, his head shaking from side to side. His firm glare had softened considerably, and he stepped forward, extending his hand. Joel shook it with a firm nod and Kramer actually put a second hand on his bicep, shaking even more aggressively. 
 
    “I am so sorry about your grandfather, my boy,” he said. “He was a Stone Sword original, that man was. All of us wish he’d moved out here like he’d talked about, but he loved that cabin and he loved Louisiana.” 
 
    “He did,” Joel agreed. “No offense, but I’m glad he stuck around down south. Without his cabin, two of us might have been up the creek without a paddle during that hurricane.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Kramer said. “There was a nasty storm blew through there shortly before this all began, wasn’t there? We operate a ham radio in one of our buildings in town and I know we were reaching out to some folks down there.” 
 
    “It was pretty bad,” Joel said solemnly, once again looking at Helen, whose eyes were downcast. 
 
    “And who is this young lady?” Kramer asked, looking at her. 
 
    Joel didn’t answer right away, turning to look over his shoulder at a small crowd that had gathered, several other farm hands and residents standing about, looking at the group. 
 
    “Can we talk about that somewhere a bit more private?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kramer replied. “Why don’t y’all hop in the truck? I’ll take you back to town, we can sit down, maybe have a cup of coffee. I’ll give you a Stone Sword welcome.” 
 
    “Hope your Stone Sword welcome is better than mine,” Jack said. He was chuckling, but Joel sensed a darker backstory there, somewhere. 
 
    Guiding Helen along first, the three of them moved to the back of the truck as Kramer opened the driver’s side door again. He stepped in, slamming the door closed as Jack, Joel, and Helen clambered up over the side and dropped down into the bed. 
 
    Moments later the engine revved and the vehicle made a neat three-point turn, heading back toward town. 
 
    # 
 
    The truck eased to a stop outside the Malcolm town hall, and already there were a few people milling about. Helen looked toward the building and saw the hint of movement as a fabric curtain pulled aside, a darkened face staring out through the glass. 
 
    Adjusting the straps on his backpack, Joel pressed his palm to the side of the bed and vaulted over, landing with a grunt on the road. He turned to offer Helen a hand, but she shook him off and followed his lead, landing more smoothly and gracefully than he could ever hope to. 
 
    By the time Jack had climbed down, Kramer was already making his way to the steps leading to the front door of the building and was ushering Joel over. 
 
    “I radioed ahead to Colonel Carter,” he said. “He’s inside waiting for us. Seems pretty interested in meeting you.” 
 
    Joel nodded. His grandfather had spoken about Carter as well, from time to time, but not nearly with the same fondness that he’d spoken about Kramer. Joel turned and looked at both Jack and Helen, who were lingering behind, then gestured toward the young girl, ushering her along. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen walked softly ahead, her head swiveling left and right, eyes searching the assembled group. A hard, jagged pit had formed in her stomach, a closed fist of knuckles and bone, clamping tight around her insides. 
 
    Everything was happening so fast. Up until now, Malcolm had been theoretical. Some vague notion of a location, but not an actual physical thing. The reality of her finding family here, of Joel handing her off and washing his hands of her—  
 
    She pressed her eyes tight, forcing her complicated emotions back down inside. Stone Sword was supposed to resemble someplace safe. A roof. Food. Water. Protection. 
 
    Family? 
 
    Instead, she found herself dreading what was to come. If her aunt was here, what would that mean for her and Joel? Would she wake up one morning and find him just—gone? Disappearing into the low-hanging mist as if he’d never been there? As if what they’d been through over the past two months was meaningless? 
 
    She didn’t think he would. 
 
    But she didn’t know. And that small difference weighed especially heavy on her heart. 
 
    “You all right, kid?” Joel asked, turning to look at her as she approached the stairs. Helen shot him a quick glance, and nodded, swallowing hard. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. Joel stepped aside and let both Kramer and Jack go up the stairs and into the front door, then lowered to a crouch in front of her. 
 
    “What’s bugging you?” he asked. 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “Are you nervous? Afraid of meeting your family?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “They don’t intimidate me. I’ve met far worse.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Joel replied. “So, what’s up? I can see it all over your face. Maybe you can hide it from them, but you can’t hide it from me.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to hide anything from anyone,” she said. 
 
    “Okay,” Joel replied, standing and placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’m here, okay? We’re in this together.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    In this together. But for how long? 
 
    She looked up the short flight of stairs and saw Kramer smiling down at her curiously, holding the door open. Nodding, she took the steps one at a time and walked up easing her way through the opened door, with Joel coming in just behind her. From the front entrance they walked down a short, narrow corridor, which ended at a set of double doors leading to a large meeting room. Kramer wordlessly moved in front of them and opened these doors as well, ushering them inside. 
 
    There were two people inside the town hall, waiting for them both. One of them was an older man, standing bolt upright, hands clasped behind his back, short gray hair cut over narrow, dark eyes. 
 
    He looked long and hard at Joel first, then at her, his firm, narrow-lipped expression never faltering. Next to him was an older woman dressed in nurse’s scrubs, smiling as they came in, eyes going from Joel to Helen, back to Joel, then back over to Helen again, where they lingered for a few extra beats. 
 
    “This is Colonel Carter,” Kramer said, gesturing toward the straight-backed man, “and this is Lindsey, who is one of our top nurses. We figured you might need some medical care so figured it was appropriate she was here, just in case.” 
 
    Colonel Carter nodded. 
 
    “Joel Robertson?” he asked. “You’re really Lyle’s grandson?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Joel replied, almost by reflex. 
 
    “And you are?” Carter asked, looking at Helen. 
 
    “Helen,” she replied quietly. 
 
    “Talk to me about what brings you here,” Carter continued. Helen looked at him as he spoke, but couldn’t help noticing that the older nurse, the woman named Lindsey, was still looking at her, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “A couple of reasons,” Joel said. “First, my grandfather spoke very fondly of this group. And living with him the last few years of his life, it was clear he gained a lot of knowledge from you. This town is…uniquely prepared for this situation.” 
 
    “Not nearly as prepared as I wish we were,” Carter replied. “It seems, in spite of our efforts, there are some things you cannot be ready for.” 
 
    “So we’ve learned as well,” Joel said, then his eyes moved toward Lindsey, who was still looking long and hard at Helen. There was a look on her face—it almost looked like recognition. 
 
    “So, you walked all the way from Louisiana based only on—” 
 
    “Did you say Louisiana?” Lindsey asked, her voice rushed, her eyes now flicking to Colonel Carter. 
 
    Carter shrugged. 
 
    “That’s what they told Kramer. They walked from Louisiana to—” 
 
    “Where in Louisiana?” Lindsey asked, looking back at Joel again. Helen’s heart was racing. 
 
    “South Brisbane,” Joel said. “Why do—” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Lindsey squeaked, pressing her fingers to her mouth, her eyes glistening with sudden tears. “Oh my God.” She was looking directly at Helen, her stare so bright and intense it made the girl uncomfortable, feeling as though she were caught in a bright spotlight on the middle of a stage during a particularly bad performance. 
 
    “H—Helen?” Lindsey said. “Helen Park?” 
 
    Helen nodded slowly, feeling her own eyes starting to tear. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Lindsey shouted again and lurched forward, dropping to her knees, throwing her arms around the young girl’s slender shoulders. Helen was too alarmed to move. She just tensed her muscles, drawing her arms close to her sides, bristling against the sudden, unexpected affection. 
 
    Carter looked stunned, unsure what to make of the gesture. 
 
    Lindsey placed her hands on Helen’s shoulders and pulled back, looking at her through glistening eyes, her cheeks moist with tears. 
 
    “I—I think I’m your aunt,” she said quietly. “Your Aunt Lindsey.” 
 
    Helen looked over at Joel, who had a strange expression on his face, a look that she couldn’t clearly identify. 
 
    “Wait,” Carter said, looking at Lindsey and Helen, his own face a strange mask. “If you’re her aunt, then her mother is—” 
 
    The front door banged open, an echoing clatter in the quiet confines of the meeting room. Heads swiveled, twisting around to look at the entrance and framed within the open rectangle was another woman wearing nurse’s scrubs. 
 
    She was younger than Lindsey, somewhat slimmer, and Helen’s eyes locked on hers, holding for a long, tense, silent moment. 
 
    The woman put her hand to her chest and took an uncertain step into the meeting room, her dark hair pulled back into a tangled, unkempt ponytail. She took another step forward, the floor creaking with each shift of weight. 
 
    There was another step, then another, until finally the woman leaped forward, sprinting across the floor, Lindsey choking out a sob as she stood and moved backwards. 
 
    Helen’s lips quivered, her mouth forming silent words. It only took moments and the woman was on her, sweeping over her, wrapping her arms tight around Helen’s waist, lifting her, tugging her, holding her close, her face buried in Helen’s neck, her shoulders racked with hard, wet sobbing. 
 
    “H—hey, Mom,” Helen whispered, her voice quivering, but unlike her mother, her eyes and cheeks remained dry. 
 
    For several long, quiet moments the two sat entangled in a fierce embrace, the only sound in the quiet room the soft crying from the mother, interspersed with the occasional sniffle from Lindsey. 
 
    “My God,” Laura gasped, pulling away from her daughter finally, her breath a series of wet chokes. “How—where—” She couldn’t finish a coherent thought. Kneeling on one knee she buried her face in Helen’s shoulder again, hugging her tight, then pulled back, kissing her forehead gently. 
 
    Helen’s eyes blinked rapidly, the smearing fog in her eyes refusing to clear in spite of her best efforts. 
 
    “He did it,” Laura said through a weak voice. “Your dad really did it; he brought you to me.” She turned and looked over her shoulder and Helen felt a second fist in her gut, this one tighter and harder than before. She saw her mother’s eyes look Joel over curiously, narrowing before she turned back to her daughter. 
 
    “Where is he?” she asked. “Your dad? Isn’t he here?” 
 
    Helen began to mouth the words, but couldn’t finish, a tidal wave of emotion breaking the fragile levee of her stoicism, and this time it was her turn to bury her face in her mother’s shoulder, crying with hard, shaking ferocity. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Laura whispered, almost too quiet to hear. “Oh, God, no.” 
 
    # 
 
    The meeting hall was a complex whirlwind of emotions, the overwhelming joy of a mother and daughter reunited, tinged with the lingering sadness of a father’s life lost and the realization settling upon Laura that she would never have the opportunity to apologize for what had happened, or more importantly, to thank him for how well he’d raised their daughter. 
 
    Helen’s eyes had run dry, and besides the occasional sniff, she was calm and still, wiping occasionally at her dry face, tucking her long strands of hair behind one ear, fidgeting as teenagers did. 
 
    “I—I can’t thank you enough,” Laura said, speaking to Joel in a quiet voice, the two of them separated from the group. Lindsey was sitting by Helen, speaking to her in low, hushed tones, listening while her mother spoke to the man who had escorted her across the country, saving her life countless times over. 
 
    “She helped me as much as I helped her,” Joel said. 
 
    “Still,” Laura replied. “Jack and I—we traveled here from Seattle and if your trip was anything like ours…” Her voice trailed off and she closed her eyes, seemingly lost in bad memories. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” Joel said. “Your daughter is strong. She’s tough. But she’s seen things.” Laura’s eyes opened and fixed on his. Joel drew in a ragged breath. “She’s…done things.” 
 
    Laura closed her eyes again and just when she thought she’d cried all her tears, fresh ones broke free, trickling over the gentle contours of her cheeks. 
 
    “My poor baby girl,” she said. 
 
    “She had to grow up very quickly, and not because she wanted to. She had to. There was no other choice.” 
 
    “How—how did it happen? Wayne, I mean.” 
 
    “There was a hurricane,” Joel replied. The events seemed like both a lifetime ago and like they’d just happened yesterday. “He and Helen were driving home and a tree was blown over. He tried to avoid it and the car went into the stream. I happened upon them and—” Joel stopped for a moment, steadying himself. “It was my fault,” he finally said. “I wasn’t fast enough to save them both.” 
 
    Laura put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. 
 
    “Not your fault,” she said insistently. “You did what you could, and I express my appreciation. If I had lost both Wayne and Helen, I—well, I’m not sure what I would have done.” 
 
    Joel nodded and Laura looked up at him, the skin between her eyes knitting together. 
 
    “Robertson.” 
 
    Joel nodded apprehensively. 
 
    “Wait. Your family—they died in that fire, right? Your wife and daughter?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    Laura closed her eyes, and eased forward, putting her arms around his neck. Joel tensed briefly, but relaxed, allowing her to express her emotions, even if it felt a bit uncomfortable to him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, that must have been so difficult. Here I am, talking about how I couldn’t live without my family, and you—” 
 
    “It was a long time ago,” Joel said. 
 
    "I had left town by then,” Laura said, “but I was always asking Wayne about town gossip. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to dredge up bad memories.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Joel replied coldly, disliking the idea that his family were fodder for a cross-country gossip mill. Footsteps echoed on the hard floor and they both looked back toward the center of the room, watching as Helen approached. Laura smiled and ruffled her daughter’s hair. Helen rolled her eyes gently, but let it happen. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me,” Laura said, “I’m going to be a little extra emotional for a while, okay?” 
 
    Helen nodded, but was looking at Joel. Her gaze was intense and direct and Joel wondered if she was keeping her eyes on him, fearful that if she looked elsewhere, he might slip away into the trees. 
 
    “How are you doing, sweetheart?” Laura asked. “Joel said it’s been a difficult journey.” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “Everyone’s dealing with something,” she said. “Mine’s no worse than anyone else’s.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit your mother,” Joel replied, a crooked smile on his face. “You’re home now, you can drop the hard-case attitude.” 
 
    Helen smiled and punched him softly in the ribs. 
 
    “I am a hard case,” she said and stuck out her tongue. “Harder than you, softie.” 
 
    “In your dreams,” Joel replied. 
 
    Laura looked around and saw a chair, stepping over to it and dragging it across the floor so she could sit. There was a soft metallic jingling as she sat in the chair and she looked back toward the entrance of the meeting hall. 
 
    Bruiser was sitting there obediently, tail thrashing back and forth, Jack hovering above him. 
 
    “C’mere, Bruiser!” Laura said, and the dog nearly jumped forward, claws clicking across the floor as he trotted to meet his master. 
 
    Helen smiled broadly. 
 
    “Is that—is he yours?” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Ours,” she said. She looked at Bruiser and ran a hand over his fur-covered head. “Bruiser, this is Helen. She’s our family.” 
 
    Bruiser cocked his head and perked his ears, looking at the young girl, his tail wagging furiously. Helen smiled and rubbed both hands on his head, pinning his ears back as she petted him. She turned to Joel. 
 
    “You think Picasso followed us?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s lurking around somewhere.” 
 
    “He’d love to meet Bruiser.” 
 
    “Who’s Picasso?” Laura asked. 
 
    “A stray dog we met,” Joel said. “Found him in Oklahoma and he followed us all the way here. We ended up in Cheyenne for a week and—he waited for us. We call him Picasso because one of his ears was chewed off—” 
 
    Laura drew back. 
 
    “You know Van Gogh was the one with the missing ear, right?” 
 
    “See?” Helen demanded, glowering at him. “I told you!” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “Art history was never my specialty.” The group chuckled together, Helen still petting the German Shepherd’s eager head. Laura turned the chair slightly and leaned forward, looking at Helen, who knelt next to the dog. 
 
    “So, tell me about him,” Laura said quietly. “About your dad.” 
 
    Helen’s expression darkened and she looked immediately uncomfortable. 
 
    “What—what do you mean? You knew him, too.” 
 
    “We talked on the phone, but…after I left…he was a closed book, you know? I don’t blame him, but he wasn’t the same.” 
 
    Helen seemed to consider those words and for a moment, Joel was afraid she might lash out at her mother. Accuse her of deserting them or any other manner of insults. But the young girl gathered herself, cleared her throat, and shrugged. 
 
    “He was a good dad,” she said. “He tried. The restaurant took a lot of his time.” 
 
    “That damn restaurant,” Laura said, shaking her head, though her mouth turned up into a smile. “I sometimes wonder if he loved that place more than me.” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Helen replied, and her smile faltered a bit. 
 
    Laura’s smile did the same, her upturned lips evening out, her lower lip quivering slightly. 
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” she said, looking away. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I know,” Helen replied, her voice almost breaking. “I know.” 
 
    Joel took a careful step backwards, then turned and made his way toward the door, letting mother and daughter have their moment in peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    South of Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Heat throbbed in his head, his ragged, decaying eye socket, flaring with a sharp stab of pain. 
 
    Ali had almost been surprised to open his eyes in the morning, nearly certain that at some point during the night the infection in his blood would reach his heart, stopping it in his sleep. 
 
    But as thunder churned in the clouds and a stab of lightning seared the sky above, his eyes had sprung open and he’d labored to his feet, pushing back the lingering, razor-sharp pain in his chest. Finding the remains of the fox from the night before, he lifted its matted corpse and bit deep into its partially cooked flesh, ripping at the muscle and skin with his yellowed teeth. 
 
    Tossing away the mangled remains, he’d packed up his meager belongings and began trekking west, often stopping for momentary rests, leaning on the trunks of old, broad trees or sitting on stumps. 
 
    Eventually, the sun high in the sky, nestled on the opposite side of the clouds, Ali made his way over the gradual crest of a dirt-covered hill. The air was thick with lingering smoke, the sky a pale, cloud-filled color of aged paper. 
 
    Ali glared ahead as he stepped through two narrow trees, his eyes on the dirt at his feet. There was a clearing here, a clearing that looked almost too neat. Nature had a certain roughness to it, an unsettled randomness that Ali always found strangely appealing. 
 
    This clearing did not. There were no footprints, no sign of a campsite, nothing unusual at all, but unlike the normal haphazard organic feel from the woods, everything here seemed…artificial somehow. 
 
    Dirt was strewn about, looking as though feet had dragged through it, covering up imprints and debris. There was a darkened oval in the dirt, a broad section of black that had been tossed with lighter gray ground, but still had an overall inkiness that he couldn’t see elsewhere. 
 
    There were two trees on the far end of the clearing, trees that would have made a perfect lean-to, though there was no lean-to there now. He strode through the clearing and leaned toward one of the trunks, squinting at the wooden surface. Small grooves were in the bark, neat and clean, not bites or the claws of animals, but more precise. They weren’t knife cuts, but perhaps rope? 
 
    Paracord? 
 
    Ali sneered, his one intact eye scanning the clearing, searching for other evidence. Walking the perimeter of the trees, he sniffed, but couldn’t smell much of anything as he waded through the grass and trees. Then he spotted a few scattered sticks and branches, looking somewhat out of place amongst the knee-high grass. Bending low, he scooped up some of the sticks and looked at them, spotting clear charring, smooth wood blackened by fire. The grass and leaves in the surrounding area were all damp, wetter than the rest, clearly doused by water. 
 
    That thought stuck in his mind as he walked back through the clearing and into the trees on the opposite side, following the faint sounds of a burbling brook somewhere in the wilderness. It took him a few moments, but he spotted it, a stream winding through the trees and dirt, a wide swath carved through the hard ground. 
 
    Following the edge of the stream, he walked low, searching the dirt-covered banks. Finally, almost twenty minutes into his search, he found what he was looking for. A row of boot prints led from the trees, walking through the tall grass to the edge of the stream where someone had kneeled down to fill a bucket or a bottle, or maybe just to rinse something. The foot and the knee prints were easily identifiable and looked recent, most likely from the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    “You cleared your campsite, but you didn’t bother to clear this area, did you, Joel?” he asked nobody in particular, his dry, cracked lips spreading into a narrow grin. He went down even lower, resting on his knees, leaning forward, his palms pressed to the dirt. 
 
    He sniffed the air, closing his eyes and lowering his face to the boot prints by the edge of the clear stream. 
 
    “It is you,” he said. “I can smell you here. I can taste you on the air.” He lifted his chin, looking left and right, trying to peer through the blinding pain in his head, a persistent, bone-deep agony that clawed at his skull and spine with razor talons. 
 
    “Where did you go, Joel Robertson?” he asked. Grunting, he stood, walking back through the grass and trees, passing just west of the clearing, continuing to head north. He scanned the ground as he moved, smiling as he saw a clear path of tromped-down grass angling gradually west as they moved north. 
 
    Getting down on his knees, he checked the ground and tilted his head slightly. 
 
    There were three sets of tracks in the dirt, not two. Three. 
 
    But the small ones were the girl’s, he was sure of that. The two others were both full-sized, one likely Joel’s, the other…  
 
    He didn’t know. Pressing his palms to his knees, Ali brought himself upright, pain shooting through his legs and up into his back. 
 
    Ignoring it, he stepped over a small rock in the grass and continued onward, using the flattened grass as his guide. 
 
    Another hour later, he saw scant signs of light easing through the trees ahead and heard the low murmur of voices. Cows lowed and the sounds of people working in the fields echoed over the soft breeze, barely audible over the constant din of background thunder. 
 
    Striding forward he reached the edge of the trees, looking out into the southern edge of Malcolm, Wyoming. 
 
    Ali smiled and curled his fist, the comforting weight of victory clamped within his meaty palm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    It had felt like forever since Major Valley had returned to Cheyenne from his regional meeting in Omaha, and each day since had taken a toll on the man’s health and mental well-being. He and Sergeant Bills had already felt like they were dramatically outnumbered in Cheyenne, and once the deaths of Sausito and Marks were revealed it had felt even more so. 
 
    Among their own soldiers the thirst for vengeance had become a palpable thing, a lingering tension in the air that was like a humid summer day, oppressive in its heat and weight. 
 
    Valley stood in a small room within one of the vast park of FEMA trailers, looking at the small group gathered inside. He’d given Sergeant Bills the duty of trying to find fellow soldiers sympathetic to their cause, men and women who didn’t have an unquenchable thirst for revenge. 
 
    It had been harder than he thought. In fact, only a group of five soldiers sat in the meeting room with them now. Certainly, those five weren’t the only ones they could trust, but they were the only ones they truly felt belonged in whatever inner circle it was they were forming. 
 
    Inner circle. Is that what it was? Some sort of trusted cabal working against the military at large? 
 
    No. Major Valley couldn’t let himself believe that the group in this room was in the minority, facing off against the vast spread of the United States military, alone against the behemoth that made up the government’s military backbone. That was too depressing to consider. In times like this, they needed to be unified, not segregated, but it seemed to him that human nature just wouldn’t allow the kind of unification needed. 
 
    But was it human nature, or simply the men in charge? People like Drydan Willoughby and Colonel Lancaster? Was it true that the failings of a society at large could often be traced back to the decisions made by individuals or those close to them? 
 
    That was becoming more and more clear every day. 
 
    “Major?” Sergeant Bills asked from where she sat. “Are you with us, sir?” 
 
    Valley smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I am, Sergeant, thank you. Sorry for drifting off a bit there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, sir,” one of the other soldiers said, a young corporal by the name of Hunt. “Wherever you drifted off to has gotta be better than the shitty real world we’re all stuck in now.” 
 
    There was a chorus of light chuckling throughout the room, which along with Valley and Bills was occupied by Corporal Hunt, Private First Class Matheson, and Corporal Monte, a trio of hardworking and dependable soldiers who had emerged from the crowd as some that Valley felt he could trust. 
 
    It was a dangerously small group, but he had no issues keeping the circle tightly enclosed as they tried to work through a functional strategy for dealing with Cheyenne and the challenges that Colonel Lancaster was throwing at them. 
 
    “So, what are we hearing amongst the others?” Valley asked, looking at the three soldiers who had joined him and Bills. 
 
    Hunt drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “It ain’t pretty. Lots of angry people out there. It’s not just Sausito and Marks, but the two others we lost when that crazy Albanian dude tried to rescue the girl. Hell, just the fact that they escaped at all has fostered some ill will within the ground pounders.” 
 
    “They still think I had something to do with it?” Bills asked. 
 
    Matheson nodded. 
 
    “You ask them, that’s an indisputable fact, Sarge.” 
 
    Bills nodded. 
 
    “Are they sharing that concern up the chain?” Valley asked. “To Lancaster?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything directly,” Monte interjected, “but I’m sure it’s happening. They’ve made it pretty clear that Lancaster is worthy of some serious hero worship. Somehow the man has been elevated to God status among the enlisted.” 
 
    Valley shrugged. 
 
    “Tough to deny the work he’s done,” Valley said. “Chicago was burning to the ground from the inside out. He managed to stamp out that fire and salvage what could have been a significant disaster.” 
 
    “Yeah, except he put out the fires with a daisy cutter instead of water,” Matheson said with a shrug. “I don’t get the worship, personally.” 
 
    “This group isn’t about choosing sides,” Valley said. “We need to just have an awareness of what we’re dealing with. Try and navigate these choppy waters as best we can and work together to try and convince some of the others what we’re up against.” 
 
    “Understood, Major,” Hunt replied. “I don’t think any of us have any wish to start a civil war amongst our peers, especially considering how outnumbered we are.” 
 
    “Good,” Valley said. “So, talk to me about—” 
 
    A series of swift raps echoed from the door and Valley stopped mid-sentence to look over in the direction of the sound. Bills was already up from her chair and moving toward the door, leaning close to it. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Corporal Gray,” a quiet voice spoke and Bills visibly relaxed, easing the door open and allowing the young woman inside. 
 
    “What’s up, Corporal?” Valley asked, seeing her reddened face and hearing her sharp intakes of breath. 
 
    “Convoy coming,” she said quietly but urgently. “I think it’s Colonel Lancaster.” 
 
    “What?” Valley asked, pushing himself up from where he was leaning on the desk. “Say that again?” 
 
    “There have been rumors flying around,” Gray said, “something about Lancaster making travel plans.” 
 
    Hunt raised his hand. 
 
    “That was on my agenda to discuss today,” he said. “Sounds like things are moving faster than we realized.” 
 
    Gray nodded. 
 
    “Much faster. The guards at the south border just ushered them through. I wouldn’t have even known if I hadn’t been in the right place at the right time. I tried to get here as soon as I could.” 
 
    Valley nodded. 
 
    “All right. Looks like the time we’ve been dreading has officially arrived. We should disperse. I’m sure Lancaster will be asking to see me shortly.” 
 
    The soldiers stood and vacated, the room emptying quickly, each one going in their own direction. As Valley walked to the door, he saw Bills was out in the hallway waiting for him. 
 
    “Be careful, sir,” she said quietly. “I don’t trust Lancaster one bit. He does not have your best interests at heart.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have any of our interests at heart,” replied Valley. “But I can’t pretend he’s not here.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you all posted, we just may have to find more…creative ways to stay in touch. I’m not sure group gatherings are the best tactic right now.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the word along,” Bills replied. She turned and walked down the hall toward the back door while Major Valley headed toward the front, psyching himself up for a confrontation with the most powerful man in the United States military. 
 
    # 
 
    Major Valley tried his best to appear unintimidated as he strode up the grassy slope from the FEMA trailer compound, toward the access road into downtown Cheyenne, watching as the line of military vehicles eased to a halt, air brakes hissing and the engines growling into relative silence. 
 
    The hurried, muffled voices of soldiers disembarking from vehicles was followed by the steady thudding of boots on pavement and as he crested the hill, approaching the street, he saw a rough military cordon being established near the entrance to downtown Cheyenne. 
 
    As he approached the lead Humvee, the rear passenger side door opened and Colonel Lancaster stepped out wearing battle fatigues, a tactical vest, the whole nine yards, his head on a swivel. He caught Valley out of the corner of his eye as he exited the vehicle and turned as the major approached him. 
 
    Snapping off a brisk, picture-perfect salute, Valley stood before the colonel, looking eye to eye, both men silently measuring the other, anticipating a potentially tense conversation to come. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster,” Valley said, finally breaking the silence. “What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Lancaster smiled crookedly. 
 
    “You always were a bad liar, Major.” 
 
    Valley looked at the street before him, watching as several soldiers exited one of the military transports, mingling with some of the already present border guards, many of them smiling and talking amicably. A few looks were cast Lancaster’s way, looks of awe and reverence, looks that Valley had rarely seen in his own direction, especially recently. Not that he envied Lancaster his leadership, but it had become far more clear that Valley was surrounded by men and women who didn’t necessarily share his perspective. 
 
    “Sorry for the unannounced arrival,” Lancaster said, “but it seemed as though my presence might be required.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why,” Valley replied. “There have certainly been some unfortunate setbacks in recent days, but the peace has been maintained and things are relatively under control.” 
 
    Lancaster gestured for Valley to follow him and the major did, walking shoulder to shoulder as they proceeded down the sidewalk, leaving the hustle and bustle of recently arrived reinforcements behind. 
 
    “I think your definition of ‘setbacks’ is a bit different from mine, Major. Things seem decidedly unsorted around here.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate?” 
 
    Lancaster shrugged. 
 
    “Do I need to? Escaped prisoners. Rumors that one of your own assisted in their escape. Several of our men are dead with no apparent sense of urgency to find their killers. We’ve got the main Stone Sword compound a hop, skip, and jump away, but no plans on launching an offensive.” 
 
    “An offensive?” Valley asked. “On Stone Sword? Why? They’ve done nothing to us so far.” 
 
    “Nothing? Their propaganda radio show played regularly in Chicago among the rabble that sought to take that city from us. It seemed like every group of insurgents we took down were rabid listeners of their shows.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard a radio broadcast from them in weeks,” Valley replied. “And our attack on their Cheyenne facility was—” 
 
    “A brilliant strategic move, I thought,” Lancaster finished for him. “Which is why I am questioning why you haven’t continued that momentum.” 
 
    “Those weren’t the words I was going to choose,” Valley said. He stopped walking and turned to face Lancaster. 
 
    “The group in the Clover Hills Mall was not a threat, Colonel. Yes, they had weapons for self-defense, but we struck first and we brutalized them. They were a group of herbalists, gardeners, and teachers and we launched RPGs into them and tore them apart with fifty calibers. I would not hold Clover Hills Mall as a high watermark for our achievements since this all began.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we’ll have to agree to disagree,” Lancaster replied. “We live in far different times now than we used to. Victory isn’t measured the same way.” 
 
    “I won’t argue that, Colonel,” Valley said, “but I can’t measure victory in civilian deaths. That way leads to madness.” 
 
    “Perhaps your perspective on what constitutes a civilian is the core of our difference of opinion,” Lancaster said. “The term civilian assumes innocence. Many of my men and women have paid for that assumption with their lives.” 
 
    “And that breaks my heart, sir,” Valley replied. “But the wholesale slaughter of American citizens breaks my heart as well, and I’m determined to find a middle ground.” 
 
    “A middle ground,” Lancaster said, looking off into the distance, seeming to consider these words. “And tell me, Major, does that middle ground include some of our men and women getting murdered? Their throats slit? Shot with arrows? And absolutely no investigation taking place afterwards?” 
 
    “Colonel, I’m not sure you’re in possession of all the facts of this incident,” Valley replied, but the colonel’s narrow glare cut him off before he could continue. 
 
    “Don’t you dare spout off about that human trafficking bullshit to me, Major. I’ve heard the baseless rumors, and that is all they are. Baseless rumors.” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me for feeling differently, Colonel.” 
 
    “Major, listen,” Lancaster said, “I know the challenges you face. I’ve been facing them myself every day for over two months. This world we inhabit—it’s different than the one we’ve been inhabiting. Nobody is denying that. We are all struggling to maintain peace and order while trying to rebuild our fine nation and—” 
 
    “That doesn’t excuse kidnappings, forced slave labor, and murder, Colonel.” 
 
    Lancaster stopped, the words fading into silence as he looked at the major, their eyes meeting each other and holding firm, neither man backing down. 
 
    “So where does this leave us, Major?” Lancaster asked, looking back over his shoulder at the street behind them, then turning to look back at him. “I am your superior officer.” 
 
    “I understand that, Colonel, and I’m not defying orders. Simply speaking honestly and in confidence, as I would expect my own officers to do.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lancaster replied. “Just as I hope you’ll understand when I give you a direct order that you may disagree with.” 
 
    “I’ve followed countless orders I didn’t agree with, sir. It’s part of the job.” 
 
    “I’m glad we understand each other.” 
 
    Valley’s eyes wandered a bit, looking up and down the busy street heading into downtown Cheyenne. 
 
    “If I may, sir,” he started, “you seem to have brought a lot of military muscle here. Can I ask what your plans are?” 
 
    Lancaster looked at him. 
 
    “What’s going on here in Cheyenne has not gone unnoticed, Major,” Lancaster replied. “I’ve been asked to step in. To put some order to this chaos. Me and my team are going to be here a while.” 
 
    Valley’s teeth pressed together behind his lips, but he worked to avoid showing the discomfort that he felt. 
 
    “Understood, Colonel.” 
 
    “I assume that I can trust you to aid me in my efforts?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” Lancaster drew in a deep breath and nodded to Valley one last time before turning on his heels and striding down the sidewalk, back in the direction of the military convoy, leaving Valley alone with his thoughts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Just outside Limon, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Shawna was surprised that she’d actually gotten some sleep the night before, even if it had been interrupted for a short period for her to take her turn in the watch rotation. Between herself, Tristan and Selanda, they’d split the night into a trio of three-hour chunks, letting Roxie sleep, knowing that she was in a fragile emotional state due to the lost laptop. 
 
    Shawna could understand, even if she didn’t totally agree. The truth was, none of them knew if the laptop was important or how it might be important, only that Jasmine had insisted they take it with them with her dying breath. In Roxie’s defense, her father lost his life launching the satellite that the laptop was currently slaved to, so Shawna understood. 
 
    But was it worth risking their lives for? Their interaction the previous evening with that crazy group in Limon had left her on edge. They’d had their share of experiences with crazy and violent people over the past two months, but the crew from last night seemed particularly unhinged. 
 
    Not evil or aggressive, just…crazy. They’d barely slipped away with their lives and now Roxie wanted to turn around and go back, just to retrieve some ancient piece of hardware that none of them even knew how to use. 
 
    She didn’t like it, but for Roxie’s sake, she was prepared to do it. As Shawna stood, she looked around the small clearing they’d all spent the night in and was somewhat surprised to see that nobody else was there. The two other makeshift beds of leaves were empty and besides the softly falling rain, the forest was nearly silent with the exception of her steady breathing. There was a musty, wet, organic smell in the air, the scent of moist earth and old leaves and she stretched her arms high over her head, grimacing as her aching muscles strained with the motion. 
 
    She noticed the backpack was gone, as was the rifle, and figured the others were nearby somewhere. 
 
    “Breakfast time,” Tristan said, walking into the clearing, his voice startling Shawna. He held two squirrels by their bushy tails, both animals looking plump, but not especially appetizing. 
 
    “Kill those things with your bare hands, Chuck Norris?” Shawna asked and Tristan shook his head. 
 
    “During my watch I went back to the truck— scavenged some wire from the electronics and rigged up a snare. Honestly, didn’t expect to catch anything, but about an hour after I set it up, snagged us a squirrel. So I set it up again, just checked it after I woke up and we had another.” 
 
    “Breakfast of champions,” Shawna muttered, looking at the creatures with disgust. 
 
    “I’ve still got my knife, so I’ll take care of the messy stuff, though we’ll need some kindling for the campfire.” He looked around the clearing. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you that question,” Shawna said. “I woke up and the place was empty. Selanda’s on watch, so I’m hoping she’s got the rifle, wherever she is.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Selanda said, stepping through the trees, Roxie emerging just behind her. “Roxie wanted to check the truck again, just to make sure the laptop wasn’t in there somewhere.” 
 
    “No luck?” 
 
    Roxie shook her head. 
 
    “Empty. That nutcase group took it. They must have.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll have to take it back,” Shawna replied, and she took the backpack Selanda offered her. 
 
    “How much ammunition do we have for the rifle?” She continued. 
 
    “Two magazines,” Selanda replied. “Not enough to go toe to toe with a town full of crazies.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s the whole town,” Roxie interjected. “We saw—what? Ten or twelve in the parking lot? Maybe the same here on the road? That makes twenty-five at the most.” 
 
    “Still,” Shawna said, “we’d have to hit one with every shot to take them all with two mags. That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “So if we can’t outshoot them, we’ll just have to outthink them,” Selanda replied. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too hard,” Roxie offered. “They were totally out of their minds. You saw that, right?” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Oh, I saw it. Problem with dealing with crazy people is that they’re unpredictable. They don’t behave like you’d expect them to. Makes battle planning almost impossible.” 
 
    “Listen to you,” Tristan said. “Almost like you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Two months straight of living in fear for your life will do that to you,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “At any rate, she’s right,” Tristan said. “That was one of our biggest challenges in the Middle East. Culturally, many of those people think very differently than we do. They value different things. You need to learn what’s important to them before you can devise a plan to fight against them. That ain’t always easy, and we had millions of dollars in intelligence budgets to figure that out for us.” 
 
    “How did that work out?” Selanda asked with a crooked smile. 
 
    “Pardon my language,” Tristan replied, “but it didn’t do shit.” He strolled away from the group with the two squirrels and sat down on a stump, resting the corpses on a second stump. Reaching into his boot, he slipped out a long, thin knife and looked at the blade. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Roxie said, putting a hand to her stomach. “Tell me that’s not breakfast.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tristan replied, looking over his shoulder. “That’s not breakfast.” He smiled and bent back over the corpses bringing the knife blade down to start cutting away the skin. 
 
    “Just don’t look for about thirty minutes,” Shawna said with a shrug. “By the time they’re skinned and cooked, might as well be free-range chicken.” 
 
    “That is not free-range chicken,” Roxie protested. 
 
    “Everything is free-range chicken if you try hard enough,” Shawna said. “Trust me, I’ve eaten worse over the past two months. In the grand scheme of things, roasted squirrel is pretty benign.” 
 
    Roxie looked a little pale, so Shawna gestured for her to follow her into the trees a bit west of the clearing. Selanda followed, the three of them gathering in a group. 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna said, “I need to be honest with you, Roxie.” 
 
    “Okay,” the young girl replied. 
 
    “I don’t like this. I don’t like it one bit. We don’t know who these people are or how they’ll react to an invasion. They looked totally nuts last night. We don’t know how many numbers they have or what sort of arsenal. There’s too much we don’t know.” 
 
    Roxie shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll find out.” 
 
    “How exactly will you do that?” 
 
    “I spent almost a month doing it in Kansas City. How many trips did I make into the city to do recon for Mr. Gossett?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Hundreds.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna said, waiting for whatever was coming next. 
 
    “How many times did I get caught?” 
 
    “Not once as far as I know.” 
 
    “Not once,” Roxie confirmed. 
 
    “So what are you proposing?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “You let me hoof it back to Limon. It’s not more than five miles from here. I can run that in less than an hour. I do a little reconnaissance, then come back with the intel, and we can figure out a battle plan from there.” 
 
    Shawna and Selanda looked warily at each other. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Shawna said. “You’re still a teenager. You’re a smart kid. Capable. I trust you. But the people in that town are crazy and we don’t know—” 
 
    “Look,” Roxie interrupted. “That laptop is my responsibility. My dad died launching that satellite. I knew Jasmine for half my life. Eagle Atmospheric was my family—no matter what you think of Mr. Gossett, he was like an uncle to me, gave a lot to my family, and I need to do this. If not for the world at large, then I need to do it for them.” 
 
    Shawna sighed, flexing her fingers. She hated to admit it, but the kid had a point. It was easy to lose focus on something that might save the world, but when you saw it through a more personal lens, that was difficult to turn away from. 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna replied. “So, tell me what you plan to do.” 
 
    # 
 
    Limon, Colorado 
 
    Roxie’s lungs burned as she bolted through over the plains, her legs aching with each stride. While she’d competed in track and field, she’d had a love for trail running and had plenty of experience, competing in three Spartan races and a handful of tough mudders throughout her short athletic career. 
 
    The world right now was like a global tough mudder, navigating obstacles, crawling through the muck, and seemingly always running uphill. Tough mudder as everyday life, as it turned out, wasn’t nearly as much fun as doing it recreationally. 
 
    Ducking low, she swept around an uneven bulge in the prairie, then curved around a tangle of roots and rocks, barely reducing her speed as she ran. She didn’t like this at all, her galloping sprint across the open plains of Colorado, completely visible to anyone within five hundred yards. The small clutch of trees they’d taken shelter in off of Route 71 was just that—small—and it had only taken her a few minutes to cross from forest to plains. 
 
    It had been nearly an hour since she’d taken off from the campsite, so she figured she must be nearing town, and slowed her pace somewhat to avoid blindly sprinting out into the open, just in case the clutch of trees petered out quicker than she anticipated. 
 
    Slowing to a light jog, she hung a right, running parallel to the back parking lot of a large factory, the entire lot strangely devoid of vehicles. 
 
    She smelled it as she moved a bit further, a charcoal stench, smoke lingering in the morning air. Roxie didn’t remember smelling it the night before, but they’d been in the truck, her in the cab while Shawna and Selanda sat in the bed, the wind in their faces. 
 
    The town had certainly looked as though it had been ravaged by fire, but she didn’t recall seeing any structures actually burning as they made their way through. 
 
    Something was burning now, though. As she neared the multi-lane highway of Interstate 70 ahead of her, she could not only smell it, but feel it burning her eyes, a thin atmosphere of hanging smoke, not dense enough to see, but certainly present enough to smell and taste. 
 
    Slowing to a walk, she made her way toward the thick supports of the Route 71 overpass, peering westward around the concrete column, looking toward Limon proper. 
 
    It was downright bizarre. Even though she stood at an intersection between two relatively busy highways, there was not a single car in sight, the roads cleared and emptied. No people wandered about either. The sidewalks and walkways that she could see were totally and utterly barren. It was as if the end of the world had come two years ago instead of two months, though she suspected the remaining group in Limon had simply taken the cars and moved them somewhere deeper in town. 
 
    That didn’t explain the lack of people—but thinking back to the crazy, unstable nature of the group they’d run into the night before, she supposed she knew what had happened to them as well. 
 
    By reflex, she moved her hand to her belt at the small of her back and felt the cool metal of Tristan’s M9 Beretta, the pistol he had carried throughout the entire crisis. He’d offered it up to her, not wanting her to be slowed down by the M4, and she’d taken it with a promise to bring it back in one piece. 
 
    She’d hoped not to even have to hold it, much less use it, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    Tucking close to the concrete column, she once again peered out over the street, passing east to west, going toward downtown Limon, her eyes scanning left and right. There was a wide expanse of grass between the trees and the road, though one of the many blackened structures they’d seen the night before sat to her right, what looked like an old garage or car repair shop, though the cars had long since been removed. It had a dull, red brick exterior and a single metal door facing her, the grass around it overgrown and masking the narrow walkway along its eastern side. 
 
    She waited for a few moments, letting some time pass to be sure nobody would appear, then finally moved quietly forward, crouch-walking over the lawn to the hard, rough surface of the brick wall. 
 
    Moving along the side of the garage, she inched toward the corner and peered out around it, looking deeper toward the town, though she was still far enough outside that she couldn’t see very clearly. 
 
    But something…she looked directly south, toward the business area where they’d been the night before and she thought she saw a pale column of smoke rising in the distance. While the sparse prairie was terrible to try and hide in, it also offered her a pretty wide view of the area in front of her, and clearly something was actively burning in town. 
 
    Moving along the edge of Route 71 as it sloped downward from the overpass, Roxie jogged at a moderate pace, her eyes constantly alert as she moved. Across the street was what appeared to be a large residence, though the exterior walls were discolored by fire and most of the windows had been broken. She spotted a large department store ahead and suddenly heard the low throttle of an engine from the other side of the large building. 
 
    She halted immediately, head swiveling left and right, looking for shelter. The engine grew louder and she could tell there was a vehicle on the opposite side of the department store, coming around to approach Route 71. Twisting right, she sprinted across the street, hurdling a squat shrub in the front yard of the huge house, halting by the charred front wall of the structure. 
 
    The engine grew even louder, and she saw the vague shadow of a vehicle coming around the front side of the store, crossing into the west parking lot. Spinning around, she saw that one of the ground-level windows of the house had been shattered, leaving jagged, sharpened teeth jutting out from each side of the frame. 
 
    She bent low, reaching into an untamed garden running around the perimeter of the home and fished out a fist-sized rock, remaining low, kneeling behind a high bush by the front of the home. Reaching up, she used the rock to smash out some of the remaining teeth, smoothing the bottom frame of the window, then peeked out from around the bush, watching as what appeared to be a Town of Limon police cruiser rolled slowly up Route 71. 
 
    She twisted and grabbed at the windowsill, then hoisted herself up and in, toppling over the bottom edge of the window and striking the floor of the living room awkwardly on her right shoulder, biting back a cry of pain. 
 
    Leaning back, Roxie pinned her spine to the wall, making sure her head wasn’t framed in the broken window and peered carefully out from the darkness within the house, watching as the cruiser slowed, inching to a meandering crawl as it drew even with the large home. A shadowed figure in the driver’s seat seemed to be looking straight at her, glaring out from the window of the police car, holding the position for an achingly long time. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like forever, the engine revved up again and the cruiser continued north, heading up the gradual slope of Route 71 and continued on out of sight. 
 
    Roxie let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and slumped down a little bit inside the house’s living room. Now that the car had passed, she could focus on the house itself and she noticed a lingering stench in the air, a stink that she almost immediately identified, and her stomach churned at the thought. In spite of being in the middle of the apocalypse for two months, Roxie hadn’t stumbled across too many dead bodies, but she knew how badly they supposedly smelled, and the acrid stink of rot and decay permeated this entire house. 
 
    The living room was a wide expanse, taking up nearly the entire ground floor of the house. At one point, Roxie thought this must have been an expensive mansion, meticulously maintained and impeccably decorated, though now the home was in shambles. End tables had been tipped over, vases left broken on the floor, framed pictures ripped from the walls and cast aside to shatter on the hard wood surface. 
 
    Several holes were punched into the plaster walls in uneven, haphazard patterns, looking like the angry stabbing of a round knife, though she figured they were likely bullet holes. In the center of the room was a wide staircase that went to the next level, but she had no intention of following it up there, suspecting the source of the foul odor was likely on the second floor. 
 
    Although she figured it was a useless exercise, Roxie walked through the living room, her shoes crunching on broken glass as she navigated a short hallway and moved into the kitchen. She took some time rifling through the cabinets and the refrigerator, though as she suspected, the food and drink had been cleared out, likely quite some time ago. 
 
    She opened the pantry next and looked through that as well, and saw more of the same, though something on the floor caught her eye. 
 
    Bending low, she slid out a large, metal pot that was resting on the floor and removed the lid, looking inside. There was a uniquely shaped metal rack that slipped down into the pot and behind the pot, in the darkened corner of the pantry she saw another distinctive looking tool. 
 
    Roxie smiled as she remembered the summer she’d spent at her grandmother’s house in rural Missouri, near the Ozarks. Her grandmother was an avid canner, and the pot and tool, she knew, were used in the canning process. The large, black pot was also known as a water bath canner, and the tong-like tools were jar lifters that could be used to place and remove jars during the canning process. 
 
    Eagerly, Roxie stood and walked around the perimeter of the house, looking for some sort of door that might lead to a basement somewhere. Typically, if people were canners, they usually had a cool, dry place to store the foods they canned, and that often meant a basement. 
 
    After a few minutes of searching, she finally located a door down a narrow side hallway and opened it, revealing a darkened staircase down to a dusty, cobweb-filled basement. 
 
    Reaching into her back pocket, she slid free the small pen light that she’d begun carrying with her and snapped it on, shining the narrow beam down into the dark room beneath the ground level of the house. 
 
    Her chest clenched as she saw movement bolting away from the shine of light, hearing the tiny clicking of little claws racing over the concrete floor. There were mice down there—or maybe rats—and she hesitated at the top of the stairs, suddenly unsure about this course of action. 
 
    She gathered herself, taking slow, steady breaths, letting her racing heart ease into an even rhythm, then she continued down the stairs, the wooden slats creaking with each cautious step. 
 
    Thankfully, as she shone her beam of light around the dusty, dirty basement, she saw no more movements, the rodents evidently preferring to remain in the shadows. There were stacks of boxes down there, and rows of long shelves that were unfortunately bare. 
 
    Part of her had hoped that maybe she’d find a treasure trove of canned foods down in the basement, but that wasn’t the case. The invaluable, well-preserved nourishment was apparently confiscated by whoever had invaded this house and likely killed its inhabitants. 
 
    But as she turned back toward the stairs, her light caught on something. Something far in the darkened corner that she wouldn’t have seen if not for pure coincidence. 
 
    There was a stack of wooden crates shoved deep in the corner and the beam of her light glistened off them briefly, showing her that something reflective and shiny was contained within. 
 
    Approaching the crates, she looked inside and smiled. While they weren’t full, there were literally dozens of canning jars stacked neatly in the wooden crates, all wedged side-to-side, filling almost each and every crate. It felt like a treasure trove, though she wasn’t entirely sure how she might transport them or what they would do with them. 
 
    She made a note to herself to remember them, then turned and walked the perimeter of the basement again, using her small light to permeate the darkness and search for anything worthwhile. Moments later she climbed the stairs again and emerged back in the living room of the house. 
 
    She spent another few minutes walking the lower perimeter, searching closets and corners, until she finally snuck back out the front door and circled around, making her way south toward downtown. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Limon, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Roxie scaled the chain-link fence quickly, moving with practiced agility, vaulting over the top and landing quietly in the parking lot of the storage facility with barely a sound. 
 
    Using the scattered storage buildings as cover, she slunk farther south, going bit by bit, keeping her ears and eyes open for approaching vehicles or foot patrols, but saw none as she moved closer to the main downtown area of Limon. 
 
    The thick column of gray smoke grew larger and closer with each passing moment and her eyes scanned the horizon, looking across the rows of buildings, trying to identify where the smoke was coming from. 
 
    Scaling a second fence to leave the storage facility, she saw a baseball diamond across the street, overgrown and abandoned, another stark reminder of the months-long crisis that had forced populations from their normal day-to-day and allowed groups like the ones in Limon to freely roam, doing what they pleased without threat of the law. 
 
    South of the storage facility there was a section of apartment housing and Roxie looked at the buildings surrounding a cul de sac for a long moment, pausing to consider whether it might be worth investigating or not. She finally decided against another detour and moved farther south, cutting behind a veterinary hospital and joining a narrow street which headed farther west. 
 
    Following that street, she sprinted across another crossroad and snuck behind a nameless structure remaining there in shadow, listening for any sign of discovery. 
 
    Hearing none, she moved across the street, taking shelter behind an antique store, and found herself looking across the street into a small office park containing an auto parts store and a few other small structures. 
 
    There, in the center of the parking lot was a roaring, crackling fire, a vast pile of junk and wreckage stacked up, taking up at least half of the parking lot. Several vehicles were parked around it, and behind the office park itself, she could see a multi-level parking garage, the shadowed shapes of cars and trucks stacked end to end on every level. 
 
    Figures clustered about the parking lot, huddled near the fire, which belched up roiling trails of darkened smoke, thick fingers twisting up into the sky above. She couldn’t tell exactly what they were burning, but there were several conversations happening at once with various groups of inhabitants, voices too low for her to hear, but clearly this was where the town was congregating. 
 
    Ducking low, she moved along the length of the antique store, keeping the structure between herself and the street, then peeked out from the opposite corner, getting a good look at the auto parts store. She had no binoculars and was forced to try and get a decent angle from across the street. The auto parts store wasn’t just a parts store, but also a garage and as she watched, she noticed that the garage door had been pulled open and several people were milling about inside. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and inched her way forward, along the edge of the wall, clinging tight to the exterior of the antique shop to remain in shadow. 
 
    Step by step she moved closer, until she stood at the corner of the shop, looking out over the street—and she saw her. 
 
    The woman’s narrow posture was immediately identifiable, even from this distance: her angled stance, and ungainly gait as she paced back and forth within the opened garage, her arms pumping as she apparently spoke animatedly about something. 
 
    About what, Roxie wasn’t sure, but even though she’d only seen her in dim light the previous evening, she recognized her immediately and knew that this was the place. If the group from last night had found the laptop, it would be here. She only wished she could get a little closer to verify. 
 
    Maybe she could. 
 
    Her eyes roamed the parking lot, losing count of how many people were wandering about after a few moments, but knowing that it was two dozen at least, if not more. Not many of them had visible weapons, only a handful carrying rifles slung over their shoulders, but she suspected quite a few others had pistols somewhere on their person. 
 
    Several corrugated steel containers were set in the parking lot of the antique shop, and the unhitched trailer of an eighteen-wheeler sat across the street, running parallel to the road itself. 
 
    Crouching low, she slunk across the parking lot, moving in swift, low-slung strides, reaching one of the steel containers without any indication that she’d been spotted. Moving along the rear of the container, she stopped at the corner and looked out over the small office park again, noting that just beyond the trailer across the street there was a gathering of thick trees surrounding what appeared to be a residence of some kind. 
 
    Roxie watched as people now gathered around the fire, someone tossing something in it, the hungry flames crackling as they consumed the random debris. She drew in a breath, then leaped forward, sprinting across the road, keeping her head down, and reached the trailer in a matter of seconds, appearing to alert no one. 
 
    Working her way around the trailer, she crept over open ground and surrounded herself by the thick trees surrounding the small house, which had darkened windows and no sign of activity within. Following the angled edge of the trees, she found herself only about fifty yards from the near side of the auto parts store and garage, and a window overlooked the yard, a patch of bare, dry grass between her and the brick surface of the building’s exterior. 
 
    The fire crackled loudly from this close, churning out thick, gray smoke, and the people closest to her had their backs facing her, looking off into the flickering orange flame. From this angle, the roaring fire was between the other half of the spectators and her, so she thought she had free rein to continue. 
 
    Moving through the trees, she broke into another sprint, charging over the patch of bare lawn, keeping her posture hunched, and reached the brick wall in a handful of heart-racing seconds. She pinned her back to the wall, her chest heaving as she tried to steady her breathing, knowing that twenty or thirty crazy, fire-thirsty enemies were less than twenty yards away. She could hear their voices clearly, even above the crackling flames, the understated chatter, interspersed with occasional chortles of laughter. 
 
    Roxie looked up at the window, which was just a little too high for her to reach, then scanned the ground, looking for something to stand on. Another scatter of trees ran along the backside of the garage and she slowly made her way there, locating a medium-sized rock, which she hefted in both hands, grimacing at the pain in her back. 
 
    “Lift with your legs, dumbass,” she said quietly, squat-walking back to the wall before finally setting the rock down as quietly as she could muster. She stood and pressed her back to the wall again, rubbing her pained arms, trying to ignore the throb of agony in her back muscles. 
 
    Finally she stepped up onto the rock, which gave her an additional eight inches of height, just enough to reach the bottom edge of the window and peer inside. 
 
    For the most part, the garage looked unremarkable. There were no vehicles inside, just some chairs, a few blankets, and what looked to be a healthy number of discarded liquor bottles. The skinny woman stood, lecturing a group of younger men and women who were mostly on the floor, though a pair of them were in chairs swung around backwards, their arms resting on the stiff backs. 
 
    She carefully looked left and right, scanning the concrete floor of the garage. 
 
    Then she saw it. On the far side of the garage there was a single door joining the garage itself with the auto parts store nestled against it and leaning against a shelf right by that door was the large bag that she immediately recognized. Inside that bag, she knew, was the cobbled-together laptop and the portable satellite dish. 
 
    She smiled, feeling victorious. 
 
    “Hey. Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Her heart locked. Roxie whirled, stepping down from the rock just as an angry-looking man with a wild, untamed beard rounded the corner of the garage and saw her there. 
 
    “I—I didn’t—” Roxie stammered, lifting her hands, but the man wasn’t taking her stuttering denials for an answer. He lunged at her, arms outstretched, snarling in anger, fingers hooked into claws. 
 
    Roxie didn’t think, she just acted. Stepping left, she moved out of his way, then swung her leg around and grabbed a fist full of the man’s loose-fitting jacket. She yanked forward, her leg striking his shins and knocking him off balance, sending him lurching. 
 
    She turned and released her grip on his jacket, pitching him forward. The crown of his skull smacked into the rock she’d been standing on with a wet cracking sound, reminding her of the splitting pinata she’d had at her tenth birthday party. 
 
    She didn’t wait to see if he’d recover, she just wheeled right and sprinted forward, charging back toward the trees. Voices raised behind her, a chorus of muffled shouts as she closed her eyes and plunged hard into the tree line, desperately hoping she wouldn’t hear the distinctive pop of pistol fire behind her. 
 
    # 
 
    Just outside Limon, Colorado 
 
    Selanda had volunteered to remain at the campsite to await Roxie’s return while Shawna and Tristan set out toward the east, in search of any supplies they could find. 
 
    It only took them a few moments to make it through the small section of trees and they found themselves out in the Colorado plains, feeling far too exposed for either of their likings. Tristan carried the M4 slung across his body, clenched tightly in both hands, trying to be alert for the slightest hint of threat. Route 71 ran south to north quite a ways in the distance, and they weren’t especially nervous about being spotted from passing cars, but there were several smaller access roads ahead and they could see a scattering of buildings in the distance. 
 
    From this angle, the world looked downright abandoned, the grass overgrown, the encroaching cloud cover above pelting them with rain. A persistent grumble of thunder followed their every step, cascades of lightning strikes rippling through the clouds. Tristan counted at least six ground strikes as they walked in the sparse, barren pasture, but none of them hit particularly close and at least for now, they remained unconcerned. 
 
    “Still quite a ways away,” Shawna remarked after the latest ground strike, “but it’s getting even more frequent. How long will it be until we can’t even set foot outside anymore?” 
 
    “I suppose just one more reason why we need to retrieve that computer,” Tristan said, wincing as the hard precipitation beat down on his head. Everyone had gotten relatively accustomed to the constant rainfall, but there were times when it fell harder and faster. 
 
    “You think so?” Shawna asked. “Like any of us are going to be able to tell what it says.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you never know who we might run into.” 
 
    Ahead of them, a single-story structure stretched out along the plains, a building clearly too large to be a house, overgrown with long, ranging grass and untamed weeds. Judging by the growth, this particular building had been abandoned long before the plane crashes and was very nearly just a part of the sprawling landscape now, a strangely angular rock formation in the middle of flat grasslands. 
 
    But it wasn’t a rock formation, Shawna could tell. If the building itself weren’t enough of an indication, the faded and broken neon sign extending from unmowed grass showed her that as well. 
 
    As they moved closer, she could see a sharpened swoosh crafted from neon piping, though the lights were long since out. The swoosh surrounding a spherical shape and the words Astro Lanes were written in unique font beneath. 
 
    Tristan narrowed his eyes against the slanting rain. 
 
    “Is that a bowling alley?” he asked. 
 
    Shawna looked right and could see a meandering dirt road carving its way through the grass, though it was almost indistinguishable among the overgrowth. As they strode forward, she could feel the ground harden and noticed that they were now walking on asphalt rather than dirt, a cracked and faded parking lot somewhere beneath the tall stalks of grass and weeds. 
 
    “Once upon a time,” Shawna said. “Looks like it’s been unused for a while, though. I’m talking decades, not months.” 
 
    Tristan stopped for a moment, flattening his hand over his eyes, then scanned the horizon, looking for anything that might ground their location. Several other darkened buildings were situated nearby, most of them running alongside the road that had once been. 
 
    “Some serious nineteenth century construction here,” he said. “I’m guessing this might have been a thriving part of Limon fifty years ago.” 
 
    “Wonder what happened,” Shawna said. 
 
    Tristan shrugged, holding the rifle in one hand. 
 
    “I guess that’s what some would call ‘progress’,” he said, making air quotes with his free hand. They continued forward, rounding the edge of the parking lot, then Tristan drew in a breath through gritted teeth, looking out over the plains. 
 
    Shawna followed the direction of his gaze and saw what had alarmed him. 
 
    Off in the distance, about a hundred yards to the northeast, a small plane had hit the ground. It looked like a Cessna or something similar, likely only a few passengers on board, but it had apparently been caught in the global lightning storm just like its larger cousins. Shawna realized she’d spent very little time thinking about the thousands of small planes that had likely crashed during the disaster, although the passengers on those planes were just as dead as the thousands of others across the world. 
 
    “We passed that municipal airport on our way into town,” Tristan said quietly, lowering his head. He shook it softly and Shawna thought she heard him whispering something to himself, something that sounded a lot like a prayer. 
 
    She gave him his moment of peace, letting him say what he wanted to say, then started walking toward the door of the bowling alley. 
 
    As Shawna figured it would be, the door was locked, but there was a small glass window and she found a rock and chucked it hard, smashing the glass wide open with a single throw. She extended her arm through and fished for the inside handle of the door, found it, unlocked it, then pulled it open, unleashing a dank, musty odor from inside the building. 
 
    The smell wasn’t foul or rotting, just old and wet; the smell of a moldy building that was well past its cleaning cycle. 
 
    Easing their way into the opened greeting area, they looked at the counter where a cash register still sat, though the money till was yanked open and empty, hanging askew from the rusting machine. Circling around the corner, Shawna looked at the back side of the counter where several cubbies held garish bowling shoes, then scrunched up her nose and turned away. As she moved to the end of the counter, she saw an entire tall cubby filled with aerosol deodorant cans, the sort of spray used to douse the smelly feet stuffed into the colorful shoes. 
 
    Tristan shouldered his rifle as he made his way down a hallway behind the counter toward the back room and laughed, his voice echoing from the darkness. 
 
    “Find something good?” 
 
    “A bunch of candlepin bowling balls,” he said. Shawna furrowed her brow a bit in pensive consideration. She made her way to the actual alleys themselves, a dozen of them all told, dimly lit, the floors dirty and unpolished, a strange forlorn look about the place. 
 
    She popped open several lockers set along the wall and found a few duffle bags stuffed into them, though when she pulled out the bags and rifled through them, there was nothing of interest inside. Shawna tossed the duffle bags on the floor, stacking them in a small pile before continuing on down the lanes, looking through a few more lockers as well as stopping at a small break room to check the vending machines, which had long since been cleared out. 
 
    Considering how long this building had been here, she wasn’t sure she’d want to eat anything she found in them anyway. 
 
    For several more minutes they walked up and down the lanes, searching for anything they might find useful and spent a few minutes chatting about what they’d found so far. 
 
    Satisfied with their own progress, they each scooped up two duffle bags and returned to the register counter, flopping the bags on top and immediately getting to work. 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna rotated her shoulders, groaning slightly as she looked down at the four duffel bags, they’d lugged back from the bowling alley. Tristan sat on a nearby stump just outside the clearing, bent over slightly, drawing in deep, slow breaths. 
 
    “That was the worst idea you ever had,” Tristan said, shaking his head. Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “Seemed like the right idea at the time.” 
 
    “And you want to lug those bags into town next?” Tristan asked. “Ain’t that like five miles?” 
 
    “Roxie’s young and strong, we’ll make her do it,” Shawna replied with a crooked grin. She looked over at Selanda. “Speaking of which, where is she?” 
 
    Selanda shrugged lightly. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her back yet. She’s been gone quite a while. I’m a little worried.” 
 
    Shawna looked vaguely south, as if she might be able to see her five miles away, then crossed her arms. 
 
    “Let’s not get too worried yet,” she said. “Give her time. She used to do this constantly back in Kansas City. She’s young, but she’s smart and she’s tough.” 
 
    As if on cue, the trees rustled quietly and Tristan bolted up from where he was sitting, lifting the rifle and aiming it toward the sound. Shawna moved behind a tree, pressing her shoulder to the trunk and looking out around its broad width. 
 
    She held up a hand. 
 
    “Easy, Big T, it’s our girl.” She stepped back and Roxie burst through the trees, stumbling forward, then bent over, hands on her thighs, gasping for air. 
 
    “Woah, woah, woah,” Shawna said, putting a calming hand on her back. “You okay, kiddo?” 
 
    Roxie nodded, but took a few more moments to collect herself. 
 
    “Found—found them,” she said. “They have the computer. I saw it.” 
 
    “You saw it?” Shawna asked. “Damn, girl, how close did you get?” 
 
    “Probably—too close,” she replied, shaking her head. “They spotted me, I had to run for it.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Roxie,” Shawna said, looking over her shoulder. “They didn’t follow you in here, did they?” 
 
    “No,” she replied and eased herself upright, trying to steady her gasps. “I doubled back, then ran along Interstate 70 for a ways before cutting back north. Nobody was trailing me.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” Shawna said, “that’s good. Poor Selanda was worried sick.” 
 
    Roxie smiled at the older woman, who smiled back, shaking her head. 
 
    “So, what you got for us?” Tristan asked, coming up behind her.  
 
    “I’ve got their precise location,” she said with a smile. “It’s like a low-budget office park. A few tractor trailers, without the trucks, an auto parts store, a few smaller houses, all collected into a small strip mall plaza kind of configuration.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna said with a nod. 
 
    “The crazy woman, she was inside the garage. Looked like she was preaching something or—I don’t know. She was definitely the center of attention. I snuck up and peeked through a window before somebody caught sight of me and I had to run for it. I saw the laptop laying right on the floor inside the garage, plain as day.” 
 
    “Was the satellite there, too?” Selanda asked. 
 
    “I figure it had to be,” Roxie replied. “The stuff was still in the bag, so I couldn’t really see. But it was all in that same bag, I didn’t see any indication that anyone had opened it.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Shawna nodded. “What about resistance? How many people were there?” 
 
    Roxie’s expression darkened. 
 
    “Lots,” she said solemnly. “Lots of people. I counted about eight of them with rifles, probably quite a few more with pistols. They had a huge bonfire going in the middle of the parking lot. As high as those flames were, I’m betting it’s been going for days.” 
 
    Shawna and Tristan exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Cars?” 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    About ten cars in and around the parking lot, and a multi-level parking garage behind the building. I saw cars stacked end-to-end in that parking garage, had to be hundreds of them. Probably not all the cars from town, but quite a few of them.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “I saw guards posted up on the top level,” she continued, “along with a scattering of sentries on the ground. A heavy armed presence, but if her cronies are anything like the witch lady, I’m guessing they’re not necessarily the smartest tactical brains out there.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, though she secretly wondered how much difference that would make with four people facing off against forty. 
 
    “You ask me,” Roxie continued, “probably best to wait until after dark to make our move. The light of the fire will help us navigate and might also keep their vision occupied, letting us sneak in and do what we need to do.” 
 
    The group was silent, considering her words and the report she brought back of counts and terrain. 
 
    “Tell me you’ve got some ideas?” Roxie asked. 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “We’ve got a few,” she said, eying the four duffle bags they’d brought back from the bowling alley. 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” Roxie replied, a sly smile creasing her face. “Because I’ve got a few ideas myself.” 
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    Joel found it funny just how quickly human beings could get used to environmental changes. He stood out on the sidewalk in downtown Malcolm, the rain pelting hard down around him, his hair slick with precipitation, his clothes clinging to him, damp with moisture. It wasn’t long ago that being out and about in this sort of hard rainfall would have sent most people dashing inside for cover or for their umbrellas, but as he looked up and down the quaint Malcolm downtown, he saw plenty of residents acting as if everything was normal as sheets of rain hammered the pavement. 
 
    Rain was almost a constant these days, either a light mist or a pounding downpour, and at the moment, the weather was inching far closer to downpour than mist. Joel didn’t mind the rain, and in fact, he never had. Living in the damp humidity of southern Louisiana, he’d always found something refreshing about a cool, summer rain. But he suspected it continued to make Helen uneasy, for understandable reasons. After all, it had been the rain and the wind that had forced her and her father to head home from the restaurant, and it had been the rain and the wind that brought the tree down in front of them. 
 
    Ultimately, the rain had taken her father from her, and it had only been just over two months ago, though there were times it felt far, far longer. Joel sometimes struggled to think back to a time before Helen had fallen into his lap, and it seemed like when he did remember the days before his time with her, every memory was painful. 
 
    He closed his eyes, lifting his head as if he might look up into the sun, even though he hadn’t seen the sun in what felt like forever. Hard rain beat down upon his forehead and ran through his dark hair, and he tried to lean into the feeling of cleanliness, of the pure rainwater washing free all of the corruption on him and in him. 
 
    It wasn’t working. 
 
    In his mind he saw his wife and daughter as he always seemed to, out in the front yard, playing on the swing set, his wife squeezed into a swing next to her young child, smiling, her hair flowing out behind her as she taught the young girl how to pump her legs. 
 
    They were always basked in the pale glow of sunlight, Tia’s hair glowing with the reflection of early morning dawn, the trilling song of birds floating in the early morning air. 
 
    Every bit of that memory was now gone. There was no dawn anymore, no sun shining, even through the clouds. There was no swing set. It had burned to a charred husk in the fire. 
 
    There was no Tia. No Winnie. Both of them were reduced to blackened flesh and ash, nothing left to bury or for an open casket funeral. 
 
    There were days he even wondered if the birds still lived, many of those happy sing-song creatures petrified of this new reality, their trilling calls silenced by the constant low rumble of thunder. Rainwater beat down upon him and not for the first time he wished each drop was a razor blade, cutting at his flesh, raking him with the pain and agony he deserved for letting that happen to his family. 
 
    “Joel?” 
 
    His eyes blinked open and he lowered his chin, looking to his right. Colonel Carter was approaching, hands in his pockets, his close-cropped gray hair matted with the falling rain. 
 
    Joel nodded toward him. 
 
    “Am I supposed to call you Colonel?” he asked with a hint of skepticism. 
 
    Carter smiled and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Everyone does. Old habits die hard, I suppose.” 
 
    Joel nodded again and shrugged, facing forward. 
 
    “You do this often? Just—stand out in the rain?” 
 
    “These days it’s raining pretty much all the time,” Joel replied. “No matter what you do, you’re always out in the rain.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Carter said, coming up next to him and standing shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not really accustomed to not being on the run from something,” Joel replied. “It still feels a little strange to accept the fact that we’ve actually reached a destination.” 
 
    “It’s no small feat,” Carter said, shaking his head. “Even during the best of times walking from Louisiana to Cheyenne would have been a monumental effort. To do it during these days? I’m still not sure how you managed it.” 
 
    “The horses helped,” Joel said. 
 
    “Horses?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “We had a couple of horses for most of our trip. Until we got to Cheyenne. When it became clear we weren’t going to slip away, I set them free, hoping that maybe they’d find some nice pasture to live out their days.” 
 
    Carter barked a short laugh, shaking his head. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Young brown-and-white mare? A gelding in pure brown?” 
 
    “Yeah, as a matter of fact,” Joel said warily. 
 
    “We found them. Yesterday. When our hunting party spotted the campfire, we expanded our perimeter and we ran across them in a field to the southeast of here. Brought them back and handed them over to Yvonne—she’s our nature lover.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Joel said. “Helen will be ecstatic. She grew pretty fond of Maggie.” 
 
    “Maggie, huh? I like it. The gelding?” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “I called him Dirtbag.” 
 
    Carter chuckled. 
 
    “Reminds me of some of the students we had through here.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a few moments, the rain falling down around them, and Joel shifted uncomfortably, adjusting his right arm slightly. 
 
    “Helen tells us that you’ve got a nasty injury there,” Carter said. “We’ve got pretty well-equipped medical facilities. I’m sure we can help you with that.” 
 
    “I’ll probably take you up on that at some point,” Joel replied. “Helen did a good job cleaning and stitching me up, but there’s only so much you can do out in the wilderness with a needle and thread and boiling water.” 
 
    Carter pressed his teeth together. 
 
    “That sounds unpleasant.” 
 
    Joel seemed to consider this statement. It had been unpleasant, no doubt about it. Painful, too. 
 
    But for all of the violence, all of the bloodshed, and all of the suffering they’d been through over the past two months, he couldn’t help but think longingly of the time he and Helen had spent making their way here. For every life-threatening moment, there was a feeling of triumph over what they’d accomplished. A sense of awe and amazement for each natural waterfall they’d stumbled across taking the horses through the woods. 
 
    The bonds they’d formed with the two animals, not to mention Picasso. 
 
    Not to mention each other. 
 
    In spite of everything there had been moments of laughter buried within the moments of pain. The white-hot intensity of the pain only served to make the laughter all the richer in flavor, like a savory mouthful of clean water in a barren desert of suffering. 
 
    “Your grandfather was a great man,” Carter continued, changing the subject. “He told us a lot about your struggles. Your father’s struggles. He felt terrible about—” 
 
    “Nothing to feel terrible about,” Joel said quickly, cutting Carter off before he meandered too far down that path. 
 
    “I—I am dreadfully sorry about what happened to your wife and your daughter,” he said, still looking forward. “Lyle was devastated, not just about that, but how you were treated afterwards. It really tore him up inside.” 
 
    Joel nodded, but did not speak, not knowing how to respond. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’ve noticed,” Carter said, “we are a very private and protective community here. We’re not very open to outsiders.” 
 
    Joel nodded, sensing what was coming next. 
 
    “Lyle was family here,” Carter continued, “so by extension, you’re family as well. If you need somewhere to be, now that Helen has been reunited with her mother, we’ve got a place for you here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Joel said quietly, considering the impact of Carter’s words. That hadn’t been what he’d expected Carter to say and he felt a little speechless given the gravity of the statement. 
 
    He also felt conflicted. 
 
    He’d always thought that once Helen had been reunited with her family, he would walk off into the sunset, unburdened by responsibility, with a sense of freedom he hadn’t felt in a very long time. Part of him thought that he might try and make his way back to Louisiana, to see if the passing months had provided any peace or solved the problems, he’d been desperate to escape. 
 
    As long as it hadn’t been raided, his grandfather’s cabin should still be intact, and while two months without power would have spoiled quite a bit of what had been stored in the basement, there had been quite a few canned goods and well-preserved foods that didn’t require refrigeration. He thought he might be able to get things set back up pretty easily. 
 
    But the prospect of trying to walk back to Louisiana from Wyoming suddenly seemed daunting at best and impossible at worst. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” he finally said quietly. “Definitely a tempting prospect.” 
 
    “We’ve got food, we’ve got gravity-fed water, we’ve got decent security. We’re even working to expand our underground shelter as the frequency of the lightning strikes increase. It’s a good place to call home, all things considered.” 
 
    “What about all these stories I’m hearing of the threat of military action?” 
 
    “I won’t lie,” Carter replied, “there’s truth to them. None of us really knows what to expect, but if you think you’ll be safer on your own walking through the Wyoming woods, I think you need a bit of a reality check.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing I don’t think I’ll ever feel, it’s ‘safe’,” Joel replied. “I haven’t felt safe since my family died in that fire. I’ve felt like something dark and hungry was lurking around every corner, and so far, that feeling has been accurate. It’s even saved my life a few times.” 
 
    “I can relate,” Carter said. “So think about it, all right? At least here you’ve got friends to help you. You’re not on your own.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Joel said, nodding. 
 
    Carter nodded back and turned away. 
 
    “Wait,” Joel said before Carter could walk off. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Joel chewed over his next words, trying to think about how to say what he needed to say. In the end, he thought the truth was the best approach. 
 
    “You should know that I believe Helen and I may have someone following us.” 
 
    “Oh?” Carter asked, suddenly interested, his weathered flesh twisting into a furrowed brow. 
 
    “We ran across this group in Oklahoma,” he said. “They’re the ones that gave me this,” he patted the area where his chest met his shoulder, indicating the injury that lay beneath the cloth shirt he was wearing. “Shot me with an arrow and kidnapped Helen, wanted to adopt her into their family or something.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Anyway, I wasn’t going to let that happen. There was a fight and I managed to get Helen free. But—well…people died.” 
 
    Carter nodded firmly again, but more in understanding than judgment. 
 
    “There were a few of these people that stumbled upon the scene after the fight was done, and one of them in particular—he’s from Eastern Europe, I believe. Clearly has military training, a guy by the name of Ali.” 
 
    “He followed you here? From Oklahoma?”  
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Well, as far as Cheyenne, anyway. He was definitely there, and Helen managed to use his hatred of us to help us escape. We’re a little worried that he might have escaped as well and could be pursuing us.” 
 
    Carter stroked his chin. 
 
    “You mentioned your hunting party seeing smoke from a campfire, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, they did. A ways east of where you came out, but there was definitely something there.” 
 
    “We were very, very careful,” Joel said. “Did everything we could not to create smoke. We’ve gotten pretty good at that over the past couple of months.” 
 
    “So you think the campfire we saw might have been his?” 
 
    “I’m leaning that direction.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Carter replied. “We’ve got regular patrols. Sentries running the perimeter of the whole compound at least four times a day, morning and night.” 
 
    “I’ve seen this guy fight,” Joel warned. “These sentries—what kind of training do they have?” 
 
    Carter shifted nervously. 
 
    “They’ve got some training. But obviously, we don’t exactly have a robust special forces school here or anything.” 
 
    “How many sentries patrolling at once?” 
 
    Carter lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    “Well, since we’ve expanded our outreach, we’ve been forced to send one at a time in some cases. Like this morning when Jack ran across you guys. Obviously, that’s not our preference, but we have to do what we have to do with the numbers we’ve got.” 
 
    “Understood,” Joel agreed. “Well, something to keep in mind. If he is following us, he’ll be coming out near where we did, I’d think.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Carter said. “Those two farms there, we trust those families implicitly. I’ll pass the word along that they should be on watch. Let us know if they see or hear anything strange in that area. I’ll debrief Prescott and the others as well, make sure everyone has all the information.” 
 
    “When you do that, feel free to include me,” Joel said. “I know him. We’ve tangled a few times, and somehow I’m still breathing.” 
 
    “But he is, too.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “He’s missing an eye. And he’s likely walking with a limp. Our last fight was particularly brutal, but he was on the wrong end of it. I’m not especially confident that will happen again if it comes to that, though. By all rights, he should have died twice now, but he keeps on coming. I think he’s fueled by pure hate.” 
 
    “That’s a dangerous thing.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Joel replied, then looked away. “I know what it’s like.” 
 
    Carter nodded wordlessly, then slowly turned and walked away, leaving Joel alone in the pouring rain. 
 
    # 
 
    The dining hall was empty at that time of day, except for Laura and Helen who sat at one of the makeshift picnic benches, sitting across from each other, each of them with a cup of black coffee clamped in their hands. Helen took a sip, grimaced slightly, then set the mug back down. 
 
    “Fourteen years old and you’re drinking black coffee,” Laura said with a chuckle. “You’re my daughter all right.” 
 
    “It’s Joel’s fault,” Helen replied with a crooked smile. “I always thought it was nasty, but I’ve somehow acquired a taste for it.” 
 
    “Seems that’s another thing I owe our friend Joel,” Laura said, taking her own sip. “I—I’m not sure how to repay him.” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. Does he need repayment? Was taking care of me a job or something?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Laura replied, “but he helped get you here in one piece. That’s…incredible.” 
 
    “We helped each other,” Helen said flatly. 
 
    “I’m sure you did.” 
 
    Helen lowered her eyes and took another sip of her dark, hot coffee. Laura reached out, gently touching her arm. 
 
    “Listen, Helen. There’s nothing I can say or do that will make up what you’ve been through over the past two months. Nothing that will make up for my absence from your life.” 
 
    Helen didn’t reply. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gone over my mistakes in my head. Wishing I’d done something different. That I’d made better choices.” 
 
    “Did you love him?” Helen asked. “Dad, I mean?” 
 
    Laura pressed her lips together and looked down at the table. 
 
    “I mean, if you didn’t love him, then leaving was probably the right choice,” she said. “Better than hanging around and making everyone miserable because you were so unhappy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t necessarily unhappy,” Laura replied. “I was…it—it’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “I’m fourteen,” Helen said, “I’m not a little kid anymore. Explain it to me.” 
 
    Laura smiled uncomfortably. 
 
    “Well, I mean, for most of my life I’d had an interest in analyzing weather patterns—being a climatologist. It’s what I went to school for. When I met your father—when I got pregnant, I put all of that aside. Folded it up and stuffed it in a drawer, wanting to focus on what was important.” 
 
    “So there was a point when I was actually important?” Helen asked, sounding more sarcastic than she intended. 
 
    “Helen,” Laura replied, “you have always been important.” 
 
    “But not more important than your stupid storm chaser career. That dumb YouTube channel you started with only two thousand subscribers?” 
 
    Laura opened her mouth to reply, but eased it closed again, preferring silence to anger. 
 
    “Two thousand subscribers, Mom. Yes, when I got old enough, I checked out your channel. That lucrative career you ditched us for. Two thousand subscribers, Mom.” 
 
    “It wasn’t about that, Helen,” Laura said, her voice choking. “I just—I needed to follow my dreams. And yes, like you said, I didn’t feel the same way about your father as I did before. I—I’d changed.” 
 
    Helen closed her eyes, feeling the sting of approaching tears, but not wanting them to come. 
 
    “Helen, I don’t want to fight with you,” Laura said, removing her hands from the coffee cup and placing them on Helen’s. “Please. We’ve spent enough years apart. You’ve spent most of your life hating and resenting me. I can’t change what happened, but I can change how I behave going forward. That’s what I want to do.” 
 
    “I—I know, Mom,” Helen replied. “I’m sorry. The past two months have been hard. It’s given me a lot of time to think. And reflect. The resentment is hard to keep down.” 
 
    “I know, sweetheart,” Laura said, squeezing her daughter’s hands. “And believe me, I deserve every ounce of resentment you have for me. Yes, my feelings changed, but—but it was wrong of me to remove myself from your life. There were…better ways to handle what happened.” 
 
    Helen nodded shakily. 
 
    “Please, just know, that no matter what I did or how I acted, none of it was a reflection on how I felt about you. I never ever once stopped loving you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Laura removed her hands and took another sip of coffee, looking down into the rippling liquid. 
 
    “You said things happened over the past two months,” Laura said quietly. “What…sorts of things are you talking about?” 
 
    Helen took her own sip of coffee, looking at her mother over the lip of her cup. 
 
    “I don’t—do I have to talk about that?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Laura said. “I would never force you to. I was just—it kills me to think about what you’ve been through. What you’ve seen. I can’t even—you’re fourteen, Helen.” 
 
    “I’ve grown up fast over the past two months,” Helen said. “Maybe a little too fast.” 
 
    Laura smiled.  
 
    “Any teenage girl who thinks they’re growing up too fast clearly has been through some shit,” she said, then put a hand to her mouth. “Oh! I’m sorry. Been through some stuff.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve been alone with Joel for two months, Mom,” Helen said, “I’ve heard worse words than that.” 
 
    “I’ll have to have a talk with that young man about the proper way to act in front of a young lady.” 
 
    Helen laughed and Laura laughed with her, and for that small pocket of time, everything felt right in the world. 
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    “Now, don’t think we don’t appreciate your efforts, young man, but Mrs. Longacre and me, we’ve been shootin’ since y’all were pulling girls’ ponytails on the kindergarten playground. I know you’re only doin’ what you gotta do, but I’m thinking we could teach you a thing or two, not t’other way around.” 
 
    Trevor and Jack smirked at each other, Trevor nodding as Mr. Longacre stepped from his front stoop and starting walking toward the barn, paying absolutely zero attention to the falling rain. Both of the militia members wore dark rain slickers, the water sweeping from their smooth surfaces in sheets as it fell. Each of them carried an AR-15 as they trailed after the old man, walking toward his large barn. 
 
    “Oh, we know that, Mr. Longacre,” Trevor said, speaking to the man’s back, “but we’ve also gotta talk about emergency response. Your farm here is on the northern edge of Zone Three, which means you’re the tip of the spear if we get attacked from the mountains.” 
 
    “Yessir,” Mr. Longacre said, nodding as he moved toward the open door of the red structure, making his way inside, the other two following him. “I do realize that, thank you. We went over the emergency response plan three times last night alone. We take our jobs seriously.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Trevor replied. “I’m sure you understand that not everyone does.” 
 
    Mr. Longacre harrumphed in a way that told them he knew quite well that not everyone did. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that with me and the missus.” He walked deeper into the barn and Jack looked around, sliding the hood off his head now that they were under some shelter. Several animal hides were stretched along one wall, nailed up over a drainage system in the floor of the barn. 
 
    “You tanning those hides, Mr. Longacre?” Jack asked, nodding toward them. 
 
    “Sure am, young man,” he replied. “I’m the town’s most experienced leather worker. Any time someone in this town shoots a deer or butchers a cow or hog, I end up with the hides.” He pointed to two of them at the end of the row. “These two came from those big elk we just got yesterday. Gorgeous hides, absolutely gorgeous.” 
 
    Jack nodded, impressed. 
 
    “Way we figure it,” Longacre continued, “the longer this goes on, the more we’re going to need some sort of way to manufacture our own clothing and supplies.” 
 
    “Seems like a tall order just for you,” Jack said. 
 
    “Ain’t just me, son,” the older man replied. “My wife, too. And like I said, we’re just the most experienced ones. We ain’t the only ones. Got half a dozen of us, all told. Hides start with me, and I do what I can, but if we start getting a backlog, I shuffle them around a bit as necessary.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Well, thank the Lord we ain’t needed ’em yet. Only been a couple of months, and we do have a stockpile of clothes and fabric. Along with me and the missus and the other leather workers, we’ve got a dozen seamstresses, too. A dozen experienced ones and probably twice as many inexperienced ones. We’re set up for the long haul ’round here.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Jack smiled, “impressive.” 
 
    Mr. Longacre smiled thinly, then looked over at Trevor. 
 
    “So, as we was saying—you don’t have to worry about us. We get attacked from the mountains, we’ve got the emergency response plan down.” He gestured for them to follow him and he walked toward the opposite end of the barn, which had another open barn door. The two of them looked at each other again, then continued on, venturing back out into the rain, Jack easing the hood back over his head. Rain scattered along its slick surface, falling in heavier sheets now, the growling thunder growing louder by the minute. 
 
    As they stepped out into wet dirt, a fork of lightning ripped across the horizon, followed by the whipping snap of thunder. Longacre turned away slightly, but quickly recovered, walking forward again. 
 
    Jack and Trevor continued, their boots sinking gently into the thickening mud, following him as he walked around to the rear of the house. He pointed off to a shadow in the distance and they had to walk forward a short way to get a better view. 
 
    In his backyard, Mr. Longacre had stacked several sandbags in a chest-high perimeter wall, arching away from the brick structure of his house. They curved gently back, forming a nest of sorts and several feet away, the slanted entrance to his basement sat flush against the back wall of his house. 
 
    “See that entrance to the basement there?” Longacre asked, pointing at the slanted door housing. 
 
    “Yeah,” Trevor replied. 
 
    “We have an old storm shelter underground there,” the old man continued, “and I built an underground tunnel that comes right up inside that gun nest there. I can hold off a whole squad of attackers from that angle, then go underground into the house if it looks like I’m gonna be overrun. The minute they appear, the missus is going to hit the road, head down to our neighbors’, and start gathering the troops. One of them will sound the general alarm throughout the town.” 
 
    Trevor nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said, “that’s good.” 
 
    “So, like I said, young man,” Longacre said, “we’re all set. Don’t need y’all’s help. We’ll do our part.” 
 
    “Good man,” Jack replied and extended a hand, which the old man took eagerly and shook. He and Trevor turned away and walked past the barn, back out toward the dirt road leading back into town, the rain smacking the ground all around them. As they walked, Jack pulled up the raincoat sleeve on his left wrist. 
 
    “Got about thirty minutes until the briefing starts,” he said. “We might have to hoof it back into town. Wasn’t expecting Longacre to give us the nickel tour of his weapons-fortified gun nest.” 
 
    “Hey, at least the man’s prepared,” Trevor replied. “Better than we can say for some.” 
 
    Jack nodded and the two broke into a jog to run back toward town. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack slammed the door closed behind them, a swift torrent of rain sealed off with the closing door, puddles already forming at their feet. Colonel Carter looked over from the front of the meeting hall as Jack and Trevor peeled off their soaked ponchos and hung them up on a coat rack set against the wall. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” Jack said, running his hand through his soaked hair. “Mr. Longacre gave us a tour of his weapons cache.” 
 
    Carter laughed in spite of himself. 
 
    “He’s got quite the set up there, doesn’t he? Old man Longacre’s been a fixture in this town for decades.” 
 
    “Did you know he had an underground storm shelter with a secret tunnel to his backyard?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Can’t say that I did,” Carter replied. 
 
    “He’s built a sandbagged foxhole around it,” Jack said. “Built it up pretty nicely. A well-trained and well-armed group of five could hold off twenty attackers from that position.” 
 
    “Guess I’m glad he’s in charge of Zone Three, then,” Carter replied. “If only the rest of them were so well-prepared.” 
 
    “If they were,” Pike interjected, standing just to Carter’s left, “maybe we wouldn’t have to have all these strategy sessions.” 
 
    “But they’re not,” Carter said, “and we do. So, let’s get to it.” 
 
    Jack nodded, noticing that along with Pike, the new guy, the one named Joel was there, too, standing across the long table from Pike, all three of them hovering over a paper map scrawled with a rough diagram of the compound’s perimeter. 
 
    Jack hadn’t been all that excited to see Pike in the room, but for some reason he couldn’t explain, he felt okay about seeing Joel there. There was something about the grizzled, angry-looking man that exuded confidence. Knowing that he’d been able to travel from Louisiana to Cheyenne, Wyoming and remain relatively in one piece said a lot about him. 
 
    Plus, Jack felt a certain kinship. They’d both traveled halfway across the country, mostly by foot, and had both stared down death and destruction and come out the other end physically intact. There was something to be said of the way surviving those events brought people together. 
 
    He could identify with him and knew Joel could identify with him as well, even though they’d known each other for only a partial day. 
 
    Plus, Joel had spent time in the military, and had gone through the rigors of preparation and survival tactics with his grandfather. By all accounts, he deserved a place at this table. 
 
    Pike, however…Jack’s blood ran cold just looking at the man. A lifelong opportunist, whose sole mission had been to try and convince one side that the other side hated them. If half of what Laura had said was true, he’d made a career out of facilitating revolutions and wars in third-party countries, helping destabilize their governments so the United States could help place tin-pot dictators in seats of power. 
 
    It all felt very wrong and all too much like what was happening in America right now. The president was supposed dead, and the bloodthirsty secretary of defense, Drydan Willoughby sat in his seat. 
 
    How much had Pike helped to facilitate that, Jack wondered. 
 
    He pushed those thoughts out of his head and strode forward, taking his place on the side of the table next to Joel while Trevor walked to the other side, standing next to Pike. They both looked at the map on the table, noticing where Carter had drawn large circles and tightly formed x’s. 
 
    “Okay, so what you see here,” Carter began, “is basically our compound’s perimeter. I’ve circled some choke points and some weak points, and we need to look through this and decide how to set some of it equal.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “The idea is to stack heavy defenses to the left and right of these X’s, which are our strongest areas of defense. If we can funnel any potential attackers through those choke points, it becomes much easier to hold our position against a larger force.” Carter pointed to various areas around the map on the table. 
 
    “Obviously our biggest choke points are the east gate and the west gate, and that’s by design. It’s part of the reason why this location works so well. We’ve got thick forests to the south and mountains to the north, with us caught right in this narrow valley that gives us natural barriers.” 
 
    “Do you really think those natural barriers will keep the military from advancing in either of those directions?” Jack asked. “As we’ve seen,” he gestured toward Joel, “a small team can get through those trees without much difficulty.” 
 
    Pike crossed his arms, shaking his head slowly. 
 
    “Not Lancaster’s style,” he said. “His philosophy aligns with Willoughby—peace through overwhelming firepower. He’s not going to dispatch a small strike team through the trees, he’s going to roll up on us with as much armor as he can stuff down that access road.” 
 
    “Strategies that worked in Chicago are not going to work here,” Joel replied, looking up at Pike. “Certainly he must understand that?” 
 
    Pike shrugged. 
 
    “Chicago wasn’t his only combat experience. He served three tours in Afghanistan, too. Lots of mountains, lots of treacherous valleys, small pockets of heavily fortified insurgents. Sound familiar?” 
 
    “You watch who you call insurgents, Mr. Pike,” Carter snarled, looking none too impressed. 
 
    “It wasn’t meant as an insult, Colonel. Just a statement. Lancaster’s been using these tactics most of his military career.” 
 
    “I’d be interested to know what the casualty rate for the men under his command was,” Carter said. 
 
    Pike looked pensive. 
 
    “Lancaster’s perspective is skewed,” he said, “but he’s not some mindless monster throwing his troops to the wolves.” 
 
    “Tell that to his men in Indianapolis,” Carter said. 
 
    Pike shook his head more firmly. 
 
    “That’s not what happened in Indianapolis,” Pike replied. “Their helicopter went down and they were swarmed by an angry mob on the ground. If anything, that just reinforced Lancaster’s belief that armor and heavy caliber are the way to stamp out any perceived threat.” 
 
    “Just so I’m clear,” Carter continued, pushing himself upright, moving his eyes from the map to Pike. “What you’re suggesting is that we pull back our defensive line from the north and the south and focus our attention on the east and west gates?” 
 
    “Primarily the east,” Pike replied. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but wouldn’t he have to go through this valley to even get to our west gate?” 
 
    Carter nodded, looking back down at the map. 
 
    “With all due respect, Colonel,” Jack piped up and Carter looked at him. “A change like this requires us to reset and reconfigure every single zone. We’d be burning down the emergency response plan and starting from scratch.” 
 
    “Not only that,” Trevor said, “but we’d be purposefully leaving our north and south exposed and funneling the majority of our defenses on a single choke point based purely on the word of—” 
 
    Pike’s eyes darted toward him. 
 
    “The word of what?” Pike replied. 
 
    “The word of a career spy,” Joel said, his voice catching people off guard. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” Pike replied, “but is your perspective far more valuable than mine, considering you’ve been with us for all of what—eight hours?” 
 
    “Not picking a fight,” Joel replied angrily, “just stating the truth.” 
 
    “You know nothing about me,” Pike replied. 
 
    “I know what you’ve told the people gathered around the table,” Joel replied. “That you’ve spent most of your career in and out of the darkest hallways of the Pentagon. That you made your living off of sneaking around and subterfuge. Deceit and well-orchestrated half-truths. These are all based on your words not my suspicions.” 
 
    “I’ve been completely transparent with everyone here,” Pike replied. “You asked for the truth, and I’ve told it to you. Lord knows I didn’t have to. I haven’t exactly been treated with respect since I arrived.” 
 
    “You have a bed, a roof, and two meals a day,” Carter snapped. “What more respect do you think you need?” 
 
    Pike closed his eyes and drew in a breath, clearly attempting to ease his tension. 
 
    “I came here,” he finally replied, “to try and help. Presumably, you’ve kept me around because I have insider knowledge of the strategies and tactics of our military leaders. If you’re not going to take my advice, I’m not sure what I’m doing here.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Jack replied sharply. 
 
    “Look, Prescott,” Pike growled, “you’ve done nothing but look down your nose at me since I got here and all I’m trying to do is help. Do we need to take a walk outside and talk about this amongst ourselves?” 
 
    “Happy to take a walk outside,” Jack snapped back, “but I’m not sure I’ll be doing much talking.” 
 
    “Jack!” Carter shouted. “That’s enough.” He closed his eyes and clenched his fist, resting it on the table. “We’re all stretched thin. Stressed beyond belief. But no matter what our various backgrounds are, we are all on the same side. We all have a vested interest in staying alive if the military decides to strike.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Joel asked, turning to look at Carter. “For all we know, this guy was sent by the government to convince us to stand by our front door while we leave our back doors wide open.” 
 
    Pike laughed and the eyes all turned toward him. 
 
    “If you think the government needs me to trick you all in order to facilitate an attack, then you’re already screwed. We’re talking about the United States Army here. If Lancaster wants to, he’ll roll two hundred tons of heavy armor right up that street and blow this whole compound to shit. He doesn’t need my help with that.” 
 
    The words hung thick in the room, the mood turning sour, like the lingering stink of rotting milk. Everyone’s eyes fell, looking at the map as the reality of the situation began settling down around them. 
 
    Carter flexed his fingers, his eyes never leaving the map on the table in front of him. 
 
    “Okay,” he said quietly and somberly, “let’s take a break. We’ll come back in an hour and see if we can get focused again. Clearly tempers are a bit hot right now. Take a walk in the rain and cool off a little, try to sort out your thoughts and we’ll all come back together.” 
 
    Everyone silently agreed, and Jack was the first to stride toward the door, hooking the poncho from the coat rack on his way out. 
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    In spite of what Carter had claimed, the pelting rain did little to calm Joel’s taut nerves. As Carter had asked, everyone had dispersed, leaving the meeting hall to try and calm down before coming back in an hour. 
 
    The rain had not relented at all since earlier in the morning and it hammered down around him in thick, slanted sheets, though he just let it crash down, making no move to find shelter or put a barrier between him and the precipitation. 
 
    “Joel?” a voice called through the sound of the rain. 
 
    Joel turned and saw Jack approaching, his poncho drenched with rain.  
 
    “You got a minute?” 
 
    Joel nodded as Jack gestured toward a small building across the street. They walked shoulder to shoulder toward the small structure, which looked as though it was a residence at one point, though the state of the grass surrounding it made Joel believe it was likely abandoned. 
 
    Jack eased open the front door and held it for Joel, who ducked and went through, feeling a sense of relief as the heavily pounding rainwater fell away behind him. He found himself standing in a sparse house, a building that was clearly a home at one point, though the floors were bare wood and there was no furniture to spare. 
 
    “What is this place?” Joel asked, looking around. 
 
    Jack pulled his poncho off and tossed it over the railing of a nearby set of stairs going to a second floor. 
 
    “We’ve got several of them scattered through town,” Jack replied. “While we’re working to expand the underground shelter, we cleared out several smaller houses, consolidated residents, just so we could have shelter from lightning if it comes to that.” 
 
    “So, a bunch of empty houses just sitting around?” Joel asked. 
 
    “More or less. Once Laura’s lightning rod project stalled, Mayor Phillips put a priority on building some measure of protection from the lightning strikes. Once it became clear that the underground bunker was going to take a while, we decided this might be a quick fix.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    Jack looked at the man, his hair matted tight to his skull, his clothes drenched and clinging to him. 
 
    “We have extra ponchos,” Jack said. “You should get one. Being constantly cold and wet is a good way to get sick, and we need everyone to be as healthy as possible.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Happy to. Where can I find one?” 
 
    “Our PX is just west of downtown, near the mess hall. It’s open twenty-four seven, staffed by a rotating group of shopkeepers. There are certain items they’ll hand out for nothing. Ponchos are one of them. Some items you’ll have to pay or trade for.” 
 
    Joel chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “This place…it’s like, I don’t know. My grandfather would have been in heaven here.” 
 
    Jack smiled. 
 
    “I didn’t know your grandfather, but I’m constantly impressed by how this place is put together. It’s not perfect, not by a long shot, but if I was going to be stuck anywhere, I’m sort of glad it’s here.” 
 
    “Sort of? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Jack considered his next words, running a hand through his wet hair. 
 
    “They’re very protective here. Private, bordering on insular. When I first got here, it was a challenge. It still is. I don’t truly feel like I belong here.” 
 
    “Aren’t you in charge?” Joel asked. “You’re a squad leader, right?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “I am, but it took a bit to get here. Shortly after we arrived there was—well—two people died. They were murdered.” 
 
    Joel’s brow knitted. 
 
    “By someone in town?” 
 
    “No, not exactly. An assassin was sent by the government. Laura—Helen’s mom—see, she’s got some inside dirt on the people who put Project: Heatshield together. The folks responsible for everything that’s going on.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Joel asked. 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Deadly serious. Anyway, this assassin, he killed two sentries on his way into town and as the ‘new guy’”—his fingers hooked into air quotes—“I was immediately to blame. I was thrown in a holding cell and threatened with all manner of consequences.” 
 
    “Without any sort of trial or evidence or anything?” 
 
    Jack nodded again. 
 
    “Colonel Carter is the judge, the jury, and I imagine he’d be the executioner if it came to that.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Joel replied, “even if it is a little scary.” 
 
    “He’s not someone you want to be on the wrong side of,” Jack said. “Lucky for you, you’ve got your grandfather as an in. That seems to have helped you considerably.” 
 
    “Lucky for me.” 
 
    “You don’t know how lucky. I feel pretty certain if the two of you hadn’t had contacts in town you would have been immediately thrown out on your asses. Sent to fend for yourselves. This place does not like strangers.” 
 
    “So, explain Pike,” Joel said. “One of these things is not like the other.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Jack replied, rolling his eyes. “I’m glad you noticed.” 
 
    “Is he who he says he is?” 
 
    “I have no idea. He and Laura have a history.” 
 
    “Laura? Like, Helen’s mom Laura?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Okay, this is starting to feel like Days of our Lives,” Joel said. “I kept to myself back at home because I wanted to stay out of the soap opera drama. This place seems to be built upon it.” 
 
    “Stone Sword became a beacon of sorts in the early days. Doing their radio broadcasts, even through word of mouth. They earned a lot of attention, for better or worse.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to those radio broadcasts?” Joel asked. “They just sort of—stopped.” 
 
    “Carter finally convinced the mayor that they were creating more harm than good. Getting this compound lots of attention it didn’t want. But I think the horses are out of the barn on that one, especially if Colonel Lancaster is leading the charge against us.” 
 
    “Well, if we hadn’t heard the broadcasts, we may not have known this place was still up and running. So, in a way, I’m glad for them.” 
 
    “I see where you’re coming from,” Jack replied. “I just hope it doesn’t mean bad things still to come. If half of what Pike says is true, Lancaster and Willoughby are twenty pounds of evil in a five-pound bag and being on their radar is not a good thing.” 
 
    “Do you believe half of what Pike says?” Joel asked. Jack smiled a crooked, knowing smile. 
 
    “He brings up a good point, as much as I hate to admit it,” he finally said. “About Lancaster being able to wipe us off the map if he really wanted to. There isn’t much reason for them to send Pike here. Realistically they don’t need his help.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Joel said. “So why is he here?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Like I said, he and Laura have history. I think—well, I’m pretty sure he was hoping his heroic return might sweep her off her feet or something. Or he thinks Willoughby is targeting her and is trying to protect her.” 
 
    “Either way, his intentions sound noble.” 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “As much as I hate to admit it…yeah, at the end of the day they probably are.” 
 
    “Then, as much as I hate to admit it, considering his background,” Joel said, “maybe it is in our best interests to listen to what he has to say. He knows them both, Lancaster and Willoughby, and if he is truly here to help, then—” 
 
    “You bring up some good points,” Jack replied, feeling deflated. “As much as I’d love to kick him to the curb, the fact is he may just know what he’s talking about after all.” 
 
    “When it comes right down to it,” Joel sighed, “we need to be worried about survival. Nothing more, nothing less. Sometimes that comes in less-desirable methods, but I’m not sure we’re in a position to be picky. We need to accept help where we can get it.” 
 
    Jack walked to the coat rack and removed his poncho, pulling it on over his shoulders. 
 
    “You know, I followed you out here because I thought we could commiserate over our shared hatred of that jerk,” Jack said, “and instead you convinced me to give him a second chance. I don’t know whether to thank you or be pissed off at you.” 
 
    “Story of my life,” Joel replied. “I seem to have that effect on a lot of people.” 
 
    The two men laughed and walked back out the door, preparing to head back to the meeting hall. As they ventured from the structure, a shadowed form approached, jogging along the sidewalk, shrouded in its own soaking wet poncho. Jack pulled up, turning to look at the approaching jogger. 
 
    “Woah!” Jack shouted, holding up a hand. “Where’s the fire?” 
 
    “Jack!” the jogger shouted back. “Just who I was looking for.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    The jogger drew closer and Jack smiled, nodding. 
 
    “Ah, Burke. Sorry, didn’t recognize you through the rain and with your hood up. Where you off to?” 
 
    “My first turn as runner,” Burke replied, smiling underneath the wet hood. He was a young man, though older than Jack and clearly proud to have been tapped for this particular job. “Carter asked me to check with you before I went. Said he thought you were over here somewhere.” 
 
    “Congrats, Burke,” Jack said with a nod. “You’re going to want to hit the southern ridge,” he said, pointing in the direction of the trees, south of town. “Stick to the tree line, run parallel with the access road.” Jack stepped around Burke and looked at his backpack. “Got enough supplies in there? Leaving this late in the day, you’ll be spending at least one night in the woods.” 
 
    “I know,” Burke replied with a smile. “Got the tent and sleeping bag. Fire starters and quick-ignite kindling. Portable stove and filtered water bottle. A six-pack of energy bars, too, just in case.” 
 
    Jack stepped back, looking at him again. 
 
    “I know you guys don’t carry rifles; do you have your backup weapon?” 
 
    Burke nodded, padding a holster at his thigh. 
 
    “SIG semi-automatic,” he said. “Five spare magazines in the pack. Knife with built-in compass, plus rescue flares and binoculars. Standard load out.” 
 
    “Good,” Jack replied. “You take it slow and careful, okay? Now, more than ever, we need reliable, actionable intel. Human intel.” 
 
    Burke nodded. 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for,” he said proudly. 
 
    “Just a word to the wise,” Joel interjected, holding Jack with a glare. “In case nobody’s told you. There may be a dangerous individual in the woods, so play it careful.” 
 
    Burke looked at Jack, who nodded. 
 
    “This is Joel, he’s a newcomer to town,” Jack said, “but he’s reliable, and he’s tangled with the guy firsthand.” 
 
    “He’s not someone to mess around with,” Joel said. “Trust me, okay?” 
 
    “Yessir,” Burke replied with a curt nod. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Good man,” Jack said with a smile. “Good luck, okay? See you back here tomorrow some time?” 
 
    “With bells on,” Burke said. He strode past them a few steps, then broke back into a jog, heading south toward the trees. 
 
    # 
 
    Just south of the Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    The rain was cold and hard as Ali crept through the trees, and he’d felt at first as though perhaps the cool water might help dull the white-hot flare of his infection, but if anything, it seemed to have the opposite effect. His skin and hair grew cold, damp, and uncomfortable, while he still felt as though his insides were boiling. 
 
    The conflict twisted at his insides, churning his guts even more than the infection, making him almost constantly nauseous.  
 
    Still, he continued, venturing close to the edge of the trees, but never too close, keeping a thick swath of forest between him and the outside world. The outside world was slowly starting to take shape, forming from beyond the trees, the small slices of mountains and fog-covered horizon falling away, revealing a scant hint of what appeared to be civilization. 
 
    Civilization might have been too extreme. He saw buildings and even a few people, but it seemed like something less than an actual town. There wasn’t the normal hubbub of activity, just a few lone stragglers walking the perimeter, many of them wearing camouflage and carrying rifles. 
 
    This wasn’t a town so much as it was a compound. 
 
    Stone Sword? 
 
    Kneeling behind the thick trunk of an old tree, Ali looked out between the gaps in the forest, his eyes roaming the grasslands of the compound. From where he stood, he could see a few farmhouses, old American structures of wood and stone, proud constructs of a bygone era. 
 
    In all of his studies of America, he’d read about their frontier past and he’d always admired that way of life. Living off the land, relying only on your own skills with a rifle or knife and your own ability to farm. That’s what he’d loved about falling in with Hugh and Sadie: they were people out of time, a group who still believed in those old ideals. 
 
    That belief had gotten them killed. Brutally murdered by a crazed man on a horse, a man whose blood would salt the earth as payment for the deaths of his friends. 
 
    He’d found the sparse remnants of their campsite not long ago, the parts they’d tried so desperately to hide. They hadn’t tried hard enough, and now he knew where they were. 
 
    Ali sneered, looking out at the farmland before him, an expanse of flat grass on the opposite side of the trees, shorn lawn and old buildings, pastures enclosed by carefully constructed wood fencing. 
 
    It was almost as if he’d stepped through a portal into a time two hundred years before. A time before the deep-seated corruption had twisted this nation and this world, plunging it into darkness and governmental overreach. 
 
    Leaves rustled to his left and Ali froze, pulling back, willing himself to be invisible nestled amid a trio of trees. His single eye narrowed, focusing on the surrounding wilderness, spotting and following a shape moving through the branches and trunks. 
 
    The slicked-back camouflage poncho was draped over an equally camouflaged uniform, the figure seemingly materializing from the rain as it moved forward, creeping with bent knees and a large backpack strapped to his shoulders. 
 
    Ali could see his face, young and focused, alert eyes set into unblemished skin. It was the face of a child, someone whose only experience in combat was through movies or video games. 
 
    Ali almost felt sorry for the young man. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    His eyes lingered on the man’s backpack, stuffed full of supplies that Ali was certain he would find useful. He remained where he was, crouching motionless behind the trees, less than three yards from the passing figure, a strange shape moving against a similarly colored backdrop, almost invisible in the pouring rain, but distinct enough for Ali to see. 
 
    And for Ali to track. 
 
    Slowly he stepped from behind his shelter, moving in parallel with the young man, hanging back just enough to be out of sight, timing his own steps with the soldier’s, though he kept his strides a bit wider to try and make up some distance. 
 
    The soldier moved quickly and expertly, weaving through the trees, moving so quietly that Ali was almost impressed. Clearly the young man was more highly trained than he thought, the beneficiary of a regimen designed to prepare him for this sort of environment. 
 
    But Ali had been trained as well. Trained by some of the best. 
 
    Ali balanced on the balls of his feet as he walked, ignoring the pain in his muscles and the lurching in his stomach, advancing slowly. The young man in camouflage paused, starting to turn, and Ali knew that was his chance. 
 
    Springing forward, he lurched toward the soldier, screaming a deafening, feral roar, and the young soldier gasped, starting to stumble backwards as Ali charged toward him. 
 
    His hand fumbled at the holster on his leg, and Ali clamped his fingers around the young man’s forearm, then yanked and twisted, snapping his ulna like a bundle of dry twigs before wrenching him up and over Ali’s shoulder, slamming him spine-first to the stone and root-covered ground. 
 
    Falling to his knees, Ali pulled the man’s broken arm up between his legs, his knees crunching to the man’s ribs and windpipe. 
 
    The soldier gasped, trying to speak, lips parting as he tried to form words that wouldn’t come. Putting his weight down on his right knee, Ali continued torqueing, feeling a muffled popping sound as the soldier’s windpipe collapsed. 
 
    Ali remained in that strange kneeling posture, pinning the soldier’s arm to his chest, for a good five minutes, making sure the young man’s breath was fully expelled from his lungs. For several long moments he remained in that position, pulling back, shifting his weight, waiting until he was certain the young man was lifeless beneath his two-hundred-and-thirty-pound weight. 
 
    Not anymore. There was no way he weighed two hundred and thirty pounds now. He hadn’t looked in a mirror lately, but he was betting he’d lost thirty, maybe forty pounds. 
 
    Maybe more. 
 
    Releasing the man’s arm, it thumped to his chest and lay still, like a slab of meat. Through the falling rain, the young eyes stared up to the sky, his lips puckered and blue, water slapping on his pale flesh. 
 
    Ali grunted as he moved from on top of the man, using a tree for leverage to help him stand, his legs shaking and throbbing, every ounce of blood in his veins boiling. His head burned, his empty eye socket seared as if someone had held a poker in an open flame for an hour, then rammed it deep within the ragged well that used to hold his eye. 
 
    A wave of dizziness swarmed him, twisting its formless fingers throughout his brain, but he squinted his eyes tightly shut and blinked it away, leaving purple sunspots in its stead. 
 
    Drawing in several long, steadying breaths, Ali looked down at the dead man, his uniform and his backpack and smiled a broad, yellow-toothed smile. 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Lowering her head, hands stuffed in the pockets of her rain poncho, Helen strode forward, easily keeping pace with her mother as they crossed the grass, heading toward the looming farmhouse, reduced to gray shadows in the pouring rain. The dirt road was soaked into a dark mud, her boots sucking at the wet ground and she could barely see through the slate curtain of hammering water. 
 
    She felt a gentle brush at her right leg and looked down to see Picasso clinging to her as they moved, head lowered, his matted fur soaked through. Bending, she patted his wet head, then picked up her pace as her mother approached a narrow gap between the farmhouse and the barn, looking back to make sure she was still following. 
 
    Helen jogged to catch up, then slowed a bit, turning her head. 
 
    “What?” Laura asked. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “Sounded like some sort of animal howling,” she said, looking toward the thick trees just beyond the barn. 
 
    “I’m sure there are plenty of them out there,” Laura said. 
 
    “None that sound like that—at least not that I’ve heard.” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “I know you spent a lot of time in the woods, but I’m sure you haven’t heard everything.” 
 
    Helen shrugged in agreement and continued following Laura as they cut through the gap between the two structures and made their way toward the barn. Two figures were standing in the door, framed by the tall, wooden building and one of them waved them over, ushering the woman and the girl toward them. 
 
    “You must be Helen!” one of the people called out, a middle-aged woman wearing overalls and a wide-brimmed cowboy hat. She eagerly beckoned Helen toward them and the young girl nodded, walking a bit more briskly as they made their way through the opened barn door and inside the structure. 
 
    The floor of the large barn was covered in a thin layer of hay and straw, and she could see several stalls lining the right-side wall. The left side was littered with even rows of shelves, filled with various supplies, tools, tack, and other items. Helen and Laura paused upon entering, shaking their arms free of the rainwater and tugging their hoods down, feeling thankful for the momentary respite from the assault of precipitation. 
 
    “Welcome to Malcolm,” the woman said with a smile. “My name is Esther, and this is my niece Patty. My family has run this farm for—well—going on three generations now. Yvonne brought your magnificent beasts to us to stay—we have far more room than she does.”  She looked at Helen. “Lots of people have come and gone, but it’s always good to see a fresh face.” 
 
    Laura looked at her warily.  
 
    “That hasn’t really been my experience so far, but we appreciate the sentiment.” 
 
    Esther grinned widely. 
 
    “Well, Carter’s got his own way about things, that’s for sure. It keeps us safe, though.” 
 
    “Can’t argue there,” Laura replied. 
 
    Helen craned her neck, looking up and down the stalls eagerly and Esther smiled broadly at her apparent eagerness. 
 
    “They’re right over here, sweetheart,” she said, and guided Helen toward the first two stalls. As they approached, a white and brown head extended out from above the front wall of the wooden stall and Helen beamed. 
 
    “Maggie!” she cried out happily and sprinted toward the horse’s head, immediately throwing her arms around its thick neck and pulling it close to her. The horse didn’t fight it. She allowed the warm embrace, chuffing slightly. As if hearing Helen’s voice, a second head eagerly poked out from its stall, dull brown in color with a black snout and alert eyes. 
 
    “Dirtbag, how are you, buddy?” Helen responded, walking to the second stall and giving the gelding a rough rub on his broad head. 
 
    “Dirtbag, huh?” Esther asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Blame Joel for that one,” Helen said, shaking her head. “He’s not the most sentimental guy.” 
 
    “He brought you here alive,” Laura said, taking her turn rubbing Maggie’s head. “That’s all the sentiment I need.” 
 
    “He helped,” Helen replied, “but it was Maggie who did most of the heavy lifting, at least for me. Poor girl.” 
 
    “She was not real happy when we found her,” Esther said. “She’d been wearing her saddle for over a week. We’ve been rubbing her down with petroleum jelly, her and her boyfriend both. There were no open sores or anything, so they didn’t need actual medication, thank goodness, but seemed to find the jelly soothing. I’m thinking we should let them go without saddles for a little while longer, though.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “We tried to take them off and pat them down every few hours on the ride up,” she said. “As much as we could. They worked hard. Really, really hard.” 
 
    Esther smiled and rubbed Maggie’s head. 
 
    “Then they deserve their rest. We’ll make sure they get plenty of it here.” 
 
    At Helen’s feet, Picasso shook vigorously, sending water spraying in all directions, then stood up on his hind legs and pawed at the stall, as if sensing a friend just on the other side. 
 
    Helen moved to the dog and petted its head as well, scratching it behind the ears. 
 
    “So, you don’t mind taking care of them?” Helen asked. 
 
    Esther waved her off. 
 
    “Not at all. Plenty of room for them, plenty of hay and straw here. It’s been a while since we had horses at the farm. I love having them around. I just wish the weather were better so they could enjoy the pasture a bit more.” 
 
    As if in answer to her complaint, thunder roared, a growling rumble of vigorous bass drums, nearly shaking the barn. 
 
    “Well, thank you, Esther,” Laura said with a nod. “I’m glad they’ve found a good home.” 
 
    “Absolutely, and you can come see them anytime, sweetie, okay?” 
 
    Helen nodded, her mouth a thin line, not quite a smile, but close. She stayed in the barn for nearly two hours, stroking the horses and spending time with them while Laura went into the house with Esther and Patty, happy for the company and the freshly brewed coffee. 
 
    Standing alone in the barn with just the horses and Picasso, Helen’s gaze drifted through the opened door and out toward the trees. 
 
    The sound of that animal howl still lingered in her mind, the feral, bestial scream embedded there like a bad memory she was desperate to forget. 
 
    She couldn’t fight the feeling that as wild and animalistic as it sounded, it wasn’t an animal at all, but the crazed bellow of a man, a man in the trees screaming his rage. 
 
    Goose flesh ran up and down her arms and she turned away from the door, losing herself in Maggie’s affection, focusing instead on the hammering of rain on the roof. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “That went about as well as could be expected,” Major Valley said, glancing left and right down the dimly lit streets of downtown Cheyenne, he and Sergeant Bills standing beneath the awning of a bus stop that hadn’t been used in over two months. Rain slathered the roof in blankets of water. 
 
    “What’s that?” Bills asked. “The conversation with Lancaster?” 
 
    “Conversation is being kind,” Valley replied. “The man is pissed. He’s making no secret of the fact that he’s here to take over military operations in Cheyenne.” 
 
    “So where does that leave you?” 
 
    “Hell if I know. We didn’t get that far into the conversation. He wasn’t exactly in a talkative mood.” 
 
    “But why?” Bills asked. “What’s the point?” 
 
    “Stone Sword,” Valley replied. “Willoughby and Lancaster both have something stuck in their craw about Stone Sword. I told you how much Lancaster commended me in Omaha about how we dealt with the ‘Stone Sword problem’ at the Clover Hills Mall, didn’t I?” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure you did,” Bills replied flatly. Whenever someone brought up the topic of the Clover Hills mall, it set her on edge, her jaw clenching. Rightly or wrongly, she still felt responsible for the massacre, since it had been her team involved and her getting hit by a stray bullet was what had kickstarted the whole sad, violent affair. 
 
    “Clover Hills was an unmitigated disaster,” Bills said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Lancaster doesn’t think so, which I think speaks volumes for how the military is treating civilians in light of what’s happening.” 
 
    “It explains a lot about how he was able to wrestle control of Chicago away from the citizens there.” 
 
    “I’m betting whatever estimates we’ve gotten about civilian deaths in Chicago have been wildly under-reported,” Valley said. 
 
    “I’d bet money on it.” They stood there, listening to the rain fall against the roof of the small, glass-covered booth they stood within, watching it run in rivers down the transparent sides. Bills turned back to the major. 
 
    “So, you think they just see Cheyenne as some sort of launchpad for an assault against Stone Sword?” 
 
    Valley nodded. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I think.” 
 
    “But we have no idea why.” 
 
    Valley crossed his arms, his brow knitting as he considered her question. 
 
    “At first I thought it was simply due to their radio broadcasts and their outright defiance of the military action after the disaster. But it’s starting to feel like something more. What that something is, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s got Willoughby and Lancaster all twisted up inside,” Bills said. “Twisted up enough to act rashly about it, and with the power those two men wield, acting rashly could be catastrophic.” 
 
    “We’re on the same page,” Valley said. “As awful as Clover Hills was, that was a small installation. It left two dozen people dead, which is two dozen people too many, but when you think about an entire compound—if rumors are true, an entire town—it’s hard for me to believe we’d stoop to that, but these days who really knows?” 
 
    “Things I never would have believed three months ago now seem plausible,” Bills replied, her head shaking. She leaned out slightly, glancing around the clear wall of the bus stop, looking down the empty street again. 
 
    “Still nothing?” Valley asked. 
 
    “Still nothing,” she confirmed. Looking back at the major, concern was etched into the smooth contours of her face. “You’re that concerned about this? Concerned about our safety, or concerned about what Lancaster might do if we don’t beat him to the punch?” 
 
    “All of the above,” Valley replied. “I’m worried that Lancaster could make us disappear without anyone even knowing, and then he’d have free rein to march on Stone Sword and sweep them from the chess board.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Bills replied, “even if I have no idea what the strategic importance of doing so would be.” 
 
    “The way I see it,” Valley said, “if Stone Sword is that important to both Willoughby and Lancaster, there must be a reason for it. They must have something important to them, or this wouldn’t even be an issue. Denver is burning to the ground and we’ve mostly left them to wither and die while we bring the full force of the military against a tiny town in the Cheyenne mountains? It doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “When you put it that way,” Bills said pensively. “They’re using the deaths of Sausito and Marks not as a catalyst, but just as an excuse.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So, what do we do? Even if Hunt and the group show up with our transport, what do we do?” 
 
    “I think it’s about time we went AWOL, Sergeant. As much as it sickens me to say, Lancaster’s Army is not my Army, and I can’t, in good conscience, sit here and watch as they stamp us out, then charge west toward small-town America with plans to flatten it and kill a thousand civilians.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
 
    “Well, thankfully, if Hunt and his crew come through, that makes five of us.” 
 
    “Two? Five? Does it really matter? Against the tip of the spear of the United States Army?” Bills’ voice was clipped, the sharpened edge of her nerves carving her words. 
 
    “I didn’t say it would be easy,” Valley said. “Hell, I didn’t even say it would be possible. But I can’t just sit here and do nothing.” 
 
    Bills nodded. 
 
    “Sergeant,” Valley said, his voice low and firm, “if you want to back out, I’ll understand. You can turn around and walk quietly back to your quarters and nobody even has to know. No regrets, no judgments. I don’t expect you to risk your career and your life to follow my fool’s errand.” 
 
    Bills scowled back at him. 
 
    “With all due respect, Major, go to hell, sir. I’m in this alongside you. All the way to the end.” 
 
    Valley clenched his jaw, working to stop the broad grin from forming on his face. 
 
    “Very well, Sergeant,” he said. “I’m glad to have you by my side.” 
 
    Then, as if conjured by the mutual decision they’d made, a pair of headlights shone through the rain, pale and glowing, approaching the bus stop with a slow and steady forward progress. 
 
    Valley turned and smiled, watching as the lights reflected from the surface, still watching when they cut to darkness, then flashed alight, then cut and flashed again, three times total. 
 
    “There’s the signal,” he said with a nod. “Looks like our ride’s here.” 
 
    # 
 
    Bills and Valley ventured out from under the shelter of the bus stop as the vehicle approached. As it drew closer, Valley smiled a thin, crooked smile, silently complimenting Corporal Hunt on his choice of vehicle. 
 
    The Army FMTV pulled up, a M1083 5-ton variant with a canvas top, modified to be a troop transport. It was overkill for five of them, but it was a tough truck that would most definitely get them out of town and on the road west toward the Stone Sword compound. Valley had expected them to scare up a pickup truck at best, or many even an old, rust-covered sedan, but a five-ton six by six FMTV? That hadn’t been on his radar. 
 
    The driver’s side door kicked open and Corporal Hunt jumped down, a broad smile on his face, even as the rain slashed down around them, pelting the armored hide of the truck. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Valley said, shaking his head. “You’ve outdone yourself, Corporal.” 
 
    “I live to serve, Major.” 
 
    “The real question is,” Bills said, walking up and down the length of the truck, “are we going to be able to get this out of town and on the road without being noticed?” 
 
    “I signed it out of the motor pool completely legit,” Hunt replied. “Long as Lancaster doesn’t have my name flagged, which he shouldn’t, by the time they notice it’s not where it’s supposed to be, we’ll be long gone.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” Private First Class Matheson said, leaning out from the rear flap of the troop compartment. “Where exactly are we going, sir?” 
 
    “A little town due northwest of here,” Valley replied. “Little out-of-the-way place called Malcolm.” 
 
    “The hell is in Malcolm?” asked Monte, standing up from the passenger side and looking out over the roof of the angular cab of the truck. 
 
    “Some friends,” Valley replied. “Well…they don’t know they’re friends yet, but they will.” 
 
    Monte nodded, seemingly satisfied with that answer. 
 
    “Anything’s gotta be better than whatever the hell Lancaster’s got in mind. That dude is certifiable these days, and his cult-like following is only making things worse.” 
 
    “If only everyone saw it that way,” Bills replied. “Maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess.” 
 
    Everyone gathered around the truck as Hunt cranked open the driver’s side door and began to step back up behind the wheel. Valley and Bills walked the length of the vehicle, coming around to the rear. 
 
    Suddenly, spotlights split open the night, a flashbulb burst of blinding white beams shooting from both sides of the road, catching them in their white-hot crossfire. 
 
    “Shit!” Valley hissed, putting a hand over his eyes, already filled with dark spots from the sudden explosion of light. 
 
    “Major Valley!” a voice called out over a loudspeaker, a voice that Valley immediately recognized, and wished that he hadn’t. “Please tell me this isn’t what it appears to be!” 
 
    Valley closed his fists at his side. The voice, though distorted through the metallic twang of the loudspeaker, was unmistakable. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster!” he replied. “I suppose that all depends on what it appears to be!” 
 
    “I’m not sure I appreciate your sense of humor, Major. Considering the circumstances, I’d think you’d take this situation more seriously.” 
 
    Major Valley slowly lowered the hand shielding his eyes and could barely make out the silhouettes of several people emerging from the darkness beyond. He could see at least a dozen men, most of them with rifles, converging on the truck. As he looked, the rifles rose and he tensed, inching closer to the armored vehicle. 
 
    “Not good,” Bills hissed. 
 
    “Not good at all,” Valley agreed. “Looks like Lancaster just may have called our hand—” 
 
    “—and seen that we were bluffing,” Bills finished. 
 
    “I will shoot you where you stand, Major, and I will not hesitate! I think you know that.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that too well, Colonel,” Valley replied. “Frankly I’m a little surprised you haven’t opened fire yet.” He inched his way closer to the rear flap of the transport and saw that Bills was already there. 
 
    All at once, there was a ratcheting clack clack of charging handles being pulled back, the selection of rifles around them all loading a round in the chamber simultaneously. Valley’s stomach lurched. 
 
    It was happening. Part of him had hoped that he and Bills were simply being paranoid, that there was no way Lancaster could be as bad as he seemed. That all of their worry and concern was for nothing, he was just a good man doing an impossible job, which required some added intensity. 
 
    But that was all bullshit. He knew it now. He could feel it in his bones, the men around him not soldiers in the United States Army, but part of Lancaster’s hand-picked death squad. And they were all caught in the crosshairs. 
 
    But there was nowhere to go. The road passed along behind them, a narrow, two-lane street running toward downtown, the slope of the road leading down a steep angle into the construction yard peppered with crushed limestone beneath the overpass. Just south of the infamous Cheyenne depot. But there was a lot of open ground between here and there. 
 
    Too much. They’d never make it in time. He, Bills, and their three men were going to be gunned down in the street. 
 
    “Major Valley,” the voice was quiet, coming from the rear of the truck. Private Matheson, by the sounds of it. “We’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Private,” Valley said in a low voice. “This is on me. You guys don’t have to get mixed up in—” 
 
    “We’re mixed up in it already,” Matheson said. “And not because you made us. Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Lancaster is insane,” Valley insisted. “He won’t hesitate to gun you all down.” 
 
    “Not if we gun him down first.” 
 
    Valley turned and saw Matheson crouched in the troop compartment, holding an M249 Squad Automatic Weapon in two hands. He crept toward the opening of the troop compartment as the soft hiss of opening windows from the cab reached Valley’s ears. 
 
    “Matheson, don’t do this—” 
 
    “Hey, Colonel Lancaster!” a voice shouted from the cab, a voice that sounded like Corporal Hunt. “Permission to speak freely, sir?” 
 
    Valley closed his eyes. 
 
    “Son,” Lancaster called out through the loudspeaker, “I think the time for talk is over!” 
 
    “Scatter!” Valley shouted, but knew it was too little too late. The staccato rattling of gunfire exploded from the darkness beyond the spotlights, the quickened drumbeat of bullet impacts thunking along the armored hide of the FMTV five-ton. Valley wheeled left and ducked away as a ragged trail of punched-up concrete exploded to his right, bullets walking a crooked path along the pavement. 
 
    Matheson was in motion, leaning out from the troop compartment, clasping both hands around the M249. He unleashed a torrent of return fire in the direction of the spotlights, spraying the area in a wave of 5.56-millimeter rounds. Two of the spotlights exploded, the wash of pale light dimming slightly, and Valley thought he heard at least one muffled shout from the assembled figures in the darkness beyond. 
 
    In an instant he had his sidearm out and in his hands, and he cursed himself for not carrying one of the M4 carbines with him at all times. It had been a while since he’d been expected to get down and dirty in a combat zone. 
 
    Bills had hers, however, and as he turned, pistol held close, he saw her shouldering it and opening up, letting loose a swift burst of automatic fire. 
 
    “Major Valley on me!” she shouted. “I’ll cover! We need to move out posthaste!” 
 
    Automatic fire ripped from the cab of the truck as well, and he knew both Hunt and Monte were armed and ready to lay down their lives in defense of what remained of the nation. 
 
    “I’m going to leave—” Valley started to say, but Bills hooked his arm with her fingers and started dragging him toward her. Matheson extended himself from the troop compartment and unleashed another volley, but several bursts of enemy fire focused on his position and tore into him, sending him spilling from the truck and down onto the street. 
 
    He landed awkwardly on his neck and shoulder, then thumped over and lay still. 
 
    As Valley and Bills pulled away from the truck, he could see the rapid muzzle flash of an automatic rifle from the driver’s side of the cab, Corporal Hunt spraying Lancaster’s group with several volleys. 
 
    Suddenly sparks lanced the driver’s side door, the pok pok pok of bullets striking armor chased by the shattering smash of glass and a pained shout from the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Dammit!” Valley screamed, extending both arms, his SIG Sauer P320 clamped tightly in an expert two-hand grip. He squeezed off three shots toward one of the shadows between two spotlights, though it was difficult to aim with Bills yanking him in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Over there!” a voice shouted and more fire burst, the street exploding at their feet, sending them stumbling clumsily backwards. 
 
    “Valley, we need to go now!” Bills screamed and hauled him one more time, pulling him away from the enemy fire and shoving him toward the sidewalk between them and the slope leading down to the construction yard. Bills broke into a sprint, head down, boots hitting the slippery gravel slope, half sliding, half running as she dashed downward. Valley followed suit, the sidewalk splitting apart behind them as the onslaught of machine gun fire ripped into it. 
 
    Gravel burst into cloudy rooster tails, spraying them with tiny rocks and puffs of grit as they reached the bottom slope and kept on running. Footfalls crunched to their right, and Valley could almost sense the oncoming horde of enemy soldiers, a tightly clutched group of gunmen charging to intercept. 
 
    Swiftly, his mind worked, calculating their intercept trajectory and looking where they were headed. 
 
    “Left!” he shouted. “Angle left and keep running! They’re taking an intercept course, we’ve gotta keep our distance!” 
 
    Bills nodded curtly, her boots kicking up more dirt as she lurched left and kept running, moving alongside the slope instead of down it. Soon the overpass loomed above them, the two of them clinging tight to the concrete buttress, wincing as bullets thwacked the hard edges of the supports, breaking loose chunks of stone. 
 
    “Cut underneath! Back up the slope!” 
 
    Bills didn’t argue, she just obeyed, curling around the support column and charging up the paved access road, boots thudding on the hard surface. Valley was right behind her, his lungs stabbing with pain as he struggled to keep up. 
 
    The young female sergeant moved fast and gracefully in spite of a nagging shoulder, which must have still been in pain from a bullet wound not that long ago. 
 
    “Sidewalk!” It was only one word, but she knew it and moved that way, coming up onto the edge of the road. 
 
    “Alley! On the right!” 
 
    She saw the gap between two buildings and darted that way, Valley following as more gunfire chewed up the brick building now just behind them. The narrow alley plunged into darkness between two buildings, thunder rumbling and the piercing thrash of rain hammering down around them. 
 
    Valley was actually thankful for it, the sheet of swift water likely helping to keep them somewhat concealed against the urban backdrop of downtown. Up above a shimmering bolt of lightning ripped the sky, illuminating their surroundings, and in that blinding flash, Valley saw a chain-link fence at the end of the alley, blocking their way. 
 
    “You see it?” he hissed, his breath coming in hard, ragged gasps. 
 
    “I see it!” Bills acknowledged and had already tossed her rifle up and over the fence, leaping and hooking her fingers into the chain link. She was up and over like a rabbit, barely showing any sign of the injury, dropping down into a neat crouch on the other side. Valley grunted and jumped as well, his fingers barely curling around the top of the fence. 
 
    Gunfire pelted the ground, then punched into the wall to his left, his arms burning. 
 
    “C’mon, Major!” Bills shouted and he sucked in a breath, pulling for all he was worth, his biceps tightening as he hefted his bulk up and over the fence, tumbling down the other side. Thankfully a few full trash bags had been left in the alley and they broke his fall, bursting open and ejecting paper and food waste out into the darkened street. 
 
    Bills was on him, holding out a hand and helping him up. 
 
    “There—there’s another alley ahead,” she gasped. “But we can—we can only do this so long.” 
 
    Valley nodded, his breath coming too hard and fast for him to speak. But he followed, matching her stride for stride, reaching the alley and cutting left as they heard the thumping parade of boot falls just behind them. 
 
    “There!” Bills gasped, stabbing a finger forward. They had come out just south of the FEMA camp, heading a bit too close for Valley’s pleasure, but he saw what she was pointing at. There was a Humvee parked at the edge of a dirt-covered parking lot, two soldiers standing watch outside. 
 
    “We need that ride!” Valley said and Bills was nodding, picking up speed, sprinting swiftly toward the vehicle. One of the men wheeled on her. 
 
    “Who goes there?” he demanded. 
 
    “Sergeant Bills!” she shouted. “Insurgent ambush! You heard that gunfire?” 
 
    “Y—yes, ma’am!” the soldier hurriedly shouted. “I mean—yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    Bills had taken a chance. She’d gambled on the fact that Lancaster’s group had been hand-picked from men and women he’d brought with him from Chicago. That his influence hadn’t spread throughout the Cheyenne locals. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “The major and I need this vehicle!” Bills shouted through choked breaths. 
 
    “The—the major?” the young soldier stammered as Valley came up behind Bills, slowing his run. 
 
    “Yes, son, the major.” 
 
    “Sir!” the young man said, snapping off a crisp salute. 
 
    “Attention, all personnel!” a voice screamed through the loudspeaker. “Sergeant Bills and Major Valley are fugitives from justice! If you see them, take them down by any means necessary! Repeat—any means necessary! Weapons are hot!” 
 
    The young man turned back toward them in surprise, but Bills was already lurching toward him, hammering him in the skull with the stock of her M4 carbine. The second soldier advanced, bringing up his pistol, but Valley leaped forward, grabbing his arm and pounding it hard onto the hood of the Humvee. It struck with a metallic clatter, the pistol spilling free, and Valley twisted back around, flipping the young man over his hip and down onto the unforgiving pavement of the parking lot. 
 
    Bills was already sliding behind the steering wheel as Valley curled around the hood of the Humvee, slipping into the passenger seat. Bills punched the ignition button and the diesel engine growled to life just as Valley snapped the buckle of his seatbelt. 
 
    More gunfire chattered, a background chorus of automatic weapons, interspersed with the singular pops of pistol fire. The tires spun against the dirt-covered pavement, throwing gravel and grit until finally rubber caught road and the Humvee screamed forward, lurching out onto the main road and tearing off west into downtown. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The night blurred as the Humvee thundered down the road, west of downtown Cheyenne, tires humming along the uneven pavement. Bills struggled to peer through the increasing rain, the curtains now turning to blankets, like they were driving through a waterfall. 
 
    On the left, the exit for the Clover Hills mall came and went and Bills tried not to let her eyes linger as she pressed the accelerator, sending the Humvee hurtling along the darkening roads. 
 
    “Just keep going,” Valley said, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Don’t stop for anything!” 
 
    “Wasn’t planning on it, sir!” Bills breathed, easing further down on the gas. “I’m not going below eighty until we’re out of town! There’s an access road running parallel to the highway just north. Once we get past that intersection, we are home free!” 
 
    “Let’s not count those chickens, Sergeant.” Valley said. He ejected the mag of the pistol in his lap, checking the remaining rounds before pounding it back in place, then jacking a round into the chamber. 
 
    Reaching down, he picked up Bills’s M4 and did the same, replacing the magazine, which had been all but depleted, and preparing that weapon for firing as well. 
 
    “Intersection’s right up here—” Bills didn’t even get a chance to finish the sentence. Headlights cut through the darkness, revealing three vehicles hurtling along the access road, careening toward the intersection. 
 
    “Shit!” Bills cursed. “They’re angling to cut us off!” 
 
    “How did they get here so damned fast?” Valley asked, lifting the M4. 
 
    “They must have known where we were going! Did they know we were heading for Malcolm?” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t really matter,” Valley said, easing down the passenger side window. He lifted the M4 and pointed it out toward the swiftly approaching trio of military vehicles. “Step on it, Bills!” 
 
    She did. The Humvee groaned in protest, but its speed increased, the trees separating their road from the access road smearing into darkened blurs amid the pouring rain. Lightning jolted, and in the backsplash of pale light, Valley could see the Humvees charging toward the spot where the roads met. At least two of them had roof-mounted fifty-caliber automatics, with soldiers perched in the turrets. 
 
    Valley clamped his teeth together. He still didn’t like the idea of opening fire on his own men, but what choice did he have? He directed the barrel toward the turret of the lead Humvee, switched the selector switch to auto and opened up, keeping the rifle trained. 
 
    It thrashed in his grip, the barrel jerking in rhythm with the muzzle flashes. Bright sparks blistered the metal hide of the Humvee, the cluster of shots hitting right at the roof-mounted turret. He thought he saw a flash of motion from a soldier lurching down back into the vehicle and hoped he was just diving for cover. 
 
    Their Humvee plunged through the intersection, speeding through the crossing roads, the three pursuers jumping over the gradual, grassy slope, slewing through wet median, then bumping back up onto the road just behind them, headlights blanketing them. 
 
    “They’re on top of us!” Valley shouted, but his words were drowned out by the raucous blast of fifty-caliber fire. The road to their left erupted in a spraying shower of broken pavement, pelting the side of the Humvee as Bills battled to regain control of the vehicle, the tires now slicing along the pavement, barely maintaining traction on the wet road. 
 
    “Hydroplaning!” she shouted desperately, fingers tightly curled, the steering wheel fighting her every step of the way. More weapons fire ripped free from the extended barrel of one of the Humvees, that volley cutting a diagonal path across the road in front of them. 
 
    Rounds drilled hard into the front quarter panel, ripping open gashes of steel plate, shoving the front of their vehicle sharply left in a shower of white sparks. 
 
    “Hit!” Bills gasped. “We’re hit!” 
 
    “Get it under control!” Valley shouted, knowing his commands were all but useless. She cranked the wheel back right, the rear tires sliding uselessly, spitting water, but losing traction. More fifty-caliber rounds blistered the dimly lit dusk, a swift volley carving up the rear of the vehicle, sending the Humvee sliding. 
 
    “I—I’m gonna lose it!” Bills gasped, trying to over-correct, the Humvee still charging toward the side of the road where the grass embankment dipped sharply toward a thick blanket of forest. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Valley whispered, his fingers clawed into the dashboard. “You did the best you could. It’s okay.” 
 
    The Humvee hit the rumble strip at the side of the road, a shuddering vibration rattling the cabin, then it plunged over the grass, its hood digging, the back wheels leaving pavement. Then they were tumbling, side over side and end over end, Bills and Valley bouncing around inside, desperately fighting to stay in the vehicle. Over and over, metal crunching, dirt flying, chewed-up grass, and then the trees were upon them, the forest threatening to consume them. The thundering punch of metal on wood buried them in darkness. 
 
    # 
 
    The third Humvee in the group eased to the side of the road and Colonel Lancaster looked out upon the smashed vehicle resting on its roof, the tires slowly spinning. Metal had been crunched by the impact with the lead trees, smoke spiraling up from the smashed wreckage of the vehicle. 
 
    Even from that far away, he could smell fuel lingering with the smoke, the strange, acrid scent of combustion filling the air. 
 
    “Take no chances,” he said, looking through the open passenger window. The soldier in the machine gun turret acknowledged the command and swung the fifty caliber around so the long, slender barrel was pointed at the overturned Humvee resting against the trees. 
 
    He opened fire. It was as though lightning had struck, the muzzle flashes slicing open the darkness with white and yellow strobes. Weapons fire ripped into the flipped-over wreckage of the Humvee, the pierced gas tank igniting, the vehicle suddenly bursting open, spraying a gout of angry flame and roiling, dark smoke. 
 
    For several moments Lancaster watched, looking as the Humvee burned, then blackened, seeing no sign of life, no movement, no indication that anyone was crawling from the charred wreckage. 
 
    “Mission accomplished,” he said. “Back on the road and back to Cheyenne. I have to break the news to Mr. Willoughby. I’m officially taking over command of the Cheyenne operation. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Limon, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Roxie fought the sensation of deja vu as she made her way through downtown Limon, using the same track she’d used earlier on her scouting mission. 
 
    Her stomach twisted, her throat clenching with nerves as she moved from building to building in the darkened night. The rain continued its falling, but it had lightened in recent hours, spraying like a misting shower across the sky instead of the brutal pounding hammer it had been. 
 
    That was probably just as well. If the rain had been falling too hard, she was worried they might have doused the fire, and that might have impacted their entire approach to the evening’s plan. 
 
    Plan. Was that what it was? It felt far too disjointed and disorganized to be considered a plan, but it was probably the best they had, so she was going along with it, for better or worse. 
 
    Slowing as she approached the veterinary hospital, she proceeded cautiously, on the lookout for any foot patrols or sentries. She didn’t expect to see any. The crew didn’t seem particularly concerned with that, and she continued on, sprinting across the street and taking shelter in the shadows of what looked to be an abandoned residential home. 
 
    Up ahead, she saw the familiar outline of the antique shop, the makeshift plaza that she knew stood across the road from the auto parts store where she’d seen the group earlier that day on her initial surveillance run. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, Roxie looked up the street behind her, glaring through the darkness, making sure she couldn’t see anyone approaching. 
 
    The night was silent, the streets of Limon apparently abandoned, which was just how it should be. Creeping toward the street, she took a long look toward the antique shop, noting a soft, amber glow in the background, the rectangular shadow of the shop outlined by the ebb of crackling fires. 
 
    She smiled, running across the street, her feet gliding over pavement, softly thumping the ground, nearly inaudible against the pattering of raindrops. 
 
    Hugging the back wall of the antique shop, she inched toward the corner and peered around, looking upon the parking lot of the office park across the street where the auto parts store and repair garage made up what appeared to be the headquarters of whatever crazy group of lunatics had taken over Limon, Colorado. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she pulled up the memory from her visit during daylight hours, the truck trailers sitting between the road and the parking lot, the small home nestled amidst the trees to the north of the plaza. That morning she’d gone to the house first, then the trees, then peered through the window and seen the laptop, which was what they were here for in the first place. 
 
    At one point she’d been afraid that they might put out the fire as darkness and harder rain fell, but she was happy to see the opposite was true. The fire was larger than it had been before, a tangle of orange fingers clawing at the sky, thick, dark smoke rising up from the dancing figures of flame. 
 
    Roxie’s eyes darted left and right across the parking lot, noticing at least a dozen silhouetted figures milling about, several of them holding rifles from what she could tell. There weren’t many more people than she’d seen earlier in the day, but unlike then, most of them appeared to be armed now, as if they were expecting and ready for trouble. 
 
    Roxie looked back over her shoulder, wishing she had a way to communicate to the others. One of the two-way radios they’d had back at Eagle Atmospheric would have been perfect. But they’d left in such a rush, they’d barely had time to grab anything. 
 
    But they had grabbed the laptop. Jasmine had been insistent on that, and Roxie was going to be damned if they just let these crazy nutjobs have it. 
 
    Taking a cautious step forward, Roxie broke into a sprint, charging low across the street, heading straight for the trailers perched alongside the road. Dropping, she hit the ground and rolled, tumbling beneath the trailers and resting there on her belly, letting her breath come in slow and steady gasps. She crawled left, easing her way around so she was facing the parking lot where the bonfire raged, and from there she could see past it into the open garage bay door. 
 
    Along with the ten or fifteen men roaming the parking lot, at least five others were inside the garage, including the crazy woman who had accosted them upon their arrival. Nearly everyone in view was armed to the teeth. A figure approached from the south, a shadowed man carrying some kind of bag over his shoulder, and the woman waved at him, looking somewhat excited to see him. 
 
    As Roxie watched, he dumped the bag on the concrete and some items spilled out. From a distance, they looked like dead animals. She couldn’t tell what sorts of animals they were and she probably didn’t want to know, thinking about all of the potentially abandoned dogs and cats that were likely in town. She hoped they were wild animals, foxes, coyotes, rabbits, something like that, but her stomach turned with the possibilities. 
 
    There were so many people there. So many armed people, and the house she’d used for cover that morning looked so far away. Suddenly, she wasn’t sure about the plan.  
 
    The idea had been for her to get to the garage and for Shawna’s group to distract them while she slipped in and retrieved the laptop, but that felt a lot more feasible when there were ten people without weapons. She’d counted nearly twenty tonight, and all of them carrying rifles. 
 
    She doubted any of them were fully automatic, but they were still rifles, and Shawna’s group had almost no ammunition between them. 
 
    It was…not a good plan. It was starting to feel decidedly suicidal. But it was too late to go back now, and she had no way to warn the others. 
 
    There was nowhere to go but forward. 
 
    Staying low, Roxie crawled out from under the trailer, bringing herself upright, clinging to the shadows of the parking lot, looking over toward the crackling bonfire. She angled right and took a step. 
 
    “Hey!” the voice was a low, urgent hiss, and Roxie froze, her hands outstretched. “Who the hell are you?” She turned to look at an approaching man, his arms lifted, an AR-15 held in his practiced two-hand grip. “You don’t belong here, little missy.” His finger moved from the trigger guard to the trigger. 
 
    # 
 
    Roxie took an uncertain step back, closing her eyes and waiting for the noise to come. 
 
    The noise did come, but it was a muffled, bone-jarring crack instead of a burst of gunfire and as her eyes opened, she saw the man with the rifle tumble forward to the pavement, Shawna standing over him, her arm bent, the stock of her M4 pointing toward the man’s prone form. 
 
    “Shawna!” Roxie gasped just as the woman clutched her arm and dragged her toward her, pulling her behind cover. “I—I didn’t know you were following me.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “You didn’t really think I was going to leave you on your own to do this, did you?” 
 
    “I—I didn’t know,” Roxie stammered. “I thought you’d be with the others.” 
 
    “Tristan and Selanda can handle their part. They know what to do.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Roxie replied quietly. “A lot more people here are armed than they were before.” 
 
    “Not surprised. You said they’d spotted you earlier, right?” 
 
    Roxie nodded, looking almost ashamed in the orange glow of the bonfire. 
 
    “Not your fault, kid,” Shawna said. “You ask me, you did damn good.” 
 
    Roxie’s expression faltered somewhat, but a narrow smile formed on her face. 
 
    “Grab his rifle,” Shawna said, gesturing toward the unconscious man on the ground. “Any mags you can find. Search him, see if he’s got a backup weapon or anything. We need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Roxie did as she was told, vigorously searching the knocked-out man. She came away with the AR-15 and four magazines, plus a Glock semi-automatic with two replacement mags for that as well. She and Shawna split the ammunition, since the 5.56-millimeter rounds worked in both, then Roxie took the pistol for her own. 
 
    “So—so what now?” Roxie asked. 
 
    “Plan’s the same,” Shawna replied, then moved toward the corner of the trailer and peered around it. “We need access to that garage.” 
 
    “There are almost twenty of them. All with rifles.” 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “That just makes things a lot more interesting, that’s all.” She looked left and right, then took a step forward, sensing Roxie just behind her. 
 
    “Ready?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    They both broke into a sprint, running swift and low, feet pounding pavement as they dashed across the parking lot and into the trees just north of the auto parts garage. It took only seconds, but they both surrounded themselves with thick foliage, stepping back into the woods, letting their breath out in shallow, quiet exhalations. 
 
    The garage stood only about thirty yards away, the same window Roxie had peered through earlier looking out at them, the soft glow of the fire reflected in the glass. 
 
    “Go,” Shawna said and charged forward again, keeping her head low, running along the length of trees, Roxie following just behind until they reached the hard, stone wall of the garage, flattening their backs against its rough surface. Carefully, they inched their way along it, heading step by step toward the corner of the building, where Roxie knew the front of the garage stood open and accessible. 
 
    A figure suddenly loomed before them, blanketed in the orange of the fire. Roxie recognized the shadow immediately, its narrow form shrouded in crackling reds and yellows, its angled posture immediately identifiable. 
 
    The woman had exited the garage and was staring directly at them. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble abode, little missies,” she sneered. “You’re just in time to be burned at the stake.” 
 
    As she spoke, several other figures emerged, stepping from the garage, spreading out behind her, forming a makeshift blockade, surrounding them, the garage wall at their backs. 
 
    “Well,” Shawna said quietly, “this didn’t work out as planned.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The rain had eased up somewhat, but Joel and Helen still wore their ponchos as they walked from the barn back toward the farmhouse. 
 
    “Good old Dirtbag,” Joel said, shaking his head. “Never thought I’d see him again.” 
 
    “Right,” Helen agreed. Picasso trotted along between them, head held high, his one good ear perked, seemingly thrilled to be included in whatever that little adventure was. They walked for a short while in silence, passing between the house and the barn. Esther stood on the porch beneath the eaves of the house and waved to them as they walked past, Joel turning and waving back. 
 
    “Thanks for letting us visit!” he said. 
 
    “Any time, young man! Next time you come, I’ll make sure I have some heavy stuff for you to lift!” 
 
    “Sorry, Esther, I got a bum shoulder,” Joel replied pressing a hand to his arm and rotating it as if to signify the injury. 
 
    “Get outta here with that!” Esther shouted, waving him off, but laughing quietly to herself. She shook her head and retreated back into the house as Helen and Joel walked across the grass, back toward the road. The two of them continued their walk in silence, the rain trickling lightly down around them, though getting heavier as they moved toward the road. 
 
    “You spent some time with your mom today?” Joel asked. 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Almost all day. I practically had to rip myself free to bring you to the horses.” 
 
    “Are you complaining?” 
 
    “No—I mean, not really. Just feels…weird.” 
 
    “Weird how?” 
 
    Helen exhaled through her nose, doing a poor job of masking her frustration with the probing conversation. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve lived most of my life thinking she abandoned me. That she valued her precious career more than her family. To have her so suddenly invested in my life— so interested in me— it feels weird.” 
 
    “Circumstances like this will change people,” Joel replied. “Some for the worse, as we’ve seen, but some for the better. Your mom loves you, and I’m sure she always did. She just had to figure shit out, you know?” 
 
    Helen laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My mom swore in front of me today and turned three shades of red. I told her I’d heard much worse from you.” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got issues with that filter between my brain and my mouth.” 
 
    “The issue is you don’t have one,” Helen laughed. The grass shifted to rocks and hard pack and they moved out onto the wide, dirt road, taking a right turn to head back toward town. 
 
    “So, what now?” Helen asked. 
 
    “What do you mean what now?” 
 
    “You got me here, you dumped me with my family. So what are you gonna do? Take off? Go back home?” 
 
    Joel’s jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “Colonel Carter has made it pretty clear that I’m welcome to stay,” Joel replied quietly. “But I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Colonel Carter?” Helen asked. “He’s the deciding factor?” 
 
    “It’s…complicated,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem all that complicated. They have plenty of room here, by the looks of it. A self-sustaining community. Food, water. More than you’ll get elsewhere.” 
 
    Joel drew in a breath. 
 
    “Louisiana is my home,” he said. “It always has been. The cabin and the property that my grandfather built and meticulously maintained—I just ditched it. Left it to the wolves. I feel like I should go back there, fix it up. Get things stable again.” 
 
    “Last I checked,” Helen replied, “you were afraid the law was going to descend upon the cabin and throw you in cuffs. You know, for what happened to Malcolm Conway.” 
 
    Malcolm Conway. A name that Joel had not heard in over two months. A name he had little interest in ever hearing again. 
 
    “I think at this point they probably have bigger problems.” 
 
    Helen nodded, but didn’t speak, her expression darkening the more they followed the trail of conversation. 
 
    “No decisions have been made either way,” Joel said. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied flatly, clearly no longer interested in speaking. 
 
    Joel stopped walking and looked at her, freezing her in place. 
 
    “Helen,” he said, “I’m not sure what you’re expecting of me. We set out to get you back to your family and we did it. This should be something to celebrate, but instead it seems like you’re angry about something.” 
 
    “I’ve said it from the start,” she replied quietly, looking away, refusing to meet his eyes. “I didn’t even want my family. I don’t know my mom, I don’t know my aunt; they’re strangers. Spending a day with my mother isn’t going to change nine years of abandonment.” 
 
    “Give it time.” 
 
    “Time? What makes you think we’ve got time?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve heard them. Colonel Carter’s running around telling everyone the Army’s on its way. They’re fortifying their defenses, digging bomb shelters, running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Yeah, you got me to my family, but what does it matter? Even if the Army isn’t coming, the lightning and thunder and…I just—" 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Helen closed her eyes, looking toward the ground. 
 
    “I don’t know how much time I have left,” she said. “How much time any of us have left. I don’t want to spend it shackled to someone simply because we share genetics.” 
 
    “She loves you, Helen.” 
 
    “And I love her—I think. Somewhere, deep down. But…” 
 
    “What is this about?” Joel asked. 
 
    “It’s about you, stupid,” Helen spat. “You’re the one who saved my life. You’re the one who sacrificed everything to get me here. You’re more a parent to me than she’ll ever be.” 
 
    The blunt nature of the comment struck Joel like a blow to his solar plexus, sucking the wind from his lungs. 
 
    “I—Helen, I—” 
 
    “What? Let me guess, you don’t want another family. The one you had got taken from you, so you’re just going to close yourself off from anyone else? Such a cliché.” Her voice was narrow and sharp edged, like a razor. The blade of the razor felt as though it had cut Joel deep, leaving a slick wound in his flesh. Painful and hot. 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” he replied. 
 
    “Of course it is. You have no job to go back to. No life to return to. Any reason for you to leave is something invented by you as an excuse to separate yourself. To not risk getting close to someone again.” 
 
    “Okay, Helen, I’ve never been much for psycho-analysis, especially from a teenage girl, so let’s chill out a little bit on telling me what makes me tick.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You’re such a jerk,” she said. “I’m not trying to psycho-analyze you, I’m trying—” 
 
    Before she could finish, a sudden, bone-jarring boom echoed overhead, the loudest thunderclap Joel had heard in some time, a crash so loud even he jumped slightly. 
 
    Helen drew near just as a nearly blinding slash of humming lightning pounded through the air, closer than any lightning Joel had seen thus far, so close he could almost hear the sizzle and feel the hair standing up on his arms. It bolted deep into the trees, illuminating the forest in a pale cascade of electric blue light, and was chased by another violent shotgun blast of thunder. 
 
    Then the rain started in, heavier and more furious, slamming down around them. 
 
    “Over there!” Joel shouted, elevating his voice above the drowning whoosh of sudden heavy rainfall. There was a building shrouded among the slate-gray curtain of storm and they sprinted toward it, reaching the wall in a matter of seconds. He threw open the door and ushered Helen in, then plunged in after her, slamming the door closed behind him. 
 
    The sound of the rain was like a surrounding waterfall, pounding the roof and crashing down all around them outside. 
 
    Helen looked around the inside of the building they had sprinted into. 
 
    “What is this place?” she asked, her voice echoing in the dank, dark emptiness. 
 
    “Jack was telling me earlier,” Joel replied, shaking his sleeves, the rain poncho shedding water in spraying scatters. “There’s several of these buildings throughout the compound. They emptied them out as they work on building the underground bunker just in case of storms like this. Small shelters within the perimeter of the town.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “This looks like it might have been a school or something at one point. A small one, though.” 
 
    They stood in what seemed to be a reception lobby, a desk separating the entrance from a small office beyond. There was no furniture, but Joel had to agree, the feel of the place was very much like a school. The floors were tile, the walls made of painted cinderblock, and a metal door on the left-hand wall directed to a narrow staircase going up to a second floor. Two narrow hallways branched off, one going straight, the other button-hooking off to the right, and he could imagine the classrooms that branched off the two hallways in either direction. 
 
    Helen sniffed, looking around, water pooling on the smooth tile at her feet. 
 
    “It even smells like a school,” she said, scrunching her nose. 
 
    “Let me guess, you weren’t much of a fan of school?” Joel asked. 
 
    Helen shook her head. 
 
    “It’s tough enough being a teenage girl, anyway. Being a teenage girl with no mom and a dad who owns the local low-budget Chinese restaurant? Yeah—wasn’t my favorite place.” 
 
    “Didn’t do me many favors back then either,” Joel replied, his voice quiet and introspective. They stood there for a moment, listening to the rain hammer down around them, the dimly lit school consuming them in its black and ominous embrace. 
 
    “Is it ever going to stop raining?” Helen asked, her voice echoing faintly in the empty building. “It just seems to be getting harder and harder every day.” 
 
    Joel reached into his pocket and fished out a flashlight, thumbing the beam alight and walking it over the darkened corners of the school, illuminating the branching off hallways. 
 
    “Weather is all sideways,” Joel said, shaking his head. “Though frankly I’m more worried about the lightning than the rain.” 
 
    Helen sighed, leaning back against the wall, then slowly sliding down so she sat on the dirty tile, her bent knees in front of her. She rested her arms on them and lowered her head, drawing in deep, steady breaths. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Helen replied. “I’ll be fine. Just—sometimes I get overwhelmed is all.” 
 
    Joel took a few steps toward her. 
 
    “Overwhelmed? With what?” 
 
    “With everything,” she replied, gesturing toward the ceiling. “The weather, humanity, the fact that the world seems to be marching steadily toward Armageddon! At least in the woods, I could focus on something. Hunting, sheltering, foraging—I had things to do. Kept my mind occupied.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can give you some things to do,” Joel said. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. My mom wants to take care of me all of a sudden. Wants to get all touchy-feely, wrap me up and shelter me from harm, but…I’m not a teenage girl anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, Helen. It’s important you remember that. Whatever we’ve been through, whatever we might still go through, you’re a kid and you shouldn’t lose sight of that.” 
 
    “A kid? After all of this? You’re going to stand there and call me a kid?” 
 
    “It’s not meant as an insult.” 
 
    “How many times did I save your life?” 
 
    “Plenty,” Joel replied. “I wouldn’t be here without you.” 
 
    “Exactly. And you’re going to stand there and call me a kid.” 
 
    “Helen,” Joel insisted, “like I said—that’s not an insult. Being a child is a good thing. It should be a comforting thing. The worst thing about this disaster is that it robbed far too many of their childhoods. That includes you.” 
 
    “My childhood sucked anyway,” Helen replied. “The apocalypse can have it.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    Helen sighed, leaning her head back and resting it on the concrete wall. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she whispered. 
 
    Joel stepped forward and eased his way down, sitting on the floor next to her, resting his own back against the wall and listening to the rain outside. 
 
    “So, let your mom protect you. Let her make up for lost time. Give her the chance to try and make things right.” 
 
    Helen didn’t reply, she just looked over her arms, crossed atop her bent knees, looking out into darkness as Joel thumbed off the flashlight. 
 
    “I—I know what it’s like to want to move past your childhood,” he finally said. 
 
    Helen looked at him. 
 
    “Mine wasn’t so hot either.” 
 
    “You’ve never really talked about it before,” Helen said. 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “Not much to talk about, really. Like you, I didn’t really have a functional childhood. Spent most of it hopping between foster homes while dodging punches from my dad. The minute I turned eighteen, I sprinted to the recruiter’s office just so I could get the hell out of there.” 
 
    Helen snickered lightly. 
 
    “Didn’t take, did it? You ended up right back where you started.” 
 
    “I did,” Joel replied. “But it was different. I was different. I’d grown—at least I thought I did. I must have done something right for Winnie to actually give me the time of day.” 
 
    “She must have been a good woman.” 
 
    “Best thing that ever happened to me,” Joel replied, his voice quiet. “And the worst.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Helen asked. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You know. The…the fire. Sometimes it helps to talk things through.” 
 
    “Not much to say, really,” Joel replied. “Told Winnie I had to work late. Went to the bar with a few buddies instead. We were celebrating—shit, I don’t even remember what we were celebrating. They tried calling my cell phone a half-dozen times, but I’d lost track of time and the damn thing had run out of battery.” 
 
    “So you were at the bar when you found out?” 
 
    “Almira’s place. I—the sheriff had to come in looking for me. Urged me to come with him, but I was three sheets to the wind and told him to screw off. Ended up yelling in my face in front of everyone that my wife and daughter were dead.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “It wasn’t his fault. I just stood there in stunned silence, like I didn’t believe him. I actually thought one of my buddies put him up to it. Took a swing at him, knocked him out of his chair. The sheriff and one of his deputies had to drag me out, kicking and screaming, throw me in the back of the cruiser, and drive me back home.” 
 
    Joel’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Well…back to where home used to be. Where the house had been. It was a total loss.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Nothing you need to say. Whatever needs saying’s been said already, a hundred times over.” 
 
    “Still—” 
 
    “The thing that gets me,” Joel continued, clearing his throat, “the thing that really gets me—” He left the statement open, but Helen remained quiet, choosing to let him speak. “The last words I said to my wife were a lie.” 
 
    Helen lowered her gaze. 
 
    “Told her I was working late. Truth was, we’d been fighting. Just over stupid shit. Bills. The fact that I couldn’t get my car repair business off the ground. Dumb, dumb shit. I just didn’t feel like dealing with it that night.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Who gives a shit whose fault it was?” Joel replied. “Doesn’t matter. Happened, like it or not. I told her a lie, and that was my fault. I let the battery run down on my cell phone and that was my fault. I gave up one more night with the love of my life and our beautiful daughter just so I could have four beers and dammit, that was my fault.” 
 
    His words hung like weights in the air, the tension thick, invisible strands of thread holding everything together. 
 
    “God, I need a cigarette.” 
 
    A soft growling echoed from next to Helen and Joel looked over. He’d nearly forgotten all about little Picasso, but the dog was in there with them, standing on the floor, his single ear perked, his nose twitching as he stared at the door they’d come through moments before. 
 
    Black lips separating, the low, angry growl continued, a sound that would have been far more threatening in a dog twice his size. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Picasso?” Helen asked, stroking his head. He didn’t move, he just looked at the door and continued to growl. 
 
    “Think he hears something?” Helen asked. Joel was already using the wall behind him to push himself upright, turning to look at the door. 
 
    “Probably nothing,” Joel replied. “Rain coming off the roof or something.” 
 
    Purely by instinct, Joel reached behind him, pushing his hand between the rain poncho and his back, sliding free the Smith and Wesson revolver. It was the same pistol he’d packed in his Bug Out Bag over two months ago, and it had made the long, strange trip from South Brisbane, Louisiana to Malcolm, Wyoming. 
 
    “Just stay there, kid,” he said, looking at her as he walked toward the door. Helen scooted back, pressing her spine more tightly to the wall behind her, tucking her legs closer. Joel saw her reach for her own belt and knew she was removing her own pistol, though she was more likely toting a nice, small semi-automatic, not the workhorse revolver that Joel’s fingers curled around. 
 
    Giving her one last look, he reached for the doorknob. 
 
    # 
 
    The door hammered open before Joel could even touch the knob, the metal panel hurtling inwards, sending him scrambling back, out of the way. 
 
    “The hell?” he shouted, barely maintaining his balance. Framed in the doorway was one of the Stone Sword runners, a man dressed in camouflage with a rain poncho draped over broad shoulders, the hood pulled down over his shadowed face. Water poured from the raincoat in thin streams, splattering onto the floor as the man stumbled into the building, favoring one leg. 
 
    Helen and Joel looked at him with sharp apprehension, the man’s broad frame nearly filling the entire doorway, his head lowered, a waterfall spilling onto pale tile. 
 
    Joel wasn’t sure what to do, but he held out a hand, telling Helen to stay where she was. 
 
    A sound came from the darkened face. Somewhere beneath the shadows of the hood, a rasping, choking laugh echoed within the empty room and Joel’s blood ran cold. 
 
    “Saw you at the farm,” the voice spoke, words evenly spaced and carefully pronounced, with only the slightest hint of an eastern European accent. “Got tired of waiting in the rain.” 
 
    “Helen,” Joel said, his voice low. “Run.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The man in camouflage charged, leaping at Joel, his voice splitting into an animal scream, feral and beastlike, fingers clawing for Joel as he lunged. The pistol came around, but Ali Davud—that’s who it was, Joel was certain—got to his wrist first, pulling it and twisting it, tugging Joel off his feet and throwing him to the floor, the pistol skittering away across off-white tile. 
 
    “Helen!” Joel screamed as he hit the ground and twisted around, trying to scramble back to his feet. “Go!” 
 
    She had the semi-automatic out in two hands, sidestepping to get a better shot, the pistol holding straight and level. Ali wheeled toward her, clawing his hood away from his head, revealing his mottled flesh, darkened, ragged eye socket, and rotting teeth exposed. 
 
    “Yes, Helen!” he sneered. “Go!” He kicked hard and pounded his boot into Joel’s face, snapping his head back, then turned on Helen, who was still moving sideways, trying to get a good shot. 
 
    Charging forward, Ali darted right as Helen fired, her first shot searing the air just left of the camouflaged figure. His hand lashed out, hacking at her wrist, knocking her weapon aside and sending her stumbling. Ali descended upon her, his fingers digging into her shoulders, shoving her back against the wall. 
 
    She struck the cinderblock with a brain-jarring slam, her neck whipping back, pain shooting from the base of her skull down through her calves. Ali pulled back a fist and bolted it forward, but Helen slipped right, his fingers cracking into cinderblock with a loud, snapping impact. 
 
    “Gah!” he shouted and drew his hand back, releasing the pressure on her just a fraction. Helen dropped low to a crouch, then kicked off, sliding between his legs across the wet floor, the rain-slick tile giving her momentum. 
 
    He spun at her, reaching into a holster at his thigh and producing his own pistol, one that he’d stolen from whoever he killed to liberate their uniform. Darting right as he fired, Helen barely moved out of the way in time, Ali’s round punching hard into concrete several feet behind and to her left, knocking chunks from the wall. 
 
    He corrected, moving his arm left, tracking her as she tried to move away, but Joel was on his feet and lunging. He tackled Ali around the waist and lifted him, pushing him back, and that time it was Ali’s turn to drill hard into cinder, gasping at the impact, his own pistol spilling free from slack fingers. 
 
    “Dammit, Helen!” Joel screamed, neck tendons bulging. “Go!” 
 
    She saw the urgency in his eyes, the narrowed, piercing ferocity and she decided to do what she was told. Plunging right, she threw open the door and disappeared into the rain-drenched night.  
 
    A knee came up, pounding Joel in the ribs, shooting air from his lungs, then an elbow followed, ramming into his right shoulder blade. He dropped, falling back just a bit, enough to give his opponent some wiggle room. 
 
    Wrenching free, Ali drew his knee close to his chest and lashed out with a kick, drilling Joel in the chest and sending him sprawling backwards, his boots slipping on rainwater. Joel’s arm’s spun, but there was nothing to grab on to and he went down hard, splashing to the floor. 
 
    “I can taste it,” Ali snarled, taking a long, lumbering step from the wall. “Your fear. Your blood. Your very soul. It’s like orchids on my tongue, bitter and poison.” 
 
    “You’re one crazy son of a bitch,” Joel gasped, pressing a hand to his ribs and trying to claw to his feet. Ali lunged forward, throwing another hard kick, that one ramming into Joel’s shoulder, lifting him and throwing him back, sliding along the wet floor. 
 
    Letting his momentum carry him, Joel somersaulted backwards and dug his steel-toed boots into the water-covered tile, slowing his slide, then came up on his knees, supported with a single straight arm. Ali came at him again, and Joel threw himself at him, lowering a shoulder and driving it into him headlong. 
 
    Both of them went down, tumbling to the floor, clawing at each other. Joel clutched at cloth and Ali blistered his temple with a swift, vertical punch. Rolling with the impact, Joel drove an elbow hard into Ali’s throat. He swung another punch, the fist colliding with Ali’s jawline. The bruised and battered man seemed to smile broader with each successful strike, drinking in the pain and gaining power from each injury. 
 
    Joel looked down at the yellowed grin, lips and teeth speckled with blood. The man looked like a reject from a horror movie, his face dirt-covered and pale, cheeks gaunt, the raw, festering socket of his eye uncovered and crusted over with yellowed ichor. 
 
    He looked like a walking corpse, but was indeed not just walking, but talking and swinging, his one eye glowering at Joel with unfiltered contempt. 
 
    “You should have stayed in Kansas,” Joel hissed. He looked at the man’s eye. “Though it looks like part of you did.” 
 
    Ali smiled even more wildly, his teeth gritted, spittle flying from them as he hissed a strange laugh. Then he was yanking Joel’s head forward, ramming the crown of his skull into the bridge of Joel’s nose, a sharp snapping noise echoing in the room as spots flew in Joel’s vision. 
 
    He sucked in air and drew back, wheeling away from his attacker, reaching for the floor, feeling a warm rush of blood running over his left cheek. His palm struck wet floor and slid and he went down on his stomach, splashing into spilled rainwater as he tried to climb back to his knees. 
 
    A boot plowed into his side as Ali lurched forward, kicking with everything he had. Joel rolled with the impact, tumbling left and used the momentum to start moving back onto his knees, working to stand. Ali charged again, but Joel was more than ready, jumping from his knees to intercept. He drove a hard fist into Ali’s gut and doubled him over, then grabbed his arm and spun, hoisting him over his shoulder and slamming him spine-first into one of the cinderblock walls. 
 
    Ali tumbled to the ground, landing clumsily on one shoulder as Joel fell forward with the effort of flipping him. A boot slammed toward him. He barely blocked it with an outstretched arm, then clawed at Ali’s pants, dragging him closer. Another boot lashed out, hitting Joel in the chest, but he absorbed the blow and doubled back, lunging toward his opponent, who still lay on the floor. 
 
    Aiming for the raw and crusted socket, Joel threw another hard punch, the fist colliding directly with the cavernous section where Ali’s eye used to be and the man howled in agony. 
 
    He lashed out, swinging wildly, catching Joel and throwing him sideways, sending him sprawling across the slickened floor. Joel slid on his side until his back pounded into the wall and he grimaced, clamping his teeth together in pain. 
 
    Ali twisted around on the ground, fumbling on the floor, and Joel realized too late what he was reaching for. His fingers closed around the handle of the SIG he’d had in his holster and he brought it around. Joel scrambled forward, climbing to his feet as the pistol barked loudly, the shot deafening within the enclosed area. Puffs of concrete dust burst free from the wall, small, hot flecks dancing across Joel’s cheek and Ali adjusted and fired again. 
 
    The second round went just high, drilling another ragged hole in the cinder block wall and Joel pushed off, charging directly at Ali, moving toward him in wide, swift strides. The Albanian tried to adjust his aim, bringing the pistol barrel left and down, but Joel was on him, barreling headlong, pushing him backwards, knocking him to the floor once again, the weapon skittering away. 
 
    Ali screamed. Not just a scream, but a feral war cry like nothing Joel had ever heard a human being emit. He lunged forward, picking up Joel and throwing him, sending him into the air, his feet leaving the ground. Releasing him, Ali let him drop to collide with the unforgiving tile floor, the wind bursting from Joel’s lungs. 
 
    He gasped as he pressed his palm to the floor, trying to push himself up as Ali was up and advancing toward him. Ali was no longer grinning, he was sneering, a curled-lip snarl twisting his mottled flesh as he stomped toward him, hate and death in his eyes. Joel tried to move upright, tried to push himself away, but couldn’t find purchase on the slick, smooth floor. 
 
    “Dead,” Ali hissed. “You are dead. Dead man crawling. Dead man breathing. I will choke the life from your lungs and I will eat your tongue for dinner!” 
 
    Joel’s eyes widened as he looked at the man, face pulled taut, crimson spit flying from his mouth. Joel couldn’t move away, couldn’t get up, his entire body awash with white-hot flame. Nausea lurched in his guts and the floor seemed to be doubling and tripling beneath him. 
 
    Ali kicked, shoving him back with a hard boot to the ribs, igniting more flames. Joel flopped onto his back, blinking hard, purple and black globes bursting like bubbles in his eyes. 
 
    Unconsciousness floated around him; he could feel its cloudy tendrils clawing their way into his brain. The world between him and the approaching man shifted to a hazy gray. 
 
    “No…” he gasped. “No, stay awake—” 
 
    “Yes, stay awake, Joel,” Ali hissed. “I want to see the life leave your eyes.” He hooked his fingers and descended upon him, reaching for his throat. 
 
    # 
 
    The growling bark surprised them both, Ali wheeling to the right as Picasso leaped, charging from nowhere, ragged fangs clamping down on the man’s exposed wrist. Throaty growls emerged between embedded fangs, blood pooling on Ali’s flesh. 
 
    “Gah!” he screamed, stepping back and tensing his arm, pulling back a closed fist. Joel crawled forward, battling to stay conscious, looking at the front door of the building which seemed so far away. Ali cursed and swung his arm, but Picasso held tight, claws clacking on the tile as his fangs dug in deeper. 
 
    Joel spotted a door just ahead. Not the exit, but the door to the emergency stairwell, and he used the wall to clamber to his feet, struggling to stay awake and alert. 
 
    “Filthy dog!” Ali shouted and finally shook the mangy pooch loose, Picasso scratching at the tile as he broke free and tried to put some space between him and the angry, violent man. 
 
    Joel yanked the door open, slamming metal against cinderblock, plunging into the stairwell and pounding the door closed behind him. His eyes scanned the dull, gray stairs, concrete steps with metal railings going up through a narrow vertical corridor running the entire height of the three-floored school. 
 
    Joel took two steps, then two more, pushing his way through semi-consciousness, boots thudding, charging up to the next floor, desperately putting some space between him and Ali, just trying to give himself room and space to breathe. 
 
    Somewhere down below him, the door slammed open, and heavy, wet breathing filling the narrow, dimly lit stairwell. 
 
    Ali was here. Ali was coming. 
 
    Joel was running out of time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Limon, Colorado 
 
      
 
    “Well, look who we have here,” the slender woman said, stepping from within the surrounding silhouettes, her palms pressed together as she looked Shawna and Roxie up and down. “I done told you I’d never forget your pretty face. Did y’all come back for me?” 
 
    Shawna tensed, but the surrounding figures converged, pointing their rifles, and she paused her movements. 
 
    The woman turned and looked at the group surrounding her, men and women with weapons raised. 
 
    “Why don’t you liberate them of those guns? They won’t need those—we believe in fun, not war.” 
 
    Two burly men stepped forward, one of them shirtless, his broad gut bulging from over his belt line and Shawna thought it was the same man from the previous night whose bloated stomach resembled a deformed full moon. 
 
    “We—” Roxie stammered. “We just—we want our property back.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head, glaring at the young girl. 
 
    “Your property?” 
 
    Roxie nodded.  
 
    “There was something in our truck. My dad—he died. It’s the only thing left of him.” 
 
    Shawna smiled thinly, hearing the emotion in Roxie’s voice, wondering if her ploy would work. She didn’t think so. 
 
    “Any property that crosses these town lines is our property, my dear. I don’t give a rat’s ass whose daddy died for it.” 
 
    Her smile was broad and her tone was pleasant, but there was a sharp edge to her words. 
 
    “Now,” she continued, extending both hands, “you’ve crossed town lines, so you’re my property as well.” She clapped her hands together several times, bobbing up and down on the balls of her feet. “Oh my, we’re going to have such fun!” 
 
    Hands clamped around the rifles and wrenched them free of Shawna and Roxie’s grasp, pulling them back into the surrounding crowd. Suddenly Shawna felt very isolated and very alone, she and Roxie pinned between the crowd and the brick wall of the auto parts garage. Nowhere to go. No weapons to fight with. She could feel the residual heat of the crackling bonfire and see slowly dancing embers spiraling into the darkened air. Rain fell in mist, a steady, persistent precipitation, light but steady. The air was thick with smoke and her eyes roamed the crowd, finding each gaze more narrow and angry than the last. 
 
    The woman placed her hand on Shawna’s arm and leaned toward her, her breath coming in shallow, eager gasps, sour and spoiled. 
 
    “The boys will want her first,” she said, chuckling dryly as her eyes flitted to Roxie. “It’ll be so much fun.” 
 
    Shawna gritted her teeth, her fists clenching. The woman brought herself upright. 
 
    “Come now!” she said. “Let’s celebrate!” She took a step back toward the bonfire as one of the bloated men grabbed Roxie by the wrist, dragging her away from the wall. Three other men closed around Shawna, keeping her where she was. 
 
    “Don’t!” Shawna shouted and Roxie looked back toward her, arm outstretched, fingers reaching. 
 
    “Shawna, please!” she stammered through tears. Shawna took a step forward, but the men crowded her, weapons elevated. The large man dragged Roxie behind him. Desperately, the young girl punched at his arm and shoulder, but he smiled broadly, two rows of teeth rotting against the puffy dough of his face. 
 
    Roxie twisted, yanked, and finally swept her leg forward, ramming the toe of her sneaker into his right shin. He sucked in a breath and let her go, sending her spilling to the pavement, where she landed hard on her right arm, letting out a small shout of pain. 
 
    “You little snot!” the man sneered, looming over her. “I’m thinking it’ll be more fun to just squeeze the breath from those lungs—” 
 
    Shawna tensed, the barrel of one of the rifles pressing hard into her sternum forcing her back against the wall. 
 
    She saw it before she heard it, a strange, shadowed movement, something hurtling through the darkened sky, formless against the sheets of rain. It soared into the air, crested, then descended, cutting through the air like a spherical arrow. She smiled. 
 
    The projectile barreled into the fat man, striking him between his shoulders like a stampeding bull, the impact a resounding and audible crack of breaking bone. He gurgled and lurched forward, falling over Roxie as she desperately rolled out of the way, the projectile thudding to the pavement and rolling a few feet. 
 
    It caught in the glow of the bonfire and Shawna’s grin widened. It was a candlepin bowling ball, one of the ones she’d taken from the bowling alley earlier in the day. 
 
    Tristan and Selanda were here. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” the woman hissed, wheeling on Shawna. “Kill her! Kill them both!” 
 
    A sudden snapping crack echoed from the bonfire, chased by low shouts of surprise and pain. Then there was a second, then a third and Shawna looked toward the roaring fire, seeing small bursts of combustion from within, ragged shards of metal shrapnel searing free, sending the people huddled around the flames scattering. 
 
    “Roxie!” Shawna said. “NOW!” 
 
    # 
 
    Tristan had waited as long as he’d dared. He’d only get the chance once and he didn’t want to waste it. As Roxie spilled onto the concrete, he’d sighted in on the fat man looming over her, shoulder pressed to the opposite side of the trailer at the edge of the road. His arm ached from holding the small bowling ball, but he knew he had to make the throw. It might have been the most important of his life. 
 
    “Selanda,” he whispered and the woman met his eyes. She knelt by the other corner of the trailer, backpack opened, the insides stuffed full of the aerosol cans of shoe spray they’d taken from the bowling alley. “Get ready!” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Tristan stepped and threw, his arm burning with the pain of hefting the heavy ball. He was glad it was a candlepin. Those balls were at least a little smaller and lighter than the full size. He didn’t even wait for the impact, he just spun back around the trailer and nodded at his partner. 
 
    Selanda scooped up two aerosol cans and sent the first tumbling through the air, arcing perfectly until it landed right within the hungry flames of the bonfire. She threw the second directly after, her aim once again true. 
 
    As the shout from the bowling ball impact came, the first pressurized can detonated, a loud and sudden crack of air bursting free, tearing open the can and throwing razor-sharp shrapnel in a wide arc around the fire. The second can went off shortly after, and Selanda was already throwing the third, then the fourth. 
 
    Somewhere in the darkness, Tristan heard Shawna shout and he silently prayed the distraction would be enough. 
 
    # 
 
    Roxie twisted left as Shawna lunged, throwing herself at the three men in front of her, who had been distracted by the rapid popping of detonating cans in the fire. Her fingers clamped around the M4 one of them had stolen from her, and she wrenched it free, ramming her shoulder into him and sending him stumbling. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” another yelled, turning on her, his weapon coming around. The M4 spun effortlessly in Shawna’s hands and she belted the stock of the weapon into the man’s face, knocking him back, then pivoted right and pulled the trigger, a single shot burying a round in a second man, sending him spinning toward the pavement. 
 
    “They’ve got the guns!” the scrawny woman screamed at the others, who had already scattered from the popping aerosol cans. “Over here, you idiots! They’re over here!” 
 
    Shawna fired a second time, putting a round into the third man, then came around, sprinting toward the parking lot. 
 
    “Behind the trailer!” a voice shouted. “There are more of them behind the trailer!” 
 
    Gunshots rattled in the darkness, and Shawna hoped Tristan and Selanda were under cover. 
 
    “Roxie, garage!” she shouted, shouldering her M4 and switching to full auto. She sprayed the parking lot wildly, raking the weapon horizontally, sending two of the other gunmen sprawling to the pavement. 
 
    Roxie ducked and ran, keeping her head down, the rifle held close as Shawna covered her with scattered bursts of gunfire. Muzzle flashes erupted in the distance and Shawna lurched to the right, taking cover behind the corner of the garage, wincing as broken chunks of brick sprayed just inches from her shoulder. 
 
    She bent around the corner and fired again, watching as the woman in the long dress chased after Roxie, sprinting toward the garage. 
 
    “No!” she hissed and tried to draw down on the woman, but she slipped by before Shawna could get a bead on her. Shadows moved in the darkness and she thought she could make out the figures of Tristan and Selanda running back across the street, toward the antique mall. A small group of pursuers broke free of the group by the bonfire and chased after them. 
 
    Shawna switched to single shot again, taking careful aim. She fired once, and one of the pursuers stumbled forward, then she adjusted and fired two more times, dropping a second. 
 
    Ducking back as more fire came at her, she tucked the rifle close, pressing her back against the hard brick. 
 
    “You’re on your own, Roxie,” she whispered. “Let’s do this, girl.” 
 
    # 
 
    Roxie breached the opening of the garage at top speed, her eyes affixed on the laptop bag resting up against the wall by the entrance to the office. 
 
    “There you are,” she said, trying to ignore the rattling sounds of battle just outside in the parking lot, knowing that grabbing the laptop bag was just the beginning of her problems. 
 
    “You’ll never get away with this!” a shrill voice sneered. Roxie looked, eyes widening as the angry woman charged into the garage after her. Her eyes were glazed with near-insane rage, her skinny fingers hooked into ragged claws. 
 
    She wore a dress that, at one point in its long history, might have actually been elegant, but it was torn and frayed, stained with colors Roxie didn’t want to think about. The woman’s hair was long and curly, dark, but streaked with silver and white, her pale face twisted into a feral snarl. 
 
    “I just want the bag!” Roxie pleaded as the woman descended upon her, raking at her face. Spinning away, Roxie narrowly dodged the woman’s fingers, but stumbled to the ground and immediately the woman was on top of her, beating on her back with closed fists. 
 
    Desperately, Roxie threw back an elbow, pounding it hard into the woman’s jaw, her head snapping back, wild mane of hair flowing. 
 
    Roxie charged forward, feet sliding on the smooth garage floor. She fell into a baseball slide, slipping across the surface until she came up next to the laptop bag. Immediately she swept it from the floor and threw herself to her feet as the woman renewed her attack, charging at her. 
 
    Roxie lowered her shoulder and lunged forward, striking the woman and pushing her back, forcing her out into the parking lot where they both stumbled down to the pavement, Roxie’s palms scraping on rough pavement, tears stinging her eyes. 
 
    Gunfire spat nearby, but the background din of endless weapons fire had dimmed to only sporadic pops and cracks. Roxie saw several shadows lying on the ground, the wide, dead eyes of corpses staring from the glow of the churning bonfire. 
 
    The woman’s long fingers closed around the shoulder strap of the bag and tugged hard. 
 
    “Mine!” she screamed. “It’s mine!” 
 
    “You don’t even know what it is!” Roxie protested, tugging it back. 
 
    “I don’t care! It’s mine!” She lunged and shoved Roxie back down to the ground, grasping the bag and prying it, pulling it close, the young girl on her back on the parking lot, desperately holding onto the black canvas with two hands. 
 
    The woman yanked and pulled, teeth gritted. Roxie pulled back toward herself, the woman stepping forward, and Roxie’s grip loosened. Her heart locked in her chest and she could almost feel her father’s legacy being slowly stripped from her clenched fingers. Leaning close, the woman’s rank breath stung her nostrils, her long hair spilling down over her face and shoulders. 
 
    “It’s all mine—all of it,” she said with satisfaction, her cracked-lipped grin revealing more rotting teeth. 
 
    “Like hell it is,” Roxie hissed back, and kicked her leg out straight, shoving the woman hard in the chest. Taken by surprise, the woman was thrown up and back, her fingers releasing the bag, her eyes wide as she teetered, her arms pinwheeling. 
 
    Roxie clambered to a low kneel, then pushed off into a swift football tackle, throwing herself at her and burying her shoulder into the woman’s stomach. The impact sent her sprawling backwards, reeling off balance into the hungry flames of the bonfire. 
 
    She wailed an almost inhuman cry of pure, unadulterated agony as her shadowed form was consumed by the churning, starving flames. Hot, orange fingers clawed at her flesh, the fire eating her alive. 
 
    “No!” a voice shouted from nearby and Roxie turned, watching as one of the enemy gunmen threw down his weapon and sprinted toward the bonfire. “Mistress!” 
 
    Other voices joined the chorus, weapons clattering to the pavement, hopeless, vacant eyes staring at the writhing body within the flames. 
 
    “Get her out!” someone shouted. “Someone get her out!” 
 
    The first gunman actually dove into the fire after her, screaming as he tried to pull her free, flames racing up his curved spine, the smell of burning flesh and scarred muscle turning Roxie’s stomach. 
 
    She felt fingers clasp her arm and she wheeled left, hefting the laptop bag like she might use it as a weapon. 
 
    Shawna stood before her, eyes wide and urgent. 
 
    “Let’s go!” she hissed and Roxie nodded. 
 
    They turned and sprinted away, the pathetic cries of the men fading into the distance. 
 
    # 
 
    Gunfire chased them as they ran, ducking behind the main structure of the antique mall, chunks of concrete pelting up from the parking lot behind them. 
 
    Curling around the corner, Tristan pressed his back to the wall, lifting his pistol close to him. Roxie had given back the Beretta M9 he’d let her carry, though he still didn’t have much ammunition for it. 
 
    Selanda drew in sharp breaths, dropping the backpack from her shoulder and opening the flap to look inside. They’d thrown all of the aerosol cans and the bowling ball, and were left with little but the handful of nine-millimeter rounds for the Beretta with which to defend themselves. 
 
    Three whipcracks echoed from the street, the thunk and whine of bullet ricochets coming from her right and she ducked instinctively as shouting voices chased the sounds of gunfire. Somewhere in the distance they heard a bloodcurdling animal howl. 
 
    Bending over, Tristan gasped, desperately trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “My—old bones—aren’t suited for this,” he said between exhales.  
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Selanda urged. “They’re following us, just like they’re supposed to!” 
 
    “I know—we’ve got to—to draw them away.” He lifted his head, looking at the buildings ahead of them. There was a narrow street and a darkened structure in the distance, where Route 71 branched off and went north past the baseball field and storage facility they’d used for cover as they came into downtown. 
 
    “You can do this,” Selanda said, patting Tristan on the shoulder. 
 
    Tristan nodded meekly, bending at the waist, holding his pistol in two hands in front of him. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    Selanda sprinted forward, ducking and running and Tristan drew in one big breath and charged after her, legs burning, lungs aching. 
 
    Almost immediately, rifle fire cracked close behind them, sparks bursting from the road as debris puffed up to Tristan’s left. He jerked, trying to move right, but more gunfire came from that direction, raking a jagged line of broken asphalt in front of him. Wheeling around, he raised his pistol. 
 
    “Selanda, go!” he shouted. “I’ll hold them back!” 
 
    Selanda opened her mouth to protest, but he’d already pulled the trigger, the loud report of the Beretta drowning out whatever she’d say. Three men approached with rifles and as Tristan fired, one of them stumbled, pitching forward and falling to the parking lot. Two others emerged from shadow, both with AR-15-style semi-automatics, stocks wedged tight into their shoulders. 
 
    “Got you dead to rights!” one of them snarled. “Your ass is—” 
 
    Gunfire punched before he could even finish his statement and Tristan braced.  
 
    But he felt no pain, no impact, no effects whatsoever. Instead, the two men with rifles went down, crumpling like building block towers knocked over by an angry child. 
 
    “Keep going!” Shawna shouted, bursting from the shadows, Roxie close behind her, the heavy black bag slung over her shoulder. “They’re mad about their leader, but they’ll realize we’re not there soon and I’m sure they’ll be coming!” 
 
    “There!” Tristan screamed, stabbing his finger toward the parking garage that loomed high over the office park, back from where they’d come. 
 
     “There’s an access road that way!” Roxie pointed toward the northern horizon, clouded in darkness. “I saw it this morning!” 
 
    “Go!” Shawna said. Voices shouted from the auto parts store, the scream of the dying woman in the fire drowning out into final silence. They broke off and dashed to the north, shoes hitting pavement as voices belted into shouts of rage and hate behind them. Gunfire popped and Shawna twisted around, planting her feet and roaring off another short burst, emptying her magazine toward the parking lot of the auto parts store. 
 
    Ejecting the mag, she resumed her sprint, watching as Roxie led the group on a hairpin left turn down a narrow side road just north of the office park. More gunfire came from the darkness and she slammed a fresh mag home, racking the charging handle, but continued running, focusing on the group ahead and not the ones chasing them. 
 
    Within moments they’d reached the crossbar gate of the parking garage and Roxie was vaulting gracefully over it while Tristan slowly made his way around the booth and onto the concrete ramp. Selanda ducked beneath and Shawna clambered over, all four of them venturing onto the upper level garage, eyes roaming. 
 
    “There!” Tristan gasped. “SUV!” There was a large, black modernized Land Rover ahead, with what looked like a seating capacity of five or six. Gunfire crept closer, the concrete wall of the parking garage splitting open with bullet impacts. Tristan came up to the driver’s side of the Land Rover and curled his arm back, using the stock of his Beretta to shatter the driver’s side window. Ricochets sparked off the sloped roof of the SUV and Shawna ducked, spinning around and rattling off a burst of return fire. 
 
    “In, in, in!” shouted Tristan, popping open the driver’s side door and stepping back, using it for cover as Roxie and Selanda scrambled into the vehicle. He pointed the Beretta through the broken window and fired at the approaching gunmen. 
 
    “You, too, Shawna!” 
 
    Her shoulder pressed against the side of the vehicle, she fired a few more shots at the group who was climbing over the gate. 
 
    “Get in the damn car!” Tristan shouted more loudly and urgently as she spun away from where she was kneeling, ducking and moving right, making her way into the vehicle. Tristan heard her shatter the passenger side window with the stock of her rifle, and knew she was leaning out the other side to continue firing on the approaching enemies. 
 
    Lurching into the driver’s seat, he slammed the door closed behind him, keeping his head down as he reached beneath the steering column and tore off a slab of interior vinyl, desperate to reach the ignition wires beneath the console. 
 
    “Make it quick!” Shawna screamed, emptying another mag before drawing back inside, ejecting it and ramming home a third. Bullets pocked the exterior of the vehicle, everyone keeping their heads down at the onslaught of fire. 
 
    “C’mon, c’mon,” Tristan hissed, manually stripping back the rubber coating on one of the tiny cables to expose the insides. A whining ricochet careened off the driver’s side rearview mirror and Shawna extended herself out the window, firing again. 
 
    Tristan touched wires together. There was a muffled, angry growl, then a fierce roar, and the SUV surged to life. 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    “Stop shouting and floor it!” Shawna urged, unleashing more gunfire behind them. Tristan glanced in the interior rearview mirror and saw three runners approaching, only a few feet behind them, pointing weapons. He rammed the gear into reverse and pounded the accelerator, tires squealing hard on smooth pavement, smoke and rubber peeling away. 
 
    The SUV charged backwards, striking the three men with dull thuds, sending them scattering apart. Tristan winced as the vehicle thudded and bumped clearly running over one of them, but he didn’t slow, he kept it plowing backwards. Out of the shattered driver’s side window, he saw one of the men that he’d hit, tumbling wildly backwards, limbs flailing. 
 
    Hammering the brake, he swung the nose of the SUV around, the smell of burning rubber and the sound of screaming tires filling the cabin. The blunt nose now pointed toward the gate and he drilled the gas again, the SUV hurtling forward, accelerating swiftly. Gunmen scattered, though one held his ground, aiming his rifle. 
 
    “Heads down!” Tristan screamed, following his own advice. Thankfully the rest of the car did, too as bullets punched through the windshield as the gunman fired at them. The grill of the Land Rover drove hard into the man’s pelvis, lifting his feet and throwing him up and over the hood. His curved spine struck the windshield and he tumbled up over, his uncontrolled roll thundering over the metal roof. 
 
    Tristan didn’t bother to look in the mirror to see how he landed, he just floored it, twisting the wheel right, smashing through the barrier gate. He guided the SUV out onto the road and opened it up, going from zero to sixty in less than ten seconds, leaving the auto parts store, the garage, and the insanity behind them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    As much as he’d never admit it to anyone, there was a part of Colonel Carter that enjoyed the new weather pattern. He’d always had a love of rain, and an even stronger love of thunder storms and in spite of the imminent threat of lightning and the unending barrage of pouring rain, he stood outside the town hall, his rain poncho drenched, his hands in his pockets, but feeling strangely relaxed and at ease. 
 
    There was no reason for his peace, he just knew he felt it, a deep and settling calm. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. In the distance, through the sheets of pouring rain, he saw something. At first, he thought it might be an animal—Laura’s dog? 
 
    But no. As it got closer, he could tell it was a person. A small person to be sure, maybe even—a child? 
 
    “Colonel Carter!” a voice cried out, young and female, the shape moving toward him waving an arm wildly. 
 
    “Helen?” Carter asked, stepping forward, the rain pounding hard around him. “Helen Park?” 
 
    The figure emerged, and it was indeed Helen, her eyes wide, her face etched with lines of worry, her breath coming in desperate, frantic gasps. 
 
    “He—he’s here!” she breathed. “Ali! He’s here! He’s got Joel!” 
 
    “Who—what? Who’s here?” 
 
    “Ali! The man Joel told you about! He was in the woods!” 
 
    “And he’s here? In town?” 
 
    “He’s at the schoolhouse shelter—near Esther’s farmhouse! He has a gun, and—he’s crazy!” 
 
    “Take me there!” Carter demanded. “Take me there—now!” 
 
    # 
 
    Joel’s legs burned as he reached the third floor of the emergency stairwell, his fingers clamped around the railing to keep him upright. He doubled over, his ribs stabbing in pain as the air tightened in his lungs like a fist of broken glass.  
 
    Feet thudded on the stairs two flights down and he knew Ali was already in pursuit, somehow moving swiftly and aggressively in spite of his missing eye and wounded foot, a foot Joel had stabbed with a knife the last time they’d tangled. 
 
    His knife had stabbed the man’s foot and taken his eye, yet somehow, driven by pure malice, Ali had made his way a thousand miles west. How could Joel stand against that? 
 
    Looking right, he glanced at the metal door leading to the third floor and contemplated going through. There was one more flight leading to the roof of the building and he stood there momentarily, looking at the shadowy doorway above. If he got to the roof, he’d have no escape, nowhere to go except to face off against the man chasing him. 
 
    Joel’s brow knitted, both fists clenching, and the fist full of glass in his chest crunched into powder, ice water chilling his veins. 
 
    No. 
 
    No more running. 
 
    One way or another, it had to end. 
 
    # 
 
    Somewhere above a door slammed, loud and echoing in the stairwell and Ali snarled in rage. 
 
    “Coward!” he screamed, his hoarse voice echoing back at him, bouncing off the smooth concrete walls as he pushed himself more quickly up the steep stairs. 
 
    The top of the third flight was just ahead, the door leading to the third floor to his right, while the stairs bent around and continued up, Ali figured leading to the roof. So where did he go? The third floor? The roof? 
 
    It didn’t matter. There was no escape—not now, not ever. Ali was not going to let Joel leave here alive. 
 
    Pushing past the pain in his foot and the dull ache of muscle exhaustion in his legs, Ali lunged forward, taking steps two at a time for the final flight, nearly sprinting up to the top platform. 
 
    Joel was waiting for him. 
 
    Not behind one of the doors, but crouched on the third flight of stairs, hugging the concrete, too low for Ali to see. As Ali came upon the platform on the third floor, Joel screamed, a loud and shrill war cry and threw himself over the railing, crashing down on the man chasing him. 
 
    # 
 
    Planting his hand on the railing, Joel hurled himself up and over, cresting and crashing, the full weight of his vault sending him plowing into Ali’s chest. The impact threw him backwards, Joel clumsily lurching along with him, both of them tumbling end over end down the flight of stairs toward the second platform. 
 
    Joel was up and moving, his leg throbbing with a muscle deep agony as he stood and turned. Ali was already scrambling to his feet as well, his face bloodied, throwing a fist, hard and fast, ramming it into Joel’s ribs. The blow pinned Joel against the wall and Ali moved in, sending a second punch, that one a left cross, blistering Joel’s right jaw. 
 
    Blood filled his mouth, and he felt one of his teeth jar loose, but he battled through unconsciousness, forcing himself to remain alert. He swept his leg, striking Ali’s thigh, then pushed him back, slamming his spine into the stair railing and bending him over it. 
 
    Ali growled in agony, curling his finger around the railing to stop himself from teetering over, then lunged forward, pushing for another head butt. Wheeling left, Joel took the skull to his right shoulder, deftly avoiding the bone-on-bone contact. But Ali was already following up, forcing a front kick, driving Joel back against the opposite wall of the narrow corridor. 
 
    Pushing the attack, Ali lunged forward, but Joel charged and met him halfway. He punched him in the gut, staggering him, then followed with a second blow to the cheek, then wheeled and drove his heel backwards, striking Ali in the chest, hitting him high and taking him up and over the railing behind him. 
 
    Ali went over backwards, falling three feet, landing awkwardly on his shoulder on the concrete steps of the next flight of stairs, barely keeping himself from tumbling freely down them. 
 
    Gasping, Ali heaved and spat a thick glob of red on the stairs, glowering up at Joel. Standing on the platform above him, Joel drew in his own staggered breaths, meeting the other man’s hateful glare. 
 
    Staring eye to eye, Ali’s mouth twisted into a crooked, blood-flecked smile. 
 
    “The difference between you and I,” he said, his voice thick, “is that I am willing and ready to die. I have nothing to lose. Nothing left to live for. All I care about is taking you and that little shit with me.” 
 
    Joel drew in sharp, painful breaths. 
 
    “You—think—caring about someone is a weakness? You think actually having something to live for is a—bad thing?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Ali replied. “It makes you too careful. Too calculated. Too preoccupied.” 
 
    Joel leaned against the railing, grimacing, but holding himself upright. Slowly, he shook his head back and forth. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “Fighting for something—fighting for someone, that makes you desperate.” 
 
    “Is that what you are?” Ali asked. “Desperate?” 
 
    Joel set his jaw, his teeth clenched together. 
 
    “I’ll show you just how desperate I am.” Leaping forward, he screamed, striking Ali in the chest and carrying them both backwards, back down the second flight of stairs. Joel tucked his chin, striking concrete with his shoulder and tumbling, curling to protect his body as Ali sprawled, legs flailing, grunting as he thudded down the sharp-edged steps. 
 
    They hit the second platform and Joel struck the wall with his back, his head snapping and darkness creeping in his vision. Ali grabbed the railing and almost immediately started pulling himself upwards, battling to stand, his legs shaking, his head foggy. Joel swept his leg, catching Ali behind the ankles, taking his feet out from under him, and he went over sideways, ramming onto the concrete platform with his shoulder, the impact loud and bone-jarring. 
 
    “You can stop this,” Joel said. “We don’t have to kill each other.” 
 
    “I know no other way,” Ali replied, using his palm to start pushing himself back up. “There is no alternative. No situation where we come out of this alive. I’ve lost too much. Given too much.” His face was a mask of blood, his dirt-covered, gaunt expression darkening with purpled bruising. 
 
    Joel thought he likely looked similar, every muscle feeling as though it were clamped in a tight vise, squeezing. Ali lashed out, throwing himself upright and forward, slamming a hard fist into Joel’s jaw and knocking him down, then following him, slumping onto the pavement platform. One last flight of stairs led to the bottom floor, the place where the fight had started, slick with rain and tinged pink with spilled blood. 
 
    Inch by painful inch, Ali pulled himself to his feet, once again using the railing for leverage, grimacing with each struggled movement. Joel propped himself up on one elbow, trying to blink away the red haze of approaching oblivion. He knew if he blacked out now, he’d never wake up. Ali would kill him and then would never stop until he found Helen and did the same to her. 
 
    That kept him going. Joel had long since given up caring if he lived or died. He’d gotten Helen to her family. His job was done. But he couldn’t let this wild man get to her. He’d do whatever he could to prevent that. Even if it meant spilling his last drop of blood and breathing his last breath. 
 
    Ali looked down at him. The crusted-over socket had been torn open again in the fight, blood and mucous oozing from the ragged wound, adding to the already steady swath of red streaking his face. 
 
    His dark hair was matted to his skull, his jaw a crooked sneer. Ali lunged and kicked, driving his boot into Joel’s sore and weakened ribs. Blood bubbled to his mouth and he coughed a pink froth, feeling his stomach lurch. Ali lifted the boot again and stomped, but Joel rolled left, the heel of the boot thudding hard on the concrete. 
 
    Ali hissed in pain, grabbing at his knee, and Joel rolled back around and grasped at his waist, but Ali moved back, driving an elbow into the back of Joel’s head, forcing him down. He barely kept his skull from cracking on the concrete, bracing his arms. 
 
    He heard Ali’s ragged, struggled breathing above him, the gurgling rattle of someone with something broken inside. A shorn rib tugging at his lungs, blood and bile burbling. 
 
    “Even—if you kill me,” Joel said in a low, hissing voice, “you won’t get her. You won’t live—long enough.” 
 
    “I should have died weeks ago,” Ali replied. “Hate has driven me this far. Why not—a little bit further?” 
 
    He stepped closer and Joel closed his fist, resting on his elbows, his knees bent and holding him up. Ali grabbed a tuft of his shirt, clenching it in a closed fist and began lifting him from where he knelt. 
 
    Joel threw himself upwards, jerking his fist close to his body, then straight up into a vicious, desperate, last-breath uppercut. Knuckles crunched the underside of Ali’s jaw, his head cranking back, the momentum taking him over once again. He rolled right and curled, thudding down the final set of stairs, legs twisted as he rolled, shoulder over shoulder until he landed with a final thump on the bottom floor by the open door leading to the lobby of the abandoned school building. 
 
    For several long moments, Joel stared at him, waiting for him to move, anticipating the slow stir of his awakening, but his body remained prone and still, frozen in lifeless time. 
 
    Slowly, Joel pulled himself to his feet, leaning hard on the railing, barely keeping himself upright as he took step by sluggish step, his eyes never leaving Ali’s body. Bending low, he tucked at the cuff of his pants and slowly removed the spike-knuckled trench knife. Everything had happened so fast, he’d never had the chance to even think about using it, but as he approached the unconscious man at the foot of the stairs, he could see what would happen in his mind. 
 
    If Ali was still alive, Joel wouldn’t hesitate. He’d grab him by the hair, lift him up and slit his throat. Ten seconds and it would all be over and he wouldn’t feel the least bit guilty. 
 
    He took another step, then another, easing his way down, holding the knife at his side, eyes affixed on the still back of the man at the bottom. 
 
    One more step. Then another. Three steps left, Joel’s shaking knees barely holding himself up, still carefully watching, looking for signs of life. 
 
    He saw none. 
 
    Slowly, painfully, he went down one more step. 
 
    “Nyaah!” Ali screamed, lashing out with a desperate side kick. His boot struck Joel in the shin, forcing his foot back, pinning it against the hard surface of the stair. Joel grunted, his grip releasing, and he tried to counterbalance, but he tumbled forward. The knife spilled from his fingers as he went over forwards, barely tucking his chin as he crashed to the ground just over Ali’s now-kneeling form. 
 
    Ali was up in a flash, Joel pushing against the doorframe, trying to get vertical, but the other man was already slamming into him, sending him sprawling, his boots sliding on wet tile. Joel went over, the world swirling around him, blood and darkness battling for supremacy in his vision. 
 
    The back of his head cracked in tile, starbursts blossomed and he felt sour stomach contents rise up into his throat. 
 
    “Over—for you,” Ali struggled to say, limping toward him, fingers opening and closing. Joel blinked, trying to clear the fog, trying to make his body move, but nothing was responding. His fingers wouldn’t curl, his knees wouldn’t bend. It was as if he were stuck in frozen ice, just watching the horrors unfold before him, unable to do anything to slow or stop them. 
 
    His lips parted, and he tried to speak, to just say something—but no words would come. Ali loomed over him, that same blood-flecked smile on his face and he took one lone, long step closer and Joel knew the time had come. He’d fought as hard as he could. Spent his last breath— and still Ali came for him. 
 
    All he could do was hope that Helen would somehow slip away and that he would get what he deserved. 
 
    “Time to die, Joel.”  
 
    Ali descended upon him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The door banged open, a sharply thrust boot sole ramming into its smooth surface, and Colonel Carter stood in the empty void, rain slashing behind him, his pistol clamped in two practiced hands. 
 
    “Step away from him!” Carter’s voice bellowed, firm and authoritative, the barrel of his SIG Sauer straight and even, pointed at the looming form of Ali Davud. 
 
    Joel could barely focus, his eyes blurring in and out, but he could see Carter stride into the school, keeping his pistol trained on Ali, Helen lurking behind him by the entrance to the building. 
 
    Ali lifted his hands, sneering slightly as he took a step back, eyes fixated on Carter. 
 
    “Sh—shoot him!” Joel gasped. Carter’s eyes flicked to his, then flicked back to Ali. 
 
    “Dammit, Carter, shoot him!” 
 
    “I surrender,” Ali said, smirking. Joel struggled, pulling himself on his elbows, dragging himself across the water covered floor, barely clinging to consciousness. 
 
    He turned and looked, watching as Carter had the bead on Ali, holding him in place, Helen lingering just behind him. 
 
    “Keep those hands up,” Carter said. 
 
    “You—you don’t understand,” Joel gasped. “You can’t—take him prisoner. Just—shoot.” 
 
    Joel thrust out his hand, pulling himself farther away. His fingers touched the cool metal handle, the contoured grip of his Smith and Wesson. 
 
    Ali took a step toward the colonel. 
 
    “Don’t even do it,” Carter hissed. “I will blow your ass a—” 
 
    The gunshot shattered the world, drowning out Carter’s words. Ali gasped, clutching at his chest, taking an uncertain step backwards, fingers reaching toward Joel, who had rolled on his back, his revolver in two hands, the cylindrical barrel pointed at Ali. 
 
    With one final gasp, he pitched over backwards, landing with a thud back into the stairwell. 
 
    “Holy shit, Joel,” Carter said, lowering his pistol and making his way toward Joel. “What—what happened?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you shoot him?” 
 
    “He was unarmed. Surrendering. I don’t care what you heard, but we don’t execute people here.” 
 
    “Maybe you should.” 
 
    Carter slid his pistol back in his holster, looking down at Joel as Helen dropped to her knees next to him, cradling his head in her hands. 
 
    “You’re okay,” she said, nodding. “You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Joel nodded stiffly, grimacing in pain. 
 
    “He beat the shit out of me, kid.” 
 
    “I guess you’re so full of shit you still had some left,” Helen replied. 
 
    Joel closed his eyes, shaking his head. 
 
    “Funny—funny, kid.” 
 
    Carter exhaled, standing upright, offering his hand down to Joel. Joel started to sit up, extending his fingers. 
 
    A boot squeaked on the water covered floor. 
 
    “Carter!” Joel shouted. “He’s not—” 
 
    Ali lurched from where he’d fallen, wrapping one arm around Carter’s throat, pulling him back. The other hand held Joel’s discarded spike knuckled trench knife. 
 
    “No!” Helen screamed. 
 
    Ali stabbed, ramming the blade hilt-deep, sinking it into Carter’s chest. He ripped it free, spraying a gout of dark blood and stabbed again, then again. The blade punched through cloth and flesh, ripping and gashing. Carter’s face contorted in pain, blanching, color draining, eyes losing focus. 
 
    “Gun!” Joel gasped, fumbling for the weapon. “Where’s the damned gun?” 
 
    Helen stood, Smith and Wesson in her hands, her narrowed eyes gleaming with hatred and focus. Ali glared back, knife erect, stained and streaming with the colonel’s dark blood. 
 
    The pistol barked, an echoing pop, the barrel jerking. Just as she’d practiced, the round punched into Ali’s left eye, the lone one remaining, only that time doing far more damage. He grunted and stepped back, his grip loosening, Carter tumbling to the wet floor, landing with a splash, his blood collecting with the pooling water. 
 
    Helen fired a second time. Then a third. Each bullet hit home. Ali jerked with each impact, his knees buckling, his feet slipping on water. The fourth round took him down, the mule kick impact finally toppling him over backwards, crashing to the tile floor, a spray of his blood spewed across the cinderblock wall behind him. 
 
    In the dim light of the school lobby, the faint echoes of the gunshots faded, but the smell of gun smoke and blood lingered. 
 
    Joel thought he might have that smell in his nostrils for the rest of his life. 
 
    Helen charged over to the colonel, dropping to her knees again, splashing into the water, pressing two fingers to Carter’s throat, desperately seeking a hopeful sign. 
 
    Joel already knew there was no hopeful sign for her to find. Carter had been stabbed a half-dozen times. He’d seen the life leave his cold, hard eyes. Decades in the military, a lifetime of service, sacrificing everything for the good of the town. 
 
    And it had all led to this. 
 
    # 
 
    The rain continued its relentless assault, fierce angular sheets of gray slate pounding the pavement. A huddled group of camouflaged soldiers stood in the road outside the school while Lindsey and Laura went inside. 
 
    Mayor Phillips spoke quietly to the soldiers in attendance, speaking too low for Joel or Helen to hear. 
 
    Lindsey had taken a cursory look at Joel when she’d arrived, but he’d waved her off and told her to deal with Carter first. Laura had looked at him longingly, thankfully, somehow sensing that his injuries had come from protecting her daughter. She’d bent and embraced Helen, a fierce, powerful hug that had left the young girl almost speechless. 
 
    Now Joel and Helen stood outside, just the two of them together, looking upon the scene. Flashlights bobbed inside the school, reflecting in windows. 
 
    Helen lowered her head. 
 
    “I—I shouldn’t have brought him,” she said, her voice croaking. “I—we could have done it together. We could have beaten him.” 
 
    “And if we didn’t?” Joel asked, wincing slightly as he adjusted his stance. “If we hadn’t stopped him, he would have gone through this whole damn town. You know it as well as I do. Carter died to save Stone Sword, and I think if he were here now, he’d agree to do it again.” 
 
    “It didn’t have to come to that,” Helen said. “It shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “I could fill a library with things that shouldn’t have happened over the past two months, kid,” Joel said. “Didn’t stop ’em from happening.” 
 
    Helen nodded, drawing in a deep, ragged breath. 
 
    “He’s…he’s finally dead.” 
 
    “He is. Thanks to you. There’s one more I owe you.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything,” she whispered, then looked up at him. “We did this like we’ve done everything. Together.” 
 
    Joel nodded and closed his fist, extending it toward her. Helen closed her own fist and bumped it with his, then leaned into him, resting her head on his chest. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, letting a few heartbeats pass, but finally brought his arm around and curled her tighter to him, squeezing and holding. 
 
    They stayed like that for nearly fifteen minutes until Laura emerged, her flashlight cutting a narrow beam through the dark rain. 
 
    Rain traced along her poncho, splashing free, spilling to the ground around her. 
 
    “Is it true?” she asked Helen, bending to look her daughter in the eyes. “You…killed him?” 
 
    Helen nodded firmly. No hesitation. No regret. 
 
    “Are—you okay with that, sweetheart?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “He wasn’t the first,” she said flatly. Laura’s eyes widened slightly and she glanced involuntarily at Joel, who didn’t respond. Laura reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently. 
 
    “I’m very, very proud of you,” she said, “and I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    Helen’s eyes drifted to the ground and Laura moved closer, wrapping her daughter in a tight embrace. Joel eased away from the affection, moving a short distance away, letting mother and daughter share the moment alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Somewhere west of Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Bills was limping worse now than she had been, her leg in an almost constant state of pain as they navigated through the sparse row of trees alongside the two-lane access road. Pressing a hand to her thigh, she winced as her fingers touched a chunk of ragged shrapnel embedded in her leg. 
 
    “You all right?” Major Valley asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Fine, sir,” she replied. 
 
    Valley wasn’t in great shape himself, his ears ringing nonstop, a low, permeating heat across his back and left arm from the explosion of the military vehicle that had nearly killed them. 
 
    The fifty-caliber roof-mounted cannon had ripped apart the vehicle, shredding metal and breaking glass, sending them tumbling off the road and into the grass. 
 
    Somehow, they’d managed to squirm free before the follow-up barrage had detonated the fuel tank and blown up the Humvee, sending fire, smoke, and debris in a wide, explosive burst through the night. 
 
    It had been close. A little too close, but it being that close had saved their lives as well as nearly costing them. Colonel Lancaster had written them off, considering them dead. 
 
    Now, they were stranded. Morning was rapidly approaching as they walked alongside the narrow road west of Wyoming. They’d been walking for hours and had seen no sign of Malcolm, and had no real idea where it might be. They had no water, no food, no shelter. Bills was injured, potentially seriously, and Valley hadn’t dared remove the chunk of shrapnel for fear that it would open up her wound even more and risk her bleeding out. For all of the discomfort, the embedded chunk of metal was keeping the blood inside her body, at least for the most part. 
 
    But she was moving slowly, obviously pained, and the terrain was rough and uneven. Her movements were getting slower and more erratic. 
 
    Valley glanced over his shoulder and down the length of the dark road, seeing nobody coming. 
 
    “Let’s get up on the road, okay? I think it’ll be easier for you to navigate pavement than grass.” 
 
    Bills nodded, grimacing in pain, looping her shoulder over his so he could help her up the gradual slope back to the road. 
 
    Once on the pavement, the assumption turned out to be true and Bills’s movements got more even and regular. 
 
    “Better?” Valley asked and Bills nodded. 
 
    “Much, yes. But what I really need is some pain killers. This hurts like—like a son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I know,” Valley replied. 
 
    “Where are we even going?” 
 
    “That, I don’t know. Just—away from Lancaster. That’s the important thing.” 
 
    Bills looked behind her. 
 
    “Are you sure we’re safe here? We shouldn’t be down in the trees?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen a car in hours, Sergeant. I’m not sure anyone even uses this road.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Bills replied. 
 
    They made their way along the side of the road, Valley helping Bills limp along, patiently guiding her over the two-lane passage which was beginning its gradual transformation from pavement to hard pack, the concrete getting worse and worse as they went along before finally transitioning to packed dirt and loose stone. 
 
    The rain continued to fall, hard and heavy, the two of them still wearing their ponchos but bitterly cold. Bills’s teeth were actually chattering in her head, her arm trembling over his shoulder in frigid shivers. Lightning cut a jagged path overhead, racing along the clouds, chased by the dull growl of thunder. 
 
    “I—I don’t think we’re going to make it,” Major Valley said. “At least not tonight. We need to find shelter.” 
 
    “C—cold,” Bills said. “The rain—” 
 
    “If we get to the trees, we can use them for shelter. I don’t have any tools or any gear beyond what’s on our back, but we’ll find a way, okay, Sergeant? Trust me.” 
 
    Bills nodded, then she stopped, turning slightly. 
 
    “D—do you hear that?” she asked through clamped teeth. 
 
    “What?” Valley asked, following the direction of her glare. Then, he heard it. It was faint and low, but clear, even against the thunder. 
 
    It sounded like an approaching engine. 
 
    “It’s a car,” Bills said, “or a truck. Something with a motor.” 
 
    Valley twisted left and right, looking at the trees on either side, his heart thudding in his chest. He didn’t know what to do. They could run into the trees to hide and risk freezing to death, or they could flag down the driver and hope for the best. 
 
    But the driver could be from Cheyenne. Lancaster could have checked the wreckage of the Humvee and realized they’d survived. 
 
    Headlights shone as the vehicle approached a sharp left-hand turn, the growling engine getting louder. 
 
    “Go,” Valley said, pointing toward the grass beyond the shoulder. “Get to the trees! This could be Lancaster!” 
 
    “G—going, sir,” Bills said and started that way. She stumbled, her arm pulling from around his shoulder as she started going down. 
 
    “No!” he blurted, reaching for her, but Bills was going down hard, sprawling onto the road, grunting in pain. Headlights bracketed them as the vehicle rounded the corner and sped toward them, its engine echoing against the rock walls and trees surrounding them. 
 
    “Come on, Sergeant!” he barked, grabbing her arm and tugging, trying to get her to her feet. 
 
    “I—I can’t,” she mumbled, her leg buckling as she tried to stand, her free hand going to the embedded shrapnel in her thigh. “Hurts—” 
 
    “I know!” Valley said, still struggling to pull her to her feet. The lights splashed across them, blinding him as she spilled back to the road. 
 
    Brakes screamed and he tensed, looking at the trees. 
 
    No. He wouldn’t leave her. 
 
    His hand went to his holster, snapping it open and sweeping the SIG semi-automatic free, lifting and pointing it toward the approaching vehicle, the brakes whining as the rear of the large, darkly colored SUV angled right, kicking up dirt and rocks. 
 
    Everything fell into silence, the SUV parked crooked across the road, the driver’s side door facing them. Bills lay on the road with Valley kneeling above her, his pistol aimed at the shadowed form of the vehicle, finger gently touching the trigger guard. 
 
    There was a lingering silence, the low churn of the engine idling, Valley frozen in place, weapon trained on the driver. Squinting, the major could see that the driver’s side window was broken and couldn’t quite make out the figures inside. 
 
    As he looked, two hands extended through the broken window, palms turned out. 
 
    “Keep those damn hands where I can see them!” Valley shouted. 
 
    “You’ve got a hurt lady there,” a voice came out of the darkness. “Do you need help?” 
 
    “No closer!”  
 
    The door eased open, but the shadowed figure didn’t move, staying next to the vehicle. 
 
    “We’re not causing you any trouble,” the voice said. “Just trying to get where we need to go.” 
 
    “Who are you with?” Valley barked. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Who are you with? Are you with someone? Lancaster? Stone Sword? Denver?” 
 
    There was a low murmur of conversation, then the silhouette turned back toward him. 
 
    “We’re not with anyone, sir,” the voice said, and the figure stepped forward. “Except maybe God.” 
 
    # 
 
    Tristan Davies stood on the road outside the SUV, looking down at the man with the pistol aimed toward them. Both he and the woman wore military uniforms beneath their drenched raincoats, and even from several feet away, he could see that the man’s arms were lightly trembling, the barrel of his pistol shaking. 
 
    “What do you mean you’re with God?” the man asked, and his coat brushed away slightly, revealing the rank insignia of an Army Major. 
 
    “Just what I said, sir,” Tristan replied. “Only authority we serve is the one up above. Beyond that, we’re on our own. After what we’ve seen the past two months, that’s the way we like it.” 
 
    “I can relate,” the major said, his voice softening somewhat. 
 
    “We mean you no harm, sir,” Tristan continued. He looked to his right, eyes meeting Shawna’s, who sat farther back, shrouded in the darkness of the SUV. Her rifle pressed tight to her shoulder, the barrel of the M4 pointing out the window, covering the man with the pistol, just in case. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me if I doubt your honesty,” the soldier replied. Tristan held out a hand while he reached for the flap of his Army jacket. 
 
    “Hold it right there, friend!” the major shouted, but Tristan extended his palm. “I am unarmed, Major.” Pulling back the flap of his jacket he revealed the inside pocket, jammed full of a thick, leather-bound book. 
 
    The soldier considered his words for a moment. 
 
    “Did you serve?” he asked finally. 
 
    “Yes, sir. United States Marine Corps,” Tristan replied proudly. He slowly reached into his pocket and pulled out the Bible, sliding it free and holding it in two hands. Rain trailed down across its leather hide, but he held it out just the same. 
 
    “See, sir?” Tristan said. “This is my Bible. Been by my side for twenty years. Never leave home without it, even during the apocalypse.” 
 
    The major chuckled. 
 
    “I am a servant of God, and even with everything happening in the world today, I believe I’m here to serve him and serve you. If you can put down the gun, we may have room for you both in the truck.” 
 
    The soldier met his eyes and held his stare but showed no sign of lowering the weapon. 
 
    “Figures only a jarhead would be stubborn enough to survive the end of the damn world,” the man said. 
 
    Tristan smiled, nodding. 
 
    “Semper Fi, Major, Semper Fi.” 
 
    The soldier with the pistol looked down at the woman, who remained lying in the road, looking out at them from beneath her slicked hood, her pale face visible even in the low light of night. 
 
    Tristan could see her nod, as if giving permission. 
 
    “It—it’s okay,” she said in a low, croaking voice. “They’re okay.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    The woman laughed, her head shaking. 
 
    “You—you’re the boss. You tell me, sir.” 
 
    The major drew in a deep, long breath, then slowly lowered the pistol, letting the barrel drift down, his finger moving from the trigger guard. 
 
    Tristan strode over, extending his hand and the major took one last look at the woman on the ground, then extended his own, allowing himself to be pulled to his feet. Doors slammed and Selanda and Roxie exited the vehicle, coming around and approaching the woman, bending down to help her to her feet. 
 
    “Tristan,” he said, shaking the major’s hand. 
 
    “Valley,” the major replied. “Major Patrick Valley. United States Army.” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “We can’t all be perfect, Major Valley,” he said with a crooked grin and Valley shook his head, sliding his pistol back into its holster. 
 
    “She’s going to need medical attention,” Selanda said. “We leave that piece of shrapnel in too long and she’ll get an infection. I’m not sure we’re equipped to deal with that at this point.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re not, but I’m hoping the place we’re going is,” Tristan said, walking back to the car. He opened the rear door and Valley slipped inside, meeting eyes with Shawna who was still seated in the passenger seat. She nodded curtly and Valley noticed the rifle resting on her lap. 
 
    “You keep talking about going somewhere,” Valley said, sliding himself into place and making room for the injured woman. “Where exactly are you going?” 
 
    “Funny you should ask,” Tristan replied, settling into the driver’s seat, “considering you mentioned them when we first pulled up.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We’re headed to Malcolm, Wyoming. We’re headed to Stone Sword.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    It was still too early for the mess hall to be open for breakfast, but Mayor Phillips had arranged for their group to have private access before the rest of the town. 
 
    The group was tired—beyond tired, actually, bordering on complete exhaustion, but they all converged on the building. Mayor Phillips held open the door so Joel, Helen, Laura, Lindsey, Jack, Pike, Trevor, and Rick Buckner could make their way inside. 
 
    Kramer Phillips hadn’t decided how to tell the compound about what had happened, and he was struggling to even put the words together, but knew before that could be done, this group had to have their own small gathering. 
 
    Shutting the door, he made his way inside, lowering his head and drawing a deep breath. Lindsey walked toward Joel, putting a hand on his shoulder and leaning forward to help remove the ice pack from his head so she could look at his eyes. 
 
    “You might have a concussion,” she said. “After we’re done here, you should really go to the hospital.” 
 
    Joel looked at her and Laura. 
 
    “You guys are right here,” he said. “No need.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Laura said. “We have other nurses. We have an MD. They should check you out.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Helen interjected, her eyes rolling. “He’s too stubborn.” 
 
    “Funny, I wasn’t all that stubborn until I met you,” he replied. 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that.” 
 
    A chorus of low chuckles went between them as they made their way to one of the long tables, easing the chairs out and settling their weary bodies into them. Joel winced at the motion and adjusted his icepack from his forehead to his jaw. 
 
    Buckner didn’t sit at the table. Instead, he continued walking along the floor, making his way to a set of doors against the back wall leading to the kitchen. Kramer stood at the head of the table, watching as everyone sat on their chairs, most of them resting on the table in front of them. 
 
    He let silence drift around them for a moment before lightly clearing his throat, heads turning to face him. 
 
    “It’s been a hard night,” he said, his voice clear. “But, then again, it’s been a hard two months.” 
 
    Heads nodded around the table. 
 
    “We suffered a great loss last night. There are people around this table who knew Quincy Carter for decades, and there are people around this table who knew Quincy Carter for mere hours. I think it’s safe to say he made an impression on all, regardless of how long you knew him.” 
 
    Jack looked down at his folded hands resting on the table. 
 
    “He wasn’t an easy man to get along with, even for those of us who lived with him for twenty years. But know this: every single thing he did, every single choice he made, and every single breath he took was with the safety and security of this compound in mind.” 
 
    Joel moved the ice pack back to his temple, wincing slightly. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say he gave his life protecting us all.” 
 
    Helen closed her eyes and rubbed absently at them with the back of one hand. Laura pressed her palm to her daughter’s back and rubbed slightly. Kramer looked at Helen, his narrow lips turning up slightly. 
 
    “Just know that if he’d been given a choice—if someone had told him he would die before he charged into that school—it wouldn’t have changed a single thing. He would have accepted his fate and gone in regardless, not giving it a second thought.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “We owe him a great debt of gratitude, not just for last night, and not just for the last two months, but for the entirety of his illustrious military career. This compound wouldn’t be what it is today without his selfless service and, yes, without his frustrating, pigheaded attitude.” 
 
    Everyone laughed at this, even Joel and Helen, who had only known Carter for not even twenty-four hours. A door slammed and everyone looked up, watching as Rick emerged from the kitchen. He had a tray in one hand, laden with several stacked glasses, and a bottle in the other, hanging loose at his left hip. 
 
    Seeing everyone watching him, he lifted the unlabeled bottle with a curt nod.  
 
    “Courtesy of the Buckner distillery,” he said with a smile. “Stashed away for a special occasion.” 
 
    Eyes lit up around the table, smiles filling faces, though Helen just looked perplexed. Rick walked the perimeter of the table, overturning a glass in front of everyone, briefly meeting Laura’s eyes before he placed one in front of Helen. Laura nodded and he nodded back, dropping it at the young girl’s place. 
 
    After depositing the glasses, he went around the opposite way, tipping up the bottle and pouring a few fingers of clear liquid into each one before retreating to an empty chair and taking it himself. 
 
    “Thanks, Rick,” Kramer said, reaching to the table and picking up his own three-quarter-filled glass. Helen lifted hers from the table and leaned forward, sniffing it. She twisted her face and drew back, making a gagging gesture as she looked away. 
 
    Laura and Joel shared a chuckle. 
 
    “In celebration!” Kramer said, lifting his glass. Everyone around the table followed his lead. “To Quincy Carter. We owe everything to you.” 
 
    “To Quincy Carter,” everyone echoed, their glasses lifting. Several of them turned to their neighbors, slowly clinking the glasses together, then looked at the mayor, who was staring cautiously at his glass. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” he said, and swigged it down. 
 
    All around the table, glasses turned up, liquid emptying into opened mouths. Several hissing gasps followed, but Joel simply pounded the glass down and smiled, looking over at Helen, who still hadn’t dared take a sip. 
 
    “You gonna drink that or not?” he asked. She drew back, shaking her head, and he plucked it from her fingers before downing it swiftly and slamming the second glass down as hard as the first. 
 
    “Hooo boy,” he said after a moment. “I want your recipe.” He looked at Rick. Rick tapped his temple with a single finger. 
 
    “Ancient family secret,” he said with a shrug. “But swing on by the farm sometime. We don’t mind sharing.” 
 
    Kramer placed his hands on the table, looking down at its flat surface, his voice and words gone. Nobody spoke. There didn’t seem to be the right words that would express what the loss of Colonel Quincy Carter would mean to the town and to their lives. 
 
    On the eve of a potential strike from the United States Army it felt like they needed him more than ever, and the void of his death was deep and dark. 
 
    Near the front of the building the door creaked open and heads turned. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips?” a young voice asked as the doorway filled with a narrow-shouldered man in camouflage, his rifle slung over his chest. “We have…a situation.” 
 
    “A situation?” Kramer asked. 
 
    “People. At the east gate. Looks like a Land Rover.” 
 
    “People,” Kramer said. “How many people?” 
 
    “Six, all told,” the young man said. 
 
    “Six more mouths to feed?” Kramer asked, then looked at the gathered group. “Can you imagine what Carter would say?” 
 
    Lindsey laughed the loudest. 
 
    “I don’t have to imagine,” she said. “I’ve heard it with my own ears.” 
 
    The mayor nodded, then turned back to the young soldier. 
 
    “You know the rules, son. We have no room for strangers. Turn them away. Wish them luck but turn them away.” 
 
    “Uhhh…sir?” the soldier continued. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “One of them is a major with the United States Army, sir. He claims that the government is preparing to attack and that we’ll need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Joel and Helen met eyes and Joel pushed himself up from the table. 
 
    “Did you say he was a major?” Joel asked. “From Cheyenne?” 
 
    The soldier nodded. 
 
    “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “Is his name Valley?” Joel asked. 
 
    Again, the soldier nodded, looking perplexed. 
 
    Mayor Phillips looked at Joel. 
 
    “Do you know him?” he asked. 
 
    “We do,” Joel replied, looking at Helen. “And if he’s here, that’s very, very bad news.” 
 
    # 
 
    As a group, they left the mess hall and made their way through downtown, walking east toward the gate, led by the soldier, who held his rifle in two firm hands. 
 
    Nobody spoke as they walked, an ominous silence floating along with them. The rain had eased up as the night had shifted toward dawn, but it still fell in small, light bullets, scattering harmlessly from their raincoats. Even the thunder was a soft, persistent thing, the low growl of a hungry animal, but an animal at a distance. 
 
    As they crossed through town, the soldier at the head of the group lifted his collar and spoke into a radio, talking for a few moments in words too low for Joel to hear. 
 
    Up ahead the thick, iron gate slowly creaked open and they could see the shadow of the SUV on the road beyond, a small group of six people ushered through the gate. Four of the people were strangers to Joel, but two of them were Major Valley and Sergeant Bills, and Bills looked to be suffering. She was walking with a deep, painful limp and even from so far away, Joel thought he saw a ragged chunk of torn metal thrusting out from the thick muscle of her thigh. 
 
    Helen looked back at him, wide-eyed. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” she gasped. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll have to ask them,” Joel said. As the group approached, Valley stopped to stare at Joel and Helen, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he said as Joel made his way toward him, the two men shaking hands. Helen gave Sergeant Bills a gentle hug, the sergeant smiling as she patted the young girl’s back, leaning on her for support. 
 
    “You know these people?” a skinny, middle-aged man asked the major, looking at them both questioningly. 
 
    “I do,” Valley replied, nodding. “Indeed I do, and I’m very glad they made it here safely.” 
 
    “Good to see you again, as well, Major. Helen tells me we owe our freedom to your sergeant there.” 
 
    “That you do.” 
 
    The middle-aged man approached, looking Joel up and down, the Stone Sword sentries hovering nearby, weapons drawn. 
 
    “Well, I suppose any friend of Major Valley’s is a friend of ours, too.” He extended his hand. “Name’s Tristan Davies. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Joel took the man’s hand. 
 
    “Joel Robertson. Good to meet you, too,” he replied, though his voice was less earnest than Tristan’s. Gesturing to the other members of the group, Tristan continued to speak. 
 
    “That’s Shawna, she’s our de facto group leader and has saved our lives more times than I can count over the past two months. That’s Selanda, and behind her is Roxie, there with the laptop bag.” 
 
    The three women nodded their greetings and Joel nodded back. Lindsey and Laura had already converged on Sergeant Bills, Lindsey dropping into a crouch so she could look at the leg injury. 
 
    “We need to get you to our hospital,” she said. 
 
    “You…have a hospital?” Bills asked. 
 
    Lindsey smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Of course we do. What kind of third-rate outfit do you think this is?” 
 
    Bills looked back at Valley, who nodded and waved her off. 
 
    “Go,” he said. “Get that looked at.” 
 
    Joel watched Bills leave, then turned back to Valley. 
 
    “What happened in Cheyenne? It can’t be good if you guys are here.” 
 
    Valley shook his head as Kramer approached. 
 
    “It’s not good,” he said. “Not good at all.” He drew a deep sigh as his group formed around him, Helen, Jack, and Pike gathering behind Joel and Kramer. “Colonel Lancaster moved in. The same guy who—uhh—liberated Chicago.” 
 
    Joel saw Shawna’s expression harden at the mention of the city’s name, her jaw tightening visibly. “They’ve identified Stone Sword as a clear and present danger, and I have reason to believe they’re in the process of putting together a strike plan to attack this compound.” 
 
    “Exactly what Carter was afraid of,” Kramer said and Pike nodded his confirmation. 
 
    “Lancaster is a violent psychopath,” Shawna interjected. “We think he’s the one who led the assault on our Stronghold in south Chicago. We had a few apartment buildings—like thirty people, max. Mostly just trying to survive. He brought high-velocity rounds to a garden party and wiped us off the map.” 
 
    Joel lowered his head. 
 
    “I can confirm that,” Pike said. “That was Lancaster’s battle plan and Lancaster’s execution, through and through.” 
 
    Shawna shot him a mistrustful glare. 
 
    “I used to be with the government,” Pike replied quietly. “I had—a change of heart.” 
 
    Shawna did not look convinced. 
 
    “The important thing,” Valley continued, “is that we made it here safely and hopefully in enough time to help.” 
 
    “To help?” asked Kramer. “Help how?” 
 
    “If Lancaster truly is planning an attack, you need to be prepared,” Valley said. “Sergeant Bills and I—we can help.” 
 
    “All of us can help,” Tristan said, looking back at his gathered group, who each nodded in turn. 
 
    “Six more against a possible army?” Kramer asked dubiously. 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Valley replied. 
 
    Kramer blew a breath from pursed lips. 
 
    “Better than nothing,” he said. “But dammit, I really could use some advice from Carter right about now.” 
 
    Joel had a hard time disagreeing with that. 
 
    Thunder shook the clouds above and the rain started falling harder, pattering the ground and turning it to mud. Lightning ripped open the heavens and a faraway boom seemed to signal the approach of a coming storm. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The storms have raged for three months. 
 
    As time has gone on, they’ve grown all the fiercer, stronger and more dangerous.  More deadly.  Survivors cling to hope, finding solace in the simple things, creating goals to achieve, small victories to be had. 
 
    They must cling to those small victories, because the world at large seems poised to tear itself apart. 
 
    In Malcolm, Wyoming, Stone Sword has established a self-sustaining community, a former military base that has evolved into farms, agriculture, and a survivalist refuge, determined to outlast the winds, the rain and the destructive lightning. 
 
    Helen, whose father was taken from her by a hurricane, has formed a bond with Joel, the man who saved her life and helped her battle their way across the war-torn United States.  Victories and losses mounted, but after months of struggle, they’ve arrived in Malcolm and Helen has been reunited with her mother. 
 
    From the site of the initial devastating impact of the Atlas-01 spacecraft, Shawn and Tristan have somehow made their way south to Kansas City, then west to Wyoming, narrowly avoiding their own life-threatening dangers, losing friends along the way, but gaining skills and experience, as well as a laptop that might hold the secrets to stopping these storms. 
 
    In Seattle, Jack risked his life and ended his military career, all to save a stranger. Then, together they crossed the western United States, making their way to Laura’s sister Lindsey, to find refuge at Stone Sword and soon established their place within the community. 
 
    Stone Sword itself has been rocked to its core.  An invaluable member of the community has been lost, confidence shaken, and the response to an influx of new, strange refugees has thrown everyone off kilter.  The entire town is on the precipice and waiting to spill over. 
 
    In Cheyenne, Colonel Lancaster has arrived, driven away Major Valley and Sergeant Bills, and begun amassing an Army.  An Army poised and ready to launch one final attack on Stone Sword, an attack that could end the existence of the compound and kill everyone within its borders. 
 
    It's all come down to this.  Three months of storms, millions of lives lost, a nation and planet torn asunder.  
 
    And above it all, the storm’s fury rages. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    South Brisbane, Louisiana 
 
    Six Years Ago 
 
      
 
    The rain was like the quiet static of a station gone off the air, the low hissing background noise that immediately reminded Joel of his childhood: those late night treks into the living room where he found his father passed out in his chair, head lolling to one side, the television off the air, showing only a scrambled picture and that low scratch of noise. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance came the first growls of thunder, the low challenge of a threatening animal just before it shows its teeth. Living in the bowels of Louisiana for all of his life, Joel had seen what those teeth looked like. Jagged, pale blue and crackling, they seared the sky with vibrant arrows of electricity. 
 
    They weren’t there yet, not with this storm, anyway, and part of him hoped they wouldn’t get there. He loved rainy nights during the summer, but Tia was a light sleeper and if the heavens descended upon them tonight, his rare moment of peace and quiet would be— 
 
    “Daddy?” the voice was a low whisper, barely audible above the creaking of the front door. Joel forced a smile on his face and turned to look at his young daughter as she emerged from inside the house, holding open the screen door cautiously, as if afraid of punishment. 
 
    “Tia? What are you doing up, sweetie?” her father asked. He was sitting on a porch swing hung by rusted chains, his left hand dangling over the railing of the porch, thin wisps of smoke lifting from the half-smoked cigarette between two fingers. The overhang of shingled roof protected the red end of the Marlboro from getting snuffed by rain. 
 
    “Bad dream,” his daughter said, still standing in the gap between the screen door and the frame. 
 
    “Nothing to be scared of,” Joel said. “Just a storm, and the thunder’s a ways out, yet.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of the thunder, Daddy,” she said quietly. Joel furrowed his brow, looking at the pale face of his little girl, then gestured with his free hand. An opened bottle of Corona sat on the wooden porch beneath the swing and he glanced at it quickly, making sure he wasn’t going to kick it over. 
 
    Tia smiled, letting the screen door bang shut behind her and made her way to the porch swing, crawling up into it. With his right arm, Joel hugged her closer, then looked at the cigarette burning down in his left fingers. He sighed quietly and stubbed it out on the wet railing of the porch, making sure the embers were completely dark before laying it on the porch floor. He made a gentle reminder to himself to pick it up later. Last thing he wanted was a lawn riddled with cigarette butts. 
 
    “So, what’s bothering you?” he asked, hugging her gently. 
 
    Tia lowered her chin. 
 
    “Kiddo, talk to me.” 
 
    The rain fell harder, pelting the metal roof over the porch, the persistent thunder getting a bit louder with each passing moment. The humid air was no longer just humid, but wet, almost a fine mist, even within the confines of the porch, protected from rain. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll get mad.” 
 
    “I’ll get madder if you don’t tell me the truth.” 
 
    “It was the other night—you and Mom put me to bed and watched that clown movie.” Her voice was quiet. Not just quiet, but nearly silent. Joel gritted his teeth to keep from smiling. 
 
    “You didn’t go to sleep, did you?” 
 
    Tia shook her head. 
 
    “I cracked my door open and watched from my room.” 
 
    “And now you’re having nightmares about evil clowns?” 
 
    Tia nodded. Joel pulled her closer and leaned to his right, pecking a soft kiss in her dark hair. He pulled away and rubbed the hair with his palm, a reassuring touch. 
 
    “I forgive you,” he said. 
 
    His young daughter visibly relaxed, her bunched shoulders loosening, her breath exhaling through pursed lips. 
 
    “I’m glad,” she said. “Ms. Bueford says that forgiveness is divine.” 
 
    “Ms. Bueford is right about some things,” Joel replied. 
 
    “How come you don’t come to the church service, Daddy? To Sunday school? Mommy says you’d probably learn some things.” 
 
    Joel chuckled, nodded, and desperately wished he hadn’t had to stub out his cigarette. 
 
    “Daddy’s not much of a church-going sort, sweetheart.” 
 
    “But why?” Tia asked. “God’s there for everyone, not just the ‘church-going sort’, whatever that means.” 
 
    “He is,” Joel replied, having no desire to get into a theological discussion with his six year old at eleven o’clock at night. “And He’s there for you whether you show up at church every Sunday or not.” 
 
    Tia shrugged. 
 
    “It’s nice to say thank you. And to tell Him we love Him.” 
 
    Joel closed his eyes and remained silent. How was he supposed to tell his daughter that he didn’t go to church because he wasn’t sure he believed in a higher power? That any faith or love or hope he might have had had been beaten out of him by his father throughout his early years, the remainder ripped from him by what he’d seen in the Army decades later. 
 
    How could he explain that to his young daughter? Why would he even want to? 
 
    A louder, charging roar of thunder echoed up ahead and Joel could feel Tia tense on the seat next to him, curling her knees tight to her chest, her arms clutching them close. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, squeezing her. “The storms can’t hurt you.” 
 
    Tia nodded against his arm. 
 
    “Best thing about the storms,” Tia said quietly, “is the sun that shines afterwards.” 
 
    Joel smiled at the innocence in his young daughter’s words. 
 
    “It’s almost like God’s opening the curtains to make sure we’re okay. The sunrise after the storm feels like the brightest, hottest sunrise there is. Least that’s what Ms. Bueford says.” 
 
    “Ms. Bueford knows her stuff, huh?” 
 
    Tia nodded. 
 
    “Someday, Daddy, will you let me stay up until the sun rises? I want to watch the sun rise after the storm.” 
 
    “Someday,” Joel replied, “but not today. You need your sleep, sweetheart.” 
 
    He could feel the slow movements on the young girl’s nodding against his arm and knew she was halfway to slumber already. 
 
    “’kay, Daddy.” 
 
    “I love you, Tia,” Joel said and hugged her just a little more tightly. 
 
    Tia’s only response was the steady movements of her breathing as she lapsed deeper into sleep. 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    The sky ripped open with thunder, the loud, rolling crash shooting jagged spears of lightning across the horizon, a blanket of whipping rain pounding the earth. Joel stood outside, his rain poncho fitting to his sloped shoulders, the waterproof lining clinging to his body, and he tried to remember a time when it hadn’t been raining. 
 
    Even at that early hour, the Stone Sword compound was a bustle of activity, several battery-operated work lights shining down in various places throughout the town as construction expanding the underground shelter continued. 
 
    It had quickly become evident that simply expanding the existing structure wasn’t the best approach. Nearly every home within Malcolm had a basement of some sort, so the strategy had shifted somewhat. Instead of simply building out the existing underground shelter, they would start connecting the existing basements via reinforced tunnels beneath the streets. 
 
    Already, just since the plan was developed, they’d successfully linked three separate basements and had begun tunneling toward the central shelter itself. It had been an impressive amount of work in a relatively short amount of time. Joel closed his eyes as a fresh scattershot of rain pelted down around him, the almost nonstop precipitation becoming more or less background noise in recent days, but still with the small pockets of annoyance. 
 
    Thunder and lightning were equally commonplace, seemingly the entire world caught in the tight embrace of an eternal storm. 
 
    Voices echoed somewhere in the distance and he saw a group of men in ponchos leaving the underground shelter, another group gathered nearby to replace them at shift change. The work was happening twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, several men taking alternating shifts, rotating between sleeping and working. 
 
    Joel had pitched in as well, whenever he could—the keywords being whenever he could. He found himself feeling more and more useless and less and less like someone valuable to the existing society here. His transition from being the only one keeping Helen alive to being just another face amid the masses was proving a difficult adjustment. Most mornings he found himself outside, standing in the rain, silently considering his future. 
 
    He saw a figure heading toward him and smiled, knowing just by the height and stature of the poncho-covered shape who it was. 
 
    “You’re up early,” he said, looking at her as she came toward him, each hand carrying a slender, metallic cylinder. A German Shepherd tagged along behind her, his tail wagging back and forth. From somewhere in the rain, Picasso, the stray that had been following Joel and Helen since Oklahoma, made his presence known, trotting up to the larger dog and woofing quietly. 
 
    “Brought you some coffee,” Helen said, holding out one of the thermoses. He nodded and accepted the gift, then popped the top and took a long, hot sip, then crouched down and rubbed the larger dog’s head. 
 
    “Bruiser’s taken quite a shine to you, huh?” 
 
    Helen nodded, and did the same thing Joel did, only to Picasso instead. 
 
    She moved to stand next to him, both of them looking over the construction of the tunnels and bunkers ahead. 
 
    “Bed’s too soft,” she said quietly. “Don’t really like being inside. It’s all too…comfortable.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Same,” he said. “Exactly how I felt when I got back from the Army. It’s incredible what your body can become accustomed to after a few months out in the wild.” 
 
    Helen took a long, pensive sip from her own thermos. 
 
    “Not just your body,” she said quietly. 
 
    Joel knew what she was talking about. Both of them had done things that neither of them would have thought possible four months ago. Not just done things, but actually thought about those things, before and after, and now they had to live with those decisions. 
 
    Many of the hardest choices had been made with survival in mind, and they were still here, alive and well, or as well as could be expected, nearly three months after the collapse of civilization. That was a testament to their resilience and their determination, not to mention their willingness to do what others might find too dark to contemplate. 
 
    They’d made those decisions together, done those things together, and they had survived together, actions that had bonded them in a way that was difficult to quantify. 
 
    Joel took another drink of coffee, sucking it through the opening in the thermos, wincing slightly as the hot liquid rolled down his throat. 
 
    He knew that had been the only thing keeping him here. That bond that he couldn’t quite explain. Because as hard as it was for him to admit it, Helen didn’t need him anymore. He’d gotten her where she needed to be, and she’d become surprisingly close to her mother in a short amount of time, something neither of them had expected. 
 
    It brought Joel a measure of relief but had also brought him a realization. Helen was not his family, and he was not hers, no matter how much they might have felt that way during the trials and tribulations from Louisiana to Wyoming. 
 
    The night shift workers slapped each other on the back, congratulating each other on a job well done as they filed from the underground bunker, beginning their walk through town toward the mess hall. A warm breakfast would be ready and waiting for them. A meager breakfast, and getting smaller every day, but breakfast nonetheless. 
 
    And at least there was no shortage of coffee. 
 
    “How much longer do you think it’ll take them?” Helen asked, deciding it was time to speak again. 
 
    “To finish the shelter?” Joel replied. “Tough to say. There are dozens of houses. They could probably keep working for a year and only scratch the surface.” 
 
    Lightning sliced a ragged, bright gash through the cloud-filled sky, and to Helen’s credit she didn’t wince or flinch, her earlier fear of lightning long since battered out of her by its repeated strikes. 
 
    “How are things with your mom?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Fine, I guess. She apologizes to me every thirty seconds. It’s sort of obnoxious. And we spend a lot of time with Cameron. They seem to be getting close.” 
 
    “Pike?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “I guess. Mom says they used to be an item, whatever that means. Engaged, I think. If she thinks I’m calling him Dad, she’s full of shit.” 
 
    Joel laughed. 
 
    There was another rolling boom in the distance, but it sounded a bit louder and closer than the thunder. Helen tensed slightly underneath her raincoat. 
 
    “Testing the explosives,” Joel said. “They have a clear spot behind the Longacre place—that flat dirt and rock clearing. Over by the hill where they buried Carter.” 
 
    Helen’s jaw clenched within her hood. Joel could sympathize. The loss of Colonel Carter had been like a hard blow to Malcolm’s kidneys, buckling the entire town’s knees. As much of a hard-ass as he was, he was also the beating heart of Stone Sword’s militia, and their militia was woven throughout the fabric of the town itself. Removing Carter was like pulling on a loose string in a shabby sweater, and for a time, it had seemed like the whole thing would unravel. 
 
    The arrival of Major Valley, Sergeant Bills, and the others in the Land Rover had very likely saved them from the brink. Valley brought a certain confidence and experience with military tactics, and almost made up for Carter’s vast wealth of knowledge. Bills had slotted in at his right side, even though she’d spent a week under medical care getting patched up from shrapnel wounds from their blown-up Humvee. 
 
    But it wasn’t just the two of them. Shawna, the young woman from Chicago, had an attitude about her, a warrior’s fight, and had been through many of the same experiences as Helen and Joel. She had the air of leadership, not military leadership, but community leadership, and had already started bringing different groups together throughout Stone Sword, showing them a different perspective and opening some eyes to the benefits of doing things a slightly different way. 
 
    Selanda and Roxie had been focusing most of their attention on the strange laptop that they’d brought with them, and they’d been borrowing Laura and Pike for assistance. 
 
    Then, there was Tristan. 
 
    Joel didn’t quite know how to explain Tristan, except to look at him as the spiritual core of the group that had come from Chicago by way of Kansas City. He was devoutly religious, but just as realistic, and his time in the Marines had given him a certain aptitude for dealing with difficult situations. 
 
    He’d started holding a service at the old Malcolm town church, a building that had seen little activity since its old reverend died of natural causes nearly a year before. 
 
    Mayor Phillips had bemoaned the lack of faith and religious ceremony one evening and Tristan’s face had lit up, the man immediately pulling out his Bible and starting to sketch out his first sermon. He’d presided over Carter’s funeral, and even though he didn’t know the man, he’d brought tears to the eyes of many in the assembled crowed and at least half of them had begun regularly attending his church services. 
 
    It still didn’t tickle Joel’s fancy, but he had to give the man credit. He had to give all of them credit. Part of him believed that Malcolm could have very well fallen apart in the wake of Carter’s death, and the arrival of the new group had been remarkably timely and had quite possibly brought Stone Sword back from the brink. 
 
    None of that brought Joel much comfort, however. 
 
    As concerned as Colonel Carter had been about the impending attack from American military forces, Major Valley was even more concerned. He was downright adamant that it was coming, sooner rather than later. According to Valley, Colonel Lancaster, the hard-ass who had supposedly liberated Chicago, had taken command of forces in Cheyenne and was assembling a strike team to ram down the throat of Stone Sword, and at that point, they would be ill-equipped to put up much of a fight. 
 
    But they were working on that. The explosions they heard in the distance were just one small part of that. Carter had already begun a program of developing handmade RPGs, grenades, and other explosive ordnance, but Valley had begun pushing a lot harder on that, an aggressive move that was starting to pay off. 
 
    “I like to think he’d be proud of what we’re accomplishing,” Helen said quietly. “Carter, I mean. I was worried things were going to fall apart without him, but—I think everyone’s holding it together.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Joel agreed. In fact, the way everyone was holding it together felt like a testament to the fact of how little he was actually needed. Everyone seemed to have a key role or responsibility, a unified goal they were working toward. He was just sort of there, pitching in wherever and whenever he could, but he couldn’t help thinking that if he decided to wander off into the woods, nobody would really miss him. 
 
    Well, he knew that wasn’t entirely true. Helen would miss him, that much he knew, and he’d miss her, too. But there was a difference between wanting someone around and needing them to be around, and with the world where it was right now, need seemed to trump want. 
 
    Helen would understand that, eventually. At least he hoped she would. 
 
    “I’m going to head back into town,” Helen said, taking another sip of her coffee. “My mom’s trying to figure out that stupid computer still. Not sure why they’re bothering.” 
 
    “Rumor is, it might actually help with the storms,” Joel replied, looking to the sky, though he held about as much confidence in the rumors as Helen apparently did. 
 
    The young girl shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is my mom and her three cronies have spent morning, noon, and night poring over the stupid thing and they’re getting nowhere. I’m starting to wonder if it’s worth the trouble.” 
 
    Joel looked over at the pale glow of the work lights. There were a lot of things they were doing these days that he wasn’t sure were worth the trouble. Maybe that’s what life was now. 
 
    Neither he nor Helen exchanged goodbyes. She simply took another sip of hot coffee and walked away, her shrouded form growing faint among the falling rain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Helen entered the town hall, pulling the hood from her hair, spraying a mist of water in every direction. The growling thunder became background noise beyond the shelter of the four walls. 
 
    Stripping the soaked poncho from her shoulders, she hung it on a hook near the front door where several others were drip-drying. Everyone had been wearing raincoats recently—it was almost a necessity against the constant deluge—but as with everything, Stone Sword had been prepared, with plenty of slickers for everyone. 
 
    The town hall was mostly empty, save for the small gathering of people by the head of the large meeting room, all of them collected around a narrow table with a laptop perched on it and a folding satellite dish standing up on its wooden surface. 
 
    As usual, the faces looked somewhat haggard and exhausted, and Helen could almost feel the frustration in the air, thick and heavy. Several cups of hot coffee sat scattered about the tables, which alleviated Helen’s guilt as she walked in with just a single thermos for herself. 
 
    Bruiser’s claws clicked as he entered the room and shook vigorously, spraying water in all directions before making his way toward Laura and easing himself down next to her. 
 
    Laura was sitting at the keyboard, her head lowered, fingers tangled in her long, dark hair which was pulled up behind her head. As Helen’s footfalls echoed on the wooden floor, she glanced up and smiled. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “I noticed you were already out of bed when I woke up. Where you been?” 
 
    Helen held up her thermos. 
 
    “Got me and Joel some coffee, then went to deliver his.” 
 
    “He still standing on that hill like some sort of sentry?” Pike asked, taking the handle of his own mug and sipping it. Helen could see the door to the town hall kitchen behind them, a pot of water on the wood stove, the coffee pot just next to it. 
 
    Helen nodded, though she wasn’t especially fond of Pike’s tone. 
 
    “What does he do out there?” Pike asked. 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “He spent two months in the woods with me. Probably feels better when he can see all around him. Doesn’t have to worry about anyone or anything sneaking up on him.” 
 
    Selanda Lopez stood there as well, though her mug seemed to have a tea bag dangling in it rather than the coffee. Helen hadn’t talked to the woman much, just knew that she had a connection to the rocket that crashed in Chicago and she had some experience with orbital satellite technology. So far that experience hadn’t gotten them very far. 
 
    The fourth person in the room was Roxie, a young girl who had joined up with them in Kansas City, a girl who really didn’t have much experience with any of that, but the laptop had been given to her by a software programmer, and from what Helen understood, the data contained in it had been provided, at least in part, by her father who had died in the process. 
 
    To say she had an emotional connection to the device and to the technology it represented was a vast understatement. 
 
    Laura sighed and pulled her fingers from her hair, moving them to the keyboard and clacking away for a few moments. The noise seemed to attract both Pike and Selanda, and they both converged on the small laptop screen, leaning over to investigate. 
 
    “Are you guys getting anywhere?” Helen asked, striding over to the group while taking another sip of coffee. 
 
    “Define ‘getting anywhere’,” Laura said, glancing up at her.  
 
    “The laptop is connected to an orbital satellite through this device,” Selanda said, pointing to the satellite dish on the table. “A microwave transmitter sends and receives signals here, and we have access to a command line and some very basic functions.” 
 
    “Command line is pretty standard stuff,” Pike interjected. “The time I spent at NSA, which is more or less an agency full of computer geeks and analysts, gave me enough background to throw together some rudimentary commands. But besides basic status checks, environmental conditions, and the orbital altitude of the satellite, we’re struggling to find that needle in a haystack.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Roxie said, shaking her head. “Why would Jasmine be so adamant that we take it if it can’t actually do us any good?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Laura replied, then looked at the young girl. “You knew her better than any of us.” 
 
    “I didn’t really,” Roxie replied, “I mean—my—my dad did.” Her voice got quiet as she said those words, her emotions clearly still raw over the recent loss of her father. 
 
    Helen could relate and for a brief moment considered telling Roxie that she was happy to talk about it if she wanted, but she just fell silent instead. As much as she knew it might help the girl, she knew better than anyone that she’d only get over it if she allowed herself to, and false words of support from someone she didn’t even know would do little to dull the sharp edge of grief. 
 
    “You doing okay, Roxie?” Selanda asked, looking at the younger girl, and she nodded curtly. Helen watched the exchange and chewed over it for a few minutes. 
 
    “I think they’re actually doing pancakes in the mess this morning,” she said, looking at Roxie. “Join me?” 
 
    Roxie smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Sure, sounds good.” 
 
    Laura looked up at Helen appreciatively, and her daughter nodded, leading Roxie toward the front door. They both swept their raincoats from the hooks, pulled them tight over their shoulders, slipped up their hoods, and ventured out into the pouring rain. 
 
    # 
 
    Selanda waited a few moments before excusing herself, following Roxie and Helen outside so she could grab some breakfast as well. Rain slathered the entryway as she opened the door, then slammed it closed behind her, leaving Laura and Pike in the meeting hall alone. 
 
    “So what the hell are we going to do?” Pike asked, pacing back and forth along the hardwood floor. “None of us are coding specialists. We could hammer random commands into this console for a year and not stumble upon the right combination of characters.” 
 
    “We’ve made progress already,” Laura replied, sliding her chair back and leaning toward the backrest, lacing her fingers behind her head. “Just getting access to the satellite statistics is a step in the right direction. We’ve got altitude, we’ve got velocity, we can even do a low-level scan of the surrounding atmosphere. We can see the Project: Heatshield nanotech—” 
 
    “We can see it, we just can’t do anything with it. It’s like we’ve got our noses pressed to the window of a store an hour before opening.” 
 
    “We just need to figure out how to break the window,” Laura said. 
 
    Pike smiled, chuckling. 
 
    “What?” Laura asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied, “just reminded me of that hike we took on the Appalachian Trail.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Laura said, putting her face in her hands, her cheeks blushing pink. “You refused to camp in the tent—” 
 
    “—so we found that hunting cabin that they reserve for the hikers.” 
 
    “Only it was locked, and it was raining really hard that summer, I remember, almost as hard as it’s raining now. So, in a rush, you broke the window of the front door so we could unlock it and get inside.” 
 
    “It was just one of those tiny windows on the door.” 
 
    “Still! You shattered it! Grabbed the rock and just punched it right through.” 
 
    Pike shrugged, still laughing. 
 
    “Then, when we left the next day, you noticed the sign next to the door that said the key was under the mat.” Laura was having trouble stringing words together because of her hoarse, exhausted laughter. “I still can’t believe you did that!” 
 
    “Hey, I mailed the owners of the cabin an apology check. Probably paid for that window ten times over.” 
 
    “You were unbelievable,” Laura said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Were?” Pike asked, lifting his eyebrows. “I’m not anymore?” 
 
    Laura gave him a hard stare. 
 
    “Not in the same way, Cameron,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Come on,” Pike said, putting a hand to her back and gently rubbing. “Certainly there’s a part of you—” 
 
    Laura shrugged her shoulder away from Pike’s touch. 
 
    “How I feel doesn’t matter. I’ve got Helen to worry about now.” 
 
    “What does she have to do with this?” Pike asked, drawing back slightly. 
 
    Laura turned to face him. 
 
    “Her father just died. She hasn’t had a chance to heal emotionally from that. The last thing she needs right now is another father figure to try and sort things out with.” 
 
    “What about that unshaven scrub she hangs out with? He’s not a father—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Laura hissed, standing from her chair. “You don’t get to call that man an unshaven scrub. He saved my daughter’s life. He risked his own to bring her here for no other reason than because he knew he should. Helen wouldn’t be here right now, she probably wouldn’t even be alive right now if not for him.” 
 
    “Hey, hey,” Pike said, lifting his hands. “I wasn’t trying to talk bad about him, okay?” 
 
    Laura stepped away, turning around and crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Just—drop it, okay, Cam? We’ve got work to do. Important work. I’ve lived most of my life like I was the star of my own stupid little soap opera. I’m tired of it. I’m done.” 
 
    “I understand,” Pike said. “I’ll give you some space. Some time alone. That might be what’s best.” He turned and took a step toward the door. 
 
    “Do you ever think?” Laura said, though the question was loud enough that Pike paused and angled back to look at her. “Do you ever think what might have happened—if we hadn’t done what we did. If we’d just left well enough alone?” 
 
    Pike sighed. 
 
    “Every single minute of every single day.” 
 
    Laura looked down. 
 
    “But we can’t blame ourselves,” Pike said. “We had no way of knowing. We were just—” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    Pike’s words died in his mouth, and he eased his lips closed. 
 
    “Don’t give me the ‘we were just following orders’ shit. That excuse works when you’re behind enemy lines or when you’re caught in a lie. That excuse does not work when you bring all of humanity to the brink of extinction. Just, please—don’t.” 
 
    Laura sighed again and looked back at the laptop on the table. A long cable ran across the floor and plugged into a small surge protector that was plugged into an outlet marked in red, powered by a small exterior generator. The compound was running low on the precious fuel the generator burned, and Laura knew sitting here with the laptop open, doing nothing was a waste of resources they didn’t have. 
 
    Not only that, but the persistent rain was playing havoc with the solar panels powering the medical center as well, and pretty soon, whatever fuel reserves they had would need to be used to power that building, which needed it far more than they did. 
 
    A shitty situation only promising to be shittier by the day. 
 
    Pike took a long look at Laura, then finally broke off and walked away, heading to the door to give her the peace she requested. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Undisclosed Location 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    Drydan Willoughby didn’t like being above ground. For nearly every day of the last two plus months, he’d been sequestered in his underground bunker, surrounded by concrete, water reserves, recirculated air, and plenty of backup power. Everything he’d needed—except for a communications link to the United Nations. 
 
    The United Nations. Those three words were like sour milk on his tongue, a rotten, sour, foul taste that he just wanted to spit out and be done with. But he knew he couldn’t. As much as he wanted to believe otherwise, he knew deep down that America could not pull itself back from the brink completely on its own. At some point, it would need assistance and cooperation from the other nations of the world, nations still reeling from disaster themselves. 
 
    It had been easy to believe otherwise for a time, but then the German ambassador had managed to reach out, sending word from the consulate. The remaining leaders of the free world were reconvening, trying to reassemble, to start putting the pieces back together, not just in their own individual nations, but across the globe. 
 
    Willoughby looked out through his window, trying to peer through the cascading sheets of penetrating rainfall, water pummeling everything in view. Through the haze, he could see construction vehicles and emergency response crews scattered here and there throughout the District of Columbia. Barricades had been established around fuel storage depots, National Guard stationed in various pockets throughout the city, designed to isolate and protect invaluable resources. 
 
    He knew several companies of not just the National Guard, but the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines had been deployed throughout the city center, working over the past month to maintain a relative peace. It had been a steep climb, and Willoughby had lost track of how many lives had been lost, but unlike two months ago, he felt at least somewhat safe up on the streets above his bunker, even if his transportation was an armor-plated black-clad SUV with tinted windows, running on some of that invaluable fuel that had been confiscated from local energy suppliers. 
 
    Martial law had been established from coast to coast, and while there were still many pockets of resistance, especially in Denver, scattered throughout Texas, and in other hot spots throughout America, slowly it seemed as though the rigid backbone of American military prowess was starting to set things straight. 
 
    But Willoughby wanted more. Lancaster had been assigned to Cheyenne, and given the responsibility of isolating and removing the threat of Stone Sword. Unfortunately, many of the other leaders throughout America lacked some of his focus and willingness to do what was necessary. They were handling their issues with kid gloves, and Willoughby wasn’t seeing the results he wanted nearly quick enough. 
 
    Every day his mood grew darker and fouler, and now, as he rolled down the streets of Washington, eyes scanning some of the broken, bullet-riddled buildings around him, he didn’t feel a whole lot better. 
 
    “ETA five minutes, Mr. President,” Agent Grissom said, looking through the tinted glass between the front and back seats. 
 
    Willoughby nodded, looking back out through the window at the rain. He could hear the rumble of thunder overhead, a ragged shock of lightning brightening the sky for a split second, then darkening again. 
 
    He watched as the slate-gray buildings blurred alongside, until the SUV finally slowed, easing its way to the left and pulling to a stop next to the sidewalk. 
 
    Agent Grissom opened the passenger door and opened his dark umbrella, standing next to the rear passenger door. Two more agents repeated his motion, exiting from the opposite side of the vehicle and coming around, erecting a phalanx of curved fabric into the sky. 
 
    Willoughby opened his door and ducked as he exited, making sure he remained beneath the umbrellas, then as a singular group they migrated to the sidewalk and to the front door of the nondescript building. 
 
    A moment later he was inside, the three agents shaking their umbrellas off and closing them as they converged on him, leading him down the narrow, dimly lit hallway toward the stairwell. There were elevators in the building, but they remained unused with electricity still too precious a resource to use for more frivolous purposes. Instead, they entered the stairwell and climbed three flights, coming out into a third-level entryway. 
 
    Like everywhere these days, there seemed to be a lingering, stale smell in that section of the building, musty carpets and built-up bacteria leaving their mark without the regular cleaning that would normally be seen. A layer of dust covered everything and a dark water stain covered a large part of the carpet where something had leaked and no one had been available to repair it. 
 
    The room itself had remained intact and actually still looked relatively high class with fancy decor, thick rugs, and pristine vases sitting on top of hand-carved end tables, but within the vases, the once thick and green flowers were withered and dead, little more than blackened husks of organic waste. 
 
    Willoughby was certain there was an interesting metaphor there somewhere, but he was uninterested in exploring it. 
 
    “Just down the hall, sir,” Grissom said, pointing toward an open door and they all moved together in that direction, the agents spreading apart slightly so Willoughby could walk through. It was a large briefing room, a long, dark wooden table running down the center of it, with several chairs set up around the perimeter. About half of the chairs were full, each head turning to look at him as he entered, the faces dour, pale, and gaunt, eyes rimmed with puffy, dark circles. Bearded stubble lined male chins; hair that would have normally been immaculately coifed was now barely brushed and trimmed. 
 
    “Greetings,” Willoughby said with a nod, running a hand through his own hair. 
 
    Heads nodded around the table, and at the front of the room, Willoughby could see a large telepresence screen segmented into nine separate, smaller squares, and to his surprise, faces glared out from it. The reception wasn’t great, static lacing each screen, the images of the haggard faces looking blurry and low-budget, but the fact that they were there at all felt nearly miraculous. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Willoughby,” a pale, gray-haired woman said from one of the screens, a woman he recognized as one of the UN representatives from the United Kingdom. He’d be damned if he could remember her name, though. 
 
    “Seems as though we have some important things to discuss,” Willoughby replied, moving immediately to the head of the table, where no one had been sitting, sliding the chair out and settling himself down, as if he were carving the Thanksgiving turkey. Glances passed throughout others in attendance and Willoughby smirked at their apparent discomfort with his placement of power. 
 
    “Indeed we do, Mr. Willoughby,” the woman replied in a British accent. She cleared her throat slightly. “First and foremost, we must give some credit to our infrastructure teams who have managed to somehow get this transatlantic connection back up in spite of the significant challenges we face globally. Thankfully, the actual cable was unimpacted by the disaster, it just took some work to rebuild the endpoints on each side, though to be fair, we have no promises about how long it will last, especially if this lightning keeps getting worse.” 
 
    As if on cue, there was a loud burst of thunder from outside and the screen flickered slightly but managed to remain intact. 
 
    “I’m curious,” Willoughby said, looking around the room, “how are the rest of our fine nations keeping the peace? We are facing some…considerable challenges here.” 
 
    “I think we all share those challenges,” a man on the screen replied, his voice thick with an eastern European accent. “Understandably, our civilian population is quite concerned by the state of the world, and do not take kindly to governmental oversight. Many of them blame Project: Heatshield and see a failure of government as causing this problem, so their willingness to let us fix it has been…stretched thin, shall we say.” 
 
    Several heads nodded, both on the screen and around the table. 
 
    “How are you fixing this?” Willoughby asked, showing his palms. 
 
    “A good sight better than you are, I dare say,” the British woman interjected, her gray eyes staring directly at Willoughby. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Willoughby asked. 
 
    “We’ve heard the reports, Mr. Willoughby. Denver, Colorado? Kansas City and Chicago? Seattle? America seems to be self-destructing.” 
 
    “Ludicrous,” Willoughby replied. “We have things well under control.” 
 
    “I remain dubious,” the woman replied. “Not only are we hearing stories of violence in the city streets, but the rumors about the demise of your president seem very-- disturbing.” 
 
    Willoughby nodded softly. 
 
    “Our president was a very good friend of mine. Nobody feels the impact of his loss more than me—” 
 
    “Yet you were only too willing to step forward and take the mantle?” the woman purred back. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” Willoughby replied. One of the heads around the table turned to look at him. 
 
    “There are articles in the Constitution written specifically for this,” the man said, his eyes narrowed. “By all reports, you’ve chosen to ignore all of them.” 
 
    Willoughby glowered back at the man. 
 
    “We are living under extraordinary circumstances, Mr. Lassit. I stepped in to fill a void. To try and keep our fine nation upright after being hit with countless body blows. Do you think I wanted to lead the country out of the ashes?” 
 
    “I think you did,” Lassit replied, “though I disagree with how you define the word ‘lead. ’” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I’ve seen no evidence of this so-called leadership. You’ve confined yourself in your bunker and focused more on how wide you can spread your influence rather than how we can truly rebuild this nation.” 
 
    Willoughby slammed both palms on the table and stood from his chair. 
 
    “I take great offense to those accusations, sir,” he said. 
 
    “If you were so concerned about the welfare of this nation,” Lassit continued, “perhaps you’d let the Constitution do what it was designed to do!” 
 
    “This nation is on fire!” Willoughby replied. “You don’t fight fire with paper and ink, you fight fire with fire.” 
 
    “That is where we disagree, Mr. Willoughby,” the British woman interjected. 
 
    Willoughby’s head snapped around, his eyes glaring at the woman. 
 
    “That’s President Willoughby, if you please.” 
 
    The room fell into silence as the former secretary of defense hunched over the table, his arms ramrod straight, his brow knitted in rage. 
 
    “I do not recognize you as the president,” the woman replied. “And I strongly suggest to the rest of our representatives that we put a plan in place to establish legitimate leadership within the United States before it burns to the ground.” 
 
    “You have no right,” Willoughby replied. 
 
    “The health of America is critical to the health of the world, Mr. Willoughby,” the woman said. “If necessary, we will sign an executive order refusing to acknowledge your place in leadership and we will take steps to put the proper structure in place—” 
 
    “America will not bow to your puppet dictatorship!” Willoughby screamed. “The world has been through enough. Do you really want to start World War III on top of it all?” He leaned forward a bit more, his eyes burning two dark holes into the screen where the gray-haired British woman was displayed. “Because if you continue down this path that is exactly what you will do. I won’t take this lying down.” 
 
    “I think you’ve got more serious issues to worry about,” the woman replied firmly. “Your military is already scattered throughout your own country, desperately trying to stomp out these ‘fires,’ as you call them. You are losing your already tenuous grip on your own country.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should tighten that grip,” Willoughby said, closing his fists. 
 
    “This is a dangerous path you walk,” Lassit said. “Last I looked, martial law or not, America is still a democracy. We still must follow the rule of law.” 
 
    “Rule of law?” Willoughby asked, standing upright. “Have you looked outside? Have you read the reports from Kansas City, Indianapolis, Seattle, and Denver? There is no rule of law, Mr. Lassit. The only rule of law these people understand is a cold, hard fist.” 
 
    Lassit lowered his head, gently massaging his temples with his fingers. 
 
    “Is that what this meeting is about?” Willoughby asked. “Why you demanded my presence? So you could all ambush me?” 
 
    “This isn’t an ambush,” the British woman replied. “It is, as they call it, an intervention. We need to take control of this situation, and we believe you need our help to do it.” 
 
    Willoughby remained straight-backed, looking at those gathered around the long table before him. His posture seemed to firm as he stood, his shoulders squaring. 
 
    “I’ll accept your help,” Willoughby said quietly, his eyes moving around the table, then finally locking on the face of the gray-haired British woman. “When I burn in hell.” 
 
    He turned on his heels and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    # 
 
    The three Secret Service agents had to walk quickly to keep up as Willoughby stormed back down the hallway from the stairwell, surging toward the exit, both fists clamped tight to his thighs. 
 
    One of them made his way around him so he could fumble his umbrella open and push the door aside, lifting it to protect him from the slashing rain. Agent Grissom followed close behind, the third exiting after him, and the group made their way to the SUV. 
 
    Anger seemed to radiate off of him in palpable waves, and Grissom opened the door so he could get into the back seat, the rest of the agents filing into their places. Grissom took the seat next to Willoughby and moments later, the SUV was making a broad turn in the empty street and heading back to the underground bunker. 
 
    “That…did not seem to go well, sir,” Grissom said quietly. 
 
    “No, no it didn’t,” Willoughby growled in response. 
 
    “Is there something I can do, sir?” 
 
    At this question, the corner of Willoughby’s mouth turned up slightly into a crooked smirk. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “But first of all, we need to get a handle on this Stone Sword situation. Get that resolved so we can task Lancaster with some of this other work. I cannot be made to look weak, especially if we’re being more closely scrutinized by these UN pukes.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “When we get back to the bunker, I want to get Lancaster on the line immediately. Whatever he’s doing, we need to do it more quickly. The next time I have one of these damn satellite calls, I want to prove to them that I’ve established control over our population.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “And I want Stone Sword wiped off the damned map.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Just outside Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack wasn’t a fan of doing surveillance anyway and doing it in the pouring rain with the overwhelming threat of lightning did little to improve his mood. 
 
    Looking back over his shoulder, he verified that Trevor was still close behind him, both men advancing in dark-colored rain ponchos over camouflaged uniforms, both of them carrying waterproof packs with several days’ worth of survival gear tightly packed within. They’d ventured from Malcolm on foot two days earlier, taking a cautious and concealed approach east toward Cheyenne. 
 
    Jack knew Major Valley even less well than he’d known Colonel Carter, but his early experiences with him had been at least somewhat positive. And even if he hated being the one to do it, he found it tough to argue that gathering some direct human intelligence on the military strength in Cheyenne was the right approach. 
 
    But the last leg of travel felt especially exposed. Much of the ground they were covering was flattened, grass-covered prairie, a low row of trees the only thing standing between them and the F.E. Warren Air Force Base, where Valley had said Lancaster was most likely stationed. 
 
    Jack knew from conversations with Valley that they’d initially been stationed within the FEMA camp in downtown Cheyenne, but as priorities shifted from recovery to a military offensive, much of the equipment and personnel had been moved to Warren. 
 
    Cautiously, the two men wove between the narrow trees, keeping their heads down as Jack looked out over the flat terrain. He could see the air force base from where they crouched, a wide expanse of structures and paved runway, surrounded by a chain-link fence with concrete barricades at the main entrance. From where they stood, he could see several groups of military personnel, all of them wearing ponchos remarkably similar to the ones they wore. 
 
    At least a dozen Army Humvees were visible along with a few canvas-topped transports, the gathered masses of soldiers milling around in scattered, but apparently well-organized fashion. They looked like raincoat-covered mice from that far away, but Jack unslung his backpack and unzipped it, fishing out a pair of high-powered binoculars and pressing the lenses to his eyes so he could look out over the base. 
 
    From where they were, he could see a collection of buildings surrounded by fencing, then east of those buildings was another large structure, paved parking lots curling around the rigid, rectangular building. 
 
    The runways extended to the south of the building, a large H marking a helipad at the far end of the wide swath of asphalt. His attention focused on the paved runways as he adjusted the dial in the binoculars, increasing the zoom in his viewfinder, slowly drawing the far away image just a bit closer. 
 
    A grid of roads intersected the large compound, and just to the east of the airfield he could see another scattering of trees which separated the airfield itself from other buildings beyond. The greatest concentration of people seemed to be gathered in the central area, by the large structure, parking lots and runways. 
 
    But that wasn’t what really caught his attention. 
 
    In the center of the runway, he saw two large items covered in dark green netted tarps. Judging by the size of the covered objects, he knew they had to be some sort of vehicle, but he couldn’t tell what they were beneath the camouflaged covering. Several soldiers were gathered around them, and by their posture and gestures, he could tell they were talking, but from so far away, he couldn’t hear a single word. 
 
    “Yo, Trevor,” he said, looking over his shoulder as his young companion came closer. Jack had met Trevor shortly upon arriving at Stone Sword, and they’d become fast friends. They were around the same age and with a shared love of video games and recent memories of teenage life long since passed, they had a lot in common and had become more or less inseparable. When Major Valley had ordered Jack to do surveillance on F.E. Warren, he’d asked Jack to choose a partner, and it hadn’t taken long for him to point at Trevor, who had eagerly agreed to join him. 
 
    Most of the trek east had been the two young men talking and joking, reminiscing about the “good old days” as if they were decades ago, not just months ago. If anything, Jack felt even closer to Trevor after the solo trek where they’d spent every hour of two days together. 
 
    Jack had also commiserated a little bit, confessing his feelings about Laura, the woman he’d helped transport from Seattle, the woman he’d risked life and limb for, and who had saved his life several times herself. 
 
    The sharp edge of regret for the lack of returned feelings had been dulled somewhat, however, by the recent arrival of Roxie, a young girl from Kansas City. 
 
    Jack and Roxie had gotten along very well from the outset, and even though they’d only known each other a relatively short time, he found himself thinking of her often. The bright light of her smile seemed to put Laura further in shadow, which was perfectly fine with him. 
 
    It was another confession he’d made to Trevor along the way, and Trevor had given him the typical teenage boy encouragement. Jack had made a silent pledge that when he got back to Malcolm, he’d tell Roxie how he felt and see where things led. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Trevor said, crouch-walking forward and reaching out, taking the offered binoculars from Jack’s hand. 
 
    “Check out those tarps. What do you think?” 
 
    Trevor pressed the binos to his eyes and leaned forward, peering through the narrow gap between trees. 
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered. “Whatever they are, they’re freaking huge.” He lowered the binoculars and offered them back to Jack, who took them and looked through them again. Near the covered vehicles, he saw a few more Humvees, and he noticed a large door opened in the huge structure and what appeared to be a few more vehicles within. From what he could tell the building was some sort of hangar, used for vehicle storage or repairs, especially with the weather being what it was now. 
 
    Rain scattered down over the entire airfield, peppering the tarp-covered vehicles, the soldiers, the Humvees, and soaking into the pavement and surrounding grass. 
 
    “I think we need a closer look,” Jack said quietly. 
 
    “Seriously?” Trevor asked, peering over his shoulder. “There’s a bunch of flat land between here and there.” 
 
    “I know,” Jack replied, peering more intently into the binoculars. “It looks as though the majority of the compound’s population are gathered in that central group of buildings and the runway. I think if we can use the buildings in the west group as cover, we can make our way around to that row of trees just east of the runway. From there, we should be able to get a better view.” 
 
    “We’ll also be within spitting distance,” Trevor said. “They so much as look our way, we could be up the creek without a paddle, you know?” 
 
    “Might be a chance we have to take,” Jack replied. “We can’t go back to Malcolm and tell them we saw some big vehicles covered in tarps, but have no idea what they are or what they plan to do with them.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Trevor replied. “I don’t have to like it, though. It feels a little too close for comfort.” 
 
    “Brother,” Jack said, patting Trevor on the shoulder, “too close for comfort is where I live.” He slung his backpack back over his shoulders and picked up the AR-15 semi-automatic tactical rifle. Following his lead, Trevor stepped away from the trees, and they made their way down the gradual slope to the air force base. 
 
    # 
 
    The sprint across the flat grass toward the chain-link fence was swift and nerve-racking, the two men ducking low and moving through the rain as fast as they dared, boots splashing in puddles gathered within the wet grass, spraying water around their falling feet. 
 
    Within less than two minutes, they’d reached the chain-link fence and Jack leaped up, clamping his fingers around the top of the fence before scrambling over, dropping into a low crouch on the other side. From a kneeling position he lifted the rifle and covered himself, waiting for Trevor to follow his lead, and moments later, the other young man splashed to a crouch next to him. 
 
    For a few moments both of them remained there, rifles raised, slowly swiveling left to right, ensuring nobody was approaching. After they were satisfied that their fence climb had gone unnoticed, they broke into another sprint, approaching the closest building, pressing their backs against its wall, shielding them from view of the men at the airfield. 
 
    Jack eased around the corner and could see the vague shadows of figures in the distance, barely visible against the rain, and he could only hope they were just as difficult to see from the other side. Cutting left, they moved north through the collection of buildings, slowing their approach and taking each forward progression with caution until finally they reached a road running alongside the northern perimeter. That road was blocked by the same chain-link fence they’d climbed on the southwest side, and they swiftly scaled that section as well, staying low. 
 
    There was a roar of an engine, and Jack waved to Trevor to hit the ground, both of them falling stomach first, pressing themselves tight to the grass and bushes as a Humvee rattled past them, its headlights cutting a pale swath through the falling rain. For several heart-slowing moments, the vehicle rolled slowly by, but they remained where they were, waiting for the vehicle to vanish as it turned a corner beyond their position, heading south around the perimeter of the administrative buildings they’d just crossed through. 
 
    “Perimeter patrols,” Jack said quietly. “Our timing was good.” 
 
    “We were damn lucky, you mean,” Trevor replied. 
 
    “You say po-tay-to, I say po-tah-to,” Jack said derisively, then lifted himself to a low crouch, still looking at the runway through the curtain of steady rain. 
 
    Thunder boomed and the sky suddenly split open in a bright flash of lightning, and they waited just a moment for the brightness to fade. 
 
    “Cross the road!” Jack said. “Heading two o’clock!” 
 
    Trevor nodded and the two young men bolted over the pavement, crossing into another parking lot, then hurried behind yet another brick-walled administrative building, waiting several moments to make sure they heard no signs of discovery. 
 
    After giving it a few moments, Jack glanced out from behind the front corner of the building, and feeling satisfied that they hadn’t been seen, gestured to Trevor to go around the rear of the structure, and followed behind him. They came around the opposite side and took another look up and down the road separating that building and the main hangar. Pointing through the rain, Jack gestured to the narrow row of trees just to the east of the airfield and Trevor acknowledged that he saw them. 
 
    Together, they dashed back across the road, careful to keep the hangar building between them and the gathered soldiers on the tarmac, finally reaching the trees and ducking behind the row of thick, aged pines. 
 
    Jack gasped, catching his breath as he pressed his back to the trunk of the tree, resting on one knee, with Trevor at the next tree over, mirroring his actions. Both of them held their rifles in front of them, kneeling low, working to keep the trees between them and the soldiers who showed no sign of seeing them. 
 
    “So far, so good,” said Jack in a low voice. “We just do that again, only backwards, to get out.” 
 
    “Easier said than done, I wager,” Trevor replied. “Do we know how often that perimeter patrol encircles the place?” 
 
    Jack turned back toward the runway and removed the binoculars from his backpack again. 
 
    In the distance, he could see the twin headlights approaching through the rain, making their way toward the runway. A few more vehicles emerged from inside the hangar and soldiers gathered about. Motion caught his eye and he turned back toward the road they’d just crossed and saw another group of vehicles approaching, coming from the east, most likely traveling to the base from downtown Cheyenne. 
 
    “More coming,” Trevor said quietly. 
 
    “We’re okay,” Jack replied. “They can’t see us here.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    As Jack watched, the additional vehicles circled to the right of the hangar and pulled up on the tarmac behind, easing to a stop near the tarp-covered vehicles. The passenger door opened and another man in a raincoat emerged, several of the gathered soldiers snapping off salutes, a gesture he crisply returned. 
 
    The voices were low enough that he couldn’t hear them, but they were close enough to see far better than they could previously. Trevor removed his own backpack and retrieved his binoculars as well, not wanting to wait for Jack to offer his. Both of them watched as the new arrival, a man in command by the looks of things, was escorted to the two vehicles draped in green tarps. He crossed his wrists behind his back and looked at the two mysterious items. They both dwarfed him, their huge size becoming even more evident in contrast to his relatively small human form. 
 
    Three of the soldiers broke free of the group and moved to one of the tarp-covered items and bent low, clasping the canvas in their hands. 
 
    “Here we go…” Jack said in a low voice. 
 
    The three men turned and walked backwards, sweeping the tarp with them, sliding it free of the object it covered, the dark green material slinking off and slumping to the pavement. 
 
    “Holeeee shit,” Trevor whispered.  
 
    Jack was speechless, only nodding in response. 
 
    With the tarp removed, they both saw what at least one of the items was, and what Jack suspected both items were. 
 
    There was a Blackhawk UH-60 transport helicopter that had been covered by the tarp and now sat exposed on the tarmac of the airfield. An open side door faced him and within the door was a mounted electric M134 6-barreled mini-gun. At the near-side wing mount, Jack could see an M260 7 tube Hydra rocket system, armaments that he assumed were also mounted to the hard points of the opposite side of the Blackhawk as well. His blood ran cold as he imagined those two birds sweeping low over Stone Sword, pummeling buildings and ripping up relatively harmless militia with brutal, grotesque efficiency. 
 
    “This is bad,” Trevor said, mirroring Jack’s own thoughts. “If they hit us with those, it’s lights out.” 
 
    “Question is,” Jack replied, “why haven’t they hit us with those yet?” He looked for a few more moments as more men grabbed the tarp from the second vehicle and pulled it off, revealing exactly what he’d feared—a second Blackhawk, armed similarly to the first. 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Trevor replied, scanning left and right with the binoculars, “I’m wondering if they need some fuel. Those Blackhawks take jet fuel, and I’m not sure how much they might have had on hand, especially after everything that happened.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jack replied. “You can’t exactly cruise down to the neighborhood Exxon station and fill ’er up with Jet-A.” 
 
    The two men lowered their binoculars. 
 
    “So, what now?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Jack thought for a moment, still looking out over the tarmac, the binoculars lowered to the thigh of his bent leg. 
 
    “We need to hold our position,” he said quietly. “At least for a short while. Make sure they’re not ready to roll with those things yet.” He lifted his arm and glanced at his watch. “Let’s give it two hours.” He looked to the sky, squinting through the spitting rain. “That’ll give us some time to get a head start on our trip back to Malcolm tonight, before we need to set up shelter.” 
 
    Trevor nodded and Jack lifted the binoculars again, both men kneeling in silence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    F.E. Warren Air Force Base 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Colonel Lancaster smiled as he looked at the two Blackhawks parked on the tarmac in front of him, the tarps freshly removed. He’d been hoping for some kind of miracle, and he’d gotten it. 
 
    “Where did you dig these beauties up, Corporal Shin?” he asked. 
 
    “Right inside the hangar here at Warren,” Shin replied. “They’d been mothballed because they failed inspection, but we had a couple copter jockeys in our crew and they went over ’em with a fine-toothed comb.” 
 
    “They’re in good shape?” 
 
    “They are now,” Shin replied. “Major Valley had written them off, mostly. Said they weren’t worth the effort to repair. We figured you might have a different opinion.” 
 
    “I do indeed,” Lancaster replied with a smile. He looked at the two helicopters, his confident grin faltering somewhat. As he gazed at the unique shape of the two Blackhawks, uncomfortable memories began leaking back into his mind, memories of his last experience with Blackhawk helicopters. The rapid loading of men and gear in Detroit, the frantic flight toward Chicago, the atmospheric lightning sending them hurtling to the ground in Indianapolis, the— 
 
    “Colonel?” 
 
    Lancaster shook his head, clearing the memories and looked back at Corporal Shin. 
 
    “Yes, Corporal?” 
 
    “Did you hear me, sir?” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” Lancaster stammered, his tongue feeling thick, a cool sheen of sweat now coating his forehead, shielded from the rain by the hood. 
 
    “I was just saying,” Shin said, a curious glance in his eyes, “we need a serious supply of fuel for these, but if we can top off the tanks, we should have enough gas to get from here to Malcolm without an issue.” 
 
    “Malcolm?” Lancaster asked, once again the confident glimmer returning to his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We can take these helicopters and run them right down Stone Sword’s throat.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Lancaster replied, trying to ignore the sharp churn of acid in his guts. “That’s excellent.” Goose flesh raced up and down his arms, a chill sinking deep into his bones. The helicopters were just the tools they needed, just what would help take the fight to Stone Sword. 
 
    So why did he feel so uneasy? 
 
    “Not a fan of a ground attack?” Lancaster asked, taking a step forward and gingerly touching the side of the Blackhawk. 
 
    “That would be a tough insert, sir,” Shin said. “A single passage west, mountainous terrain with plenty of places for advance scouts and sniper teams. We may be able to overwhelm them with armor and firepower, but we’d have to travel single file and we’d risk an ambush at any number of locations.” 
 
    Lancaster nodded, feeling the cool hide of the Blackhawk beneath his fingertips. Rainwater struck the curved, darkly colored armor and ran in thin rivulets down the surface. 
 
    A red haze flooded his vision, accompanied by a sudden, sharp stab of rage in his heart. For just a blink, he saw Indianapolis in his eyes, the buildings screaming past as the helicopter plunged into the city. His heart thudded and breath caught in his lungs, and soon he went from touching the Blackhawk to using it to keep himself upright. His palm pressed against the armor and he closed his eyes, trying to steady himself. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster?” Corporal Shin asked, taking a step toward him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Corporal,” Lancaster said, his voice firm and low. He could feel the rage boiling fresh, just beneath the skin. He could smell the foul stench of burning flesh as a Molotov cocktail ignited, swarming over his sergeant on the streets of Indianapolis. He could hear the screams of pain, the shouts of fury from enraged civilians, and feel his own heart quickening, blood suddenly searing hot within his veins. 
 
    For one brief moment he was there again, on the city streets, surrounded by the enemy—because that’s what they were. They were not American civilians, they were not innocents, they were the enemy—insurgents in their own nation, and he had to flush them out and eradicate them. 
 
    His jaw set, he pushed himself up slightly, slapping his palm on the hard body of the helicopter. 
 
    “This will do, Corporal,” he said. “This will do nicely.” Shin nodded, apparently pleased at the colonel’s approval. 
 
    “Sir! Colonel Lancaster, sir!” a voice shouted through the hiss of falling rain, and Lancaster turned to see a young man approaching, features indistinguishable under the hood of his poncho, but he was waving a right hand. 
 
    “Yes, son, what is it?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “You have a call on the radio in the hangar, sir! It’s Willoughby! Says it’s urgent!” 
 
    Lancaster pressed his teeth together, his jaw setting, firm and rigid. He was getting a little tired of Willoughby’s frequent interruptions, his frantic escalations, and his rushing of the delicate timetable Lancaster was working on. He needed Willoughby, he knew that, but there were times he wondered how much he really needed him. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Lancaster said, following the young man back across the tarmac, toward the wide open hangar door. Once inside, he swept down his hood and followed the young man toward a table in the corner of the hangar where a ham radio sat, plugged into one of the few remaining generator-powered outlets in the facility. 
 
    Lancaster slid into the chair and scooped the handset from its cradle, speaking into it. 
 
    “This is Lancaster.” 
 
    “Colonel, good to talk to you.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Mr. Willoughby? We’re operating under a bit of a tight timetable—” 
 
    “Tight timetable?” the voice barked on the other end, low and infused with static. “Colonel, you don’t know the meaning of a tight timetable.” 
 
    Lancaster closed his eyes and sighed, moving the handset away so Willoughby wouldn’t hear any signs of his frustration. 
 
    “What do you know about what’s going on in the world today?” Willoughby followed up. 
 
    “I’ve been a little focused on what’s going on in America, sir.” 
 
    “As well you should be,” Willoughby replied.  “So, tell me, then, what’s going on in America?” 
 
    “Mr. Willoughby, I’m sure there’s a reason for your call, and I’d really rather—” 
 
    “Washington, DC is being rebuilt, Colonel. The riots have been quelled, and thanks to my establishment of strict rationing and martial law, most of the resistance has been beaten back. The city is in ruins, construction is just starting to really ramp up, and by our estimation, within the next –eighteen to twenty-four months, we may actually have the first semblance of an infrastructure rebuilt.” 
 
    “Impressive, sir.” 
 
    “Tell me what you’re hearing of other locations.” 
 
    Lancaster took another deep, steadying breath. 
 
    “As you know, sir, the cities with larger airports were the most significantly impacted by the event. Chicago was decimated, and we managed to knock down the meager resistance there and start rebuilding, but the fascinating thing is the migration that has occurred, not just there, but elsewhere as well.” 
 
    “Migration, you say?” 
 
    “It’s all been in my reports,” Lancaster said, working hard to mask his frustration. “Across the country, airport hubs and larger cities have started emptying. Clearing out. Surviving residents are flocking to surrounding suburbs in greater numbers. FEMA has been forced to try to adapt, moving some of their operations to these outlying districts to keep up with the demand of sick and injured. People who are starving, yet moving from the cities where violence, looting, and heavy military presence are proving too much to bear.” 
 
    “Indeed. The area surrounding Ronald Reagan International has been nearly vacated,” Willoughby replied. “To our west, Dulles is an absolute disaster area, so much so that FEMA has mostly written it off, focusing on migrating the surrounding residents to unimpacted regions.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s created a bit of a seismic shift in how our nation’s infrastructure was designed. I’ve been on the phone regularly to Housing and Urban Development representatives, trying to figure out how best to design a rebuilt power and Internet network to better serve these outlying areas. In some cases, people have even moved to more rural locations. Reports from Colorado say a large chunk of the Denver residents moved westward to Sterling and Limon, though we’re challenged with maintaining law and order in those locations.” 
 
    “I thought you had a handle on Sterling?” 
 
    “At one point we did. Major Valley was running regular rescue operations between Cheyenne and Sterling, but with the recent events in Cheyenne, we were forced to refocus his efforts. Once I get things stabilized, we’ll start looking at reengaging rescue ops and security patrols to the outlying Colorado areas.” 
 
    “Good, Colonel, good.” 
 
    “This cultural restructuring is certainly causing other issues as well,” Lancaster continued, sensing that Willoughby was waiting for further details. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Rural counties are being inundated with greater populations than the neighborhoods can support. Skirmishes are erupting in some of these smaller towns and residencies as newcomers move in. It’s also having a dramatic effect on food supply as these new urban residents are demanding access to fresh meats and vegetables, sometimes taking the farmlands by force.” 
 
    “What the hell do the city people know about farming?” 
 
    “Nothing—that’s the problem. They’re forcing the actual farmers out, thinking that they can figure it out, but in most cases they can’t, so the experienced farmhands get forced out of their own homes, and the people who took over those homes know nothing about operating the business.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end, so Lancaster decided to keep talking. 
 
    “There are exceptions, of course. In some cases, the urban residents are volunteering to provide security and logistics while the rural farmers keep up with food supply. In those circumstances, things are actually working out well. Cooperation is going a very long way, and we’ve heard stories of places like Topeka, Kansas, which has been built around a robust trading post. The city dwellers are providing protection to the farmers as well as manual labor and assisting in setting up a retail infrastructure, while the farmers are growing and selling the crops and meat. There’s been quite a bit of talk about documenting what’s happening in Topeka and using that as a framework for a design to roll out nationwide.” 
 
    “And you’ve been talking to the Department of Agriculture about this?” 
 
    “To a degree,” Lancaster replied. “We believe the Secretary of Agriculture must have been lost in the disaster, nobody has seen nor heard from him since. But I’ve been communicating with several of his aides and others in the department. As much as I can, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” Willoughby replied. “Very good news.” 
 
    Lancaster thought he could hear the man scribbling something with a pencil through the low hiss of static in the line of the radio signal. 
 
    “Mr. Willoughby, if you don’t mind me asking—” 
 
    “What’s that, Colonel?” 
 
    “What’s going on, sir? Why all the questions? It sounds like you’re…taking notes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s because I am taking notes,” Willoughby replied. 
 
    “Is there something I need to know?” 
 
    “Indeed there is,” Willoughby replied. “It has become clear to me that we are facing increased scrutiny from the United Nations.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lancaster wasn’t particularly surprised by that, and in fact thought it was likely long overdue. 
 
    “Yes. I had a somewhat…tense meeting this morning with representatives from the organization.” 
 
    “Okay. So you’re looking for some good news to pass along?” 
 
    “To a degree,” Willoughby replied. “Good news and proof.” 
 
    “Proof, sir?” 
 
    “Proof that we’ve actually got our shit together, if you’ll pardon my bluntness.” 
 
    Lancaster set his jaw. The tone of Willoughby’s voice almost seemed to indicate that he was accusing Lancaster of being the one who perhaps didn’t have his “shit together.” 
 
    “Why would they think that?” 
 
    “As I’m sure you’ll agree, Colonel, we’ve faced a number of very steep challenges over the past nearly three months.” 
 
    “As has every nation in the world, sir.” 
 
    “Indeed. For whatever reason, the United Nations seem to have the opinion that perhaps our road has been rockier than most.” 
 
    Lancaster smiled thinly. That, also, did not surprise him. He had a certain amount of respect for Willoughby, and he knew that his place in the Army was a direct result of Willoughby’s skirting of the rules, but the fact remained that the man who was now acting President of the United States had little administrative experience and was very accustomed to playing fast and loose with regulations. Lancaster had no doubt that the mysterious circumstances surrounding the real president’s death certainly did not play into Willoughby’s favor. 
 
    “So, how can I help?” Lancaster asked through gritted teeth, only because he knew that’s what Willoughby expected him to ask. 
 
    “You can help by solving this damned Stone Sword problem, first and foremost,” Willoughby answered. “They’re a thorn in my ass, and by God someone needs to pluck ’em out.” 
 
    The unsettling image flattened Lancaster’s crooked grin and he took another low breath. 
 
    “We’re on the road, sir,” he said. 
 
    “On the road?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean, Colonel?” 
 
    “It means, sir, that I’m standing at Warren AFB just outside Cheyenne right now, looking at a pair of UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters that we’re going to use to burn that compound to the damned ground, sir.” 
 
    There was a moment of what seemed like shocked silence on the other end, followed by the low rasping chuckle that Lancaster took as approval. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly a step in the right direction,” Willoughby said. 
 
    “I thought you might see it that way.” 
 
    “So, what’s the timetable?” 
 
    “We are…uhh…working out the logistics, sir.” 
 
    “Logistics? What sort of logistics do you need to work out? You’ve got two armored helicopters. Fly ’em over to Malcolm and blast the damned place to kingdom come. Certainly you’re not afraid of a compound of pissed-off farmers and poorly equipped militia?” 
 
    Lancaster started to respond, but once again a flash of red filtered through his eyes and he saw the angry mob on the streets of Indianapolis charging his squad with baseball bats and Molotov cocktails. His muscles tensed and his heart once again quickened in his chest as he tightened his grip around the handset. 
 
    Insurgents. All of them.  
 
    “No, we’re not afraid of them in the least, sir,” Lancaster replied. “It’s more about fuel. We don’t have enough Jet-A for the Blackhawk turbines to get from here to Malcolm and back and I don’t intend to send my men on a suicide mission.” 
 
    “Very well,” Willoughby replied. “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it,” Lancaster said, “remember what you were just saying about Denver?” 
 
    Lancaster could almost hear the man smiling on the other end. 
 
    “Indeed I do, Colonel.” 
 
    “We have a little trip to make—to Denver International Airport.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    F.E. Warren Air Force Base 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack and Trevor remained concealed in the trees, looking out through the rain over the tarmac as men and women in raincoats converged on the two helicopters. They could hear muffled shouting as they worked to bring the tarps back up and over the helicopters, trying to protect them from the increasing velocity of the downpour. 
 
    Near the south side of the tarmac a few Humvees were being parked in a line, more men surrounding them as a fuel truck rolled softly from the hangar, making its way to the gathered vehicles. 
 
    “Is that gas for the choppers or the Humvees?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “My guess is that’s gas for the Humvees. If I had to guess, I’m betting they’re prepping the Humvees for a recovery mission in an attempt to find some fuel for the choppers.” 
 
    “Where do you think they’ll be headed?” 
 
    Jack seemed to consider the question for a moment, Trevor continued his own statement. 
 
    “There are larger airports in Casper and Jackson. The rest are mostly piddly little things, so I doubt they have a huge stockpile of Jet-A.” 
 
    “What about Denver?” Jack asked. “Denver’s not that far from here.” 
 
    “No, no it’s not,” Trevor agreed. “That certainly seems like a possibility.” 
 
    The two of them remained where they were, keenly focused on the tarmac and runway, scanning the area through their binoculars. Jack shifted his binoculars left, then right, then zoomed in on the group of Humvees, getting them in a tighter focus, mentally counting the number of vehicles. 
 
    “Shit—Jack!” Trevor hissed and Jack lowered his binos, turning left. Emerging from the sheets of falling rain were two poncho-wearing sentries, striding confidently down the road, just east of the tree line, weapons slung over their chests, heading straight for them. 
 
    “Where did they come from?” Jack said in a low whisper, frantically shoving his binoculars back in his bag as he lifted himself into a low crouch. 
 
    “I don’t know, but they’re heading this way. I don’t think they see us yet, but if we’re not careful—” 
 
    “Hey! You there!” the voice came from the runway and Trevor peered out through the trees. As they’d moved to avoid being spotted by the sentries, they’d revealed themselves to the men gathered on the tarmac. 
 
    “Don’t move!” another voice shouted. 
 
    “Dammit dammit dammit!” growled Jack, taking a cautious step backwards. The two sentries approaching slowed their pace, their rifles coming up and around, pointing in their general direction. 
 
    “Who’s there?” one of them said, and Jack could hear the low crackling of his radio, the sound of voices coming through the static. 
 
    “We have intruders at the east tree line! Approach with caution!” 
 
    “We need to go,” Trevor said, scrambling to his feet and fumbling with his rifle. “We need to go now!” 
 
    “I said don’t move!” a voice screamed from the runway and Jack looked over, watching as a group of five raincoat-wearing soldiers charged over the grass toward them. 
 
    Jack snapped into action. The conflict in Seattle and Redmond snapped into fresh muscle memory, the combat zone of Washington streets and alleyways. In a moment, the AR-15 stock was wedged to his shoulder, the hand guard cradled in his left hand as he swept the barrel left toward the approaching sentries. 
 
    “Fall back, Trevor, right damn now!” 
 
    Trevor didn’t hesitate, didn’t stop to question, he just ducked low and charged forward, sprinting from the trees, angling toward the roadway and heading north. 
 
    Jack fired three shots from the semi-automatic rifle, focusing his aim on the sentry to the left, and while he wasn’t sure how many hit, the shadowed figure in the rain poncho stumbled forward and left, thudding hard to the ground. Almost immediately the second sentry drifted right and brought his weapon around, opening up in full auto, apparently carrying an M4A1 military-issue assault rifle. Trevor was already twenty yards down the road and Jack spun away from the puffs of shorn grass that spewed up from bullet impacts, then fell into a run behind his friend. 
 
    Slamming his foot down, he whirled around again and fired, squeezing off five shots toward the second sentry, but evidently missed the mark on every one. The man still stood, adjusting his aim and returning fire. 
 
    Jack threw several shots back, hurling supersonic rounds at the approaching sentry before glancing right to make sure the trees still stood between them and the approaching men from the runway. 
 
    Tucking the rifle close, he spun and sprinted, legs pumping as he worked to catch up to Trevor, who was already approaching the intersecting road north of the hangar building. 
 
    Engines growled nearby and Jack could see one of the Humvees charging from the parking lot of the hangar, bouncing up onto the intersecting road, hanging a sharp right and heading toward Trevor. 
 
    “Run, Trevor! Move!” Jack shouted and Trevor picked up speed, racing toward the intersection. More gunfire chattered behind them, a raking, jagged line of bullet holes punching through the concrete just ahead of Jack. Angling right, he pitched left, weaving in and out to make himself a harder target. 
 
    Jack’s sprinting carried him forward, just behind Trevor, the two of them charging toward the intersection almost at top speed. 
 
    “C’mon, kid, move!” Jack encouraged as he came up on his left flank, twisting to fire at the oncoming Humvee. Bullets thudded the ground behind them and the Humvee careened in their direction. Throwing himself up, Jack leaped over the hood of the Humvee as the vehicle screamed to a halt, tumbling over the uneven surface of its metal hood, rolling to the opposite side. Trevor had tried to swerve around it and took the grill to his left hip, yelping as he lurched to the right, thrown into an off-balance stumble. 
 
    Jack landed in an awkward crouch, using his free hand to break his fall, looking left as Trevor rolled clumsily along the pavement. Doors slammed open from the Humvee and soldiers lunged out. 
 
    “Go, Jack, go!” Trevor shouted as the second sentry and three others from the runway converged on him. “Just go!” 
 
    “I won’t leave you!” Jack shouted, clambering to his feet and limping back toward Trevor. 
 
    “Jack! Someone needs to tell them! We need to warn Stone Sword!” The sentry lurched forward with his rifle, ramming the stock of the weapon into the base of Trevor’s skull. 
 
    Jack’s eyes darted left to right. There were at least eight soldiers in view, plus the Humvee. Trevor was lying in the road twenty yards away. His heart thudded as he took an uncertain step forward, rifles raising all around him. 
 
    “Don’t move! Stay right the hell where you are!” 
 
    Jack’s ribs ached from the tumble he took over the Humvee and he took a cautious step backwards, eyes roaming the group of soldiers around him. He looked at Trevor, long and hard, watched as he was shoved onto his stomach, hands twisted up and around, pinned behind him. 
 
    There was nothing he could do for him. Not now. 
 
    Jack’s rifle sprang up and focused on a pair of soldiers closest to him. He pumped the trigger several times, blasting round after round of fire at them, sending them scattering back and down. Immediately, he wheeled left and took off, racing toward the administrative building they’d used for cover during their approach. 
 
    “Take him down!” 
 
    Gunfire rattled, the road stitching with bullet impacts. Jack darted left, ducking behind a van parked in the front parking lot of the administration building, bullets cludding into metal with dull echoes of impact. He heard the shattering glass of a window exploding, then saw a few jagged chunks of brick wall blast apart from the building ahead. 
 
    Jack darted right, hearing footfalls behind him, moving as quickly as his legs would carry him across the parking lot toward the rear of the building. Bullets punched into the wall to his left, spraying brick out across his field of vision and he closed his eyes, turning away to avoid getting grit and dust in his eyes. 
 
    As he charged toward the rear parking lot, he heard the telltale scream of a subsonic round and felt a swift kick of pain in his right side. He grunted and gasped, lurching forward as the sensation exploded throughout the entire right side of his body. 
 
    His teeth pressed together as he ducked behind another car, wincing as more rounds pounded into the trunk and the roof, throwing sparks high into the air. Dropping to one knee, he squeezed his eyes tightly closed and brought his rifle up, sighting on three approaching soldiers. He fired twice, dropping one of the approaching men, sending him crashing to the pavement. The other two scattered, falling back and moving toward the building for cover. 
 
    Jack struggled to his feet, stepping in a crouched position, looking left toward the back parking lot of the building. If he circled around the back lot, he’d be working his way west again—but there was a lot of open ground there. Too much. 
 
    Grimacing, he moved toward a gentle slope of brown grass heading up to a flattened prairie to the north of the administration building. Turning his head, he looked back, watching as the men slammed Trevor hard against the hood of the Humvee, pinning his arms behind his back. 
 
    Another man strode toward him and grabbed Trevor, clutching his hair and yanking his head up. Jack’s eyes widened as he looked on in horror, the man slipping a pistol from a holster at his thigh. 
 
    “No,” Jack whispered, slowly stumbling backwards, pain racking his body as he looked on. Without hesitation, without emotion, and without even a second thought, the man pressed the barrel of the pistol to Trevor’s temple and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The sudden slap of the gunshot was like a stab in Jack’s guts and his knees wobbled, threatening to send him to the pavement at his feet. 
 
    “No!” he screamed, his voice raw, neck bulging. It was a mistake. They now knew where he was. At the corner of the building, heading toward the rear parking lot, trying to make his way back west. 
 
    “Here! He’s over here!” 
 
    “You’re next, boy!” the man next to the Humvee shouted as he pushed Trevor’s limp body from the hood of the vehicle down to the road. Trevor’s corpse landed with a dull, lifeless thud, and Jack was somewhat relieved that he was too far away to see the dead stare in his young friend’s eyes. 
 
    His feet felt frozen in place, his legs like rusted pistons, refusing to move. A whine of a gunshot seared the air, grass and dirt puffing up from a steep hill to his left. His head swiveled to look down the back parking lot, a direction he knew would no longer work. Tears stung his eyes and it felt like a fist made of ice was clasped around his heart, but he turned right and looked at the hill, leading up to the prairie. 
 
    There was no other choice. 
 
    Grunting, he moved up the hill onto the prairie’s grassy surface and started to run as fast as he could, pain splitting his entire side with white-hot agony. He stumbled forward, palm digging into the hard dirt, purple starbursts exploding behind his eyes. 
 
    He’d been shot. Hit in the right side, and now he felt a burning pain cascading throughout his right arm and leg, an unsettling tingling feeling coalescing into a stabbing sword of sheer hurt. The hurt wasn’t just from his wound, though, it was from watching his friend die, seeing it all unfold in seemingly slow motion as the pistol pressed, the trigger pulled and the bullet ripped through the young man’s skull. 
 
    His stomach churned and he doubled over as he stumbled across the prairie, certain for a moment that he was going to lose his breakfast into the brown grass at his feet. Then the nausea passed and he threw himself upright again, the shouts and screams getting fainter. Certainly they’d expected him to go around the back of the building, and instead, he’d ventured straight north, into a sort of no-man’s-land. If they saw him here, he’d be all done, surrounded only by a wide expanse of nothing. Battered-down dirt and grass and sprawling flatlands in all directions. 
 
    But he saw a structure in the distance, barely visible through the sheets of diagonal rain, a darkened shadow against the barely lit horizon. Jack stayed low, half stumbling, half lurching, heading north as fast as he could, willing himself to be invisible against the slashing rain. 
 
    Voices shouted from somewhere behind him. 
 
    “He’s not here! He didn’t go around the building! Check the field!” 
 
    “Move, dammit, move!” Jack cursed at himself, pushing past the pain in his side, the weakness in his legs, and the persistent swarming dizziness threatening to overtake him. He ran, lowering his head, pushing himself through the falling rain, hoping he was far enough along the prairie’s flattened surface that his pursuers couldn’t see him from their vantage point. 
 
    “Rain’s too thick!” a voice screamed. 
 
    “He’s gotta be out there somewhere! Fan out, west to east! Double time!” 
 
    The structure loomed ahead of him, growing taller and broader filling a good chunk of his field of vision. He angled right, jogging toward a hard-pack dirt parking lot, which had become little more than soft mud from the torrential rain of the past several days. His boots squished into thick, brown muck, his thighs burning as he moved, twisting to look at the structure. It appeared to be a large and looming shed, a city-owned storage building where they likely kept maintenance vehicles, tools, and other items. 
 
    There was a large metal garage door and a smaller door set into the wall just to its left, the side of the structure made from corrugated steel. Jack lurched forward, squishing through the soft ground, and he could hear the voices getting closer as the soldiers approached. Not bothering to waste time checking the lock on the door, he used the stock of his rifle to smash in the window of the front door before reaching in through jagged glass, opening the door from the inside. 
 
    Ripping the door open, he plunged inside, pulling the door closed behind him. Letting the rifle hang from the strap over his shoulder, he found his tactical flashlight and thumbed it on, shining the pale beam in the darkness, walking the light across the recesses of the large, opened building. He saw tall piles of dirt mixed with salt, the scant remnants of the previous winter’s sanding mixture, and thick tire tracks were caked to the cement floor. 
 
    His light gleamed off some gas tanks on shelves inside the structure and he lamented the fact that he didn’t have the time or space to take them. Shadows shifted as he shined his light around, searching for anything of use, and finally, several moments after he entered, he saw it. 
 
    Passing the beam of his flashlight into a darkened corner, a distinctive shape was reflected in the backsplash of light. The Polaris ATV was parked in a dusty corner, half-covered with a gray tarp, the plow attachment removed and resting on the concrete floor next to it. 
 
    Jack smiled and strode forward, grinding his teeth as pain etched up and down his right side. He stumbled slightly but regained his balance and made his way to the ATV, nearly falling over forward, catching his stumble on the cushioned seat of the four wheeler. 
 
    For a long, painful moment he stood there, thinking about Trevor, his mind racing. All of their conversations about Xbox gaming, about girls, movie stars, and sports teams, all of the things teenagers talked about before the apocalypse—and after. 
 
    They’d made a promise that whenever the power came back on, they’d have the most badass game of Halo ever—but now, in Trevor’s world, the power would never come on again. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he lowered his head, clasping his fingers around the handlebar throttle of the ATV. Swiftly, he unscrewed the fuel cap and darted to the left, ignoring the pain, snatching a fuel can from a nearby shelf. He moved back to the ATV and tipped the can up, glugging fuel into the tank, letting it splash all over the metal and plastic surface of the ATV, his boots, and across the concrete floor. 
 
    He didn’t care. He just needed to get enough gas in this thing. Leaning to the tank, he shook it, hearing some sloshing inside, and he tugged his rifle closer to his back, cinching the strap. 
 
    He grabbed the gas can and set it on the concrete floor near the front door of the maintenance shed, then took two more cans and set them just behind it. His eyes scanned the darkness, following the beam of light until he located the chains that he knew would help open the garage door. 
 
    Reaching to his right thigh, he unclasped the pistol in its holster and removed it, racking the slide to load a round in the chamber. Outside, he could hear voices approaching, the scuffle of boots on mud. 
 
    “Window’s broken,” a voice said as figures approached the front door. Jack lifted the pistol and aimed in that direction, crouching behind the ATV. 
 
    “Open it,” a second voice said and an arm snaked through, reaching toward the handle. Jack aimed the weapon and fired. 
 
    Two quick trigger pulls, then a third. On the fourth, the fuel can was breached, the bullet punching through, gas releasing in a sudden, explosive burst. There was a deafening wham of explosive force, one gas can blasting into the next, then into the third, a sudden roiling fireball consuming the front door, ripping it from its hinges and sending it hurtling backwards, along with the men gathered there. Screams and shouts pierced the air, both close and far, and Jack lurched upward, clasping the chains and yanking fiercely to pull the metal door open. 
 
    He swept his leg over the seat, curling fingers around the throttle, then hit the ignition and gunned the accelerator, the ATV roaring to sudden, gas-scented life. 
 
    The entire wall by the front door was buckled and blackened, a ragged hole ripped through the steel, a gas-fueled fire raging on the floor and the mud just outside the front door. 
 
    Jack twisted and hammered the accelerator, the ATV leaping forward, him ducking just beneath the bottom edge of the garage door, screaming out over the mud and dirt. 
 
    “There!” someone screamed. “He’s there! On an ATV!” 
 
    “Take him out!” 
 
    Smoke billowed out from the blast, and he just barely made out the prone form of two bodies splayed out on the ground by where the wall used to be. He jerked his head forward again, ignoring the pain in his side, trying to push past the dull, wet warmth soaking his jacket.  
 
    The Polaris whined and roared, sending the four-wheeler bolting over the soft ground, then onto the raised surface of the grass-covered prairie, then finally off into the sheeting rain. 
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    It was still early in Malcolm, but construction on the underground shelter was in full swing. Joel strode through the pouring rain, heading toward the large, silhouetted constructs erected next to the main entrance of the underground bunker. From what he’d heard, there had always been a bunker at Stone Sword, but its initial construction had been decades ago and it had been built to house a fraction of the men, women, and children currently inhabiting the small town. 
 
    Once the lightning strikes became more frequent and more threatening, Mayor Phillips had ordered additional resources focused on the expansion and reinforcement of the shelter. Two local Italian restaurants had donated kilns, which had been stood up near the main entrance, free-standing concrete ovens designed to hold in heat and get to exorbitant temperatures without the need for external power or fuel. 
 
    These two kilns had been stationed several yards apart, but close enough to the bunker to play their role in construction. Joel stood near one of the kilns, watching as two men used shovel contraptions to hold in trays of limestone that had been chiseled from nearby quarries. 
 
    “Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” Mayor Phillips asked and Joel turned to look at him, squinting through the radiating heat coming from the kilns. That close to the concrete ovens, there was a low hissing sound as rainwater fell upon the tops of the concrete structures, almost immediately evaporating in small tufts of pale mist. 
 
    “I still don’t quite understand how this all works,” Joel admitted. 
 
    “Well, thankfully, the mountains around us are filled with limestone. We’ve got teams of people chipping away at that limestone, knocking it from the mountain and piling it in wheelbarrows. As they wheel it into town, they’re chopping it up into smaller pieces, grinding it as small as they can.” 
 
    “Then what? They shovel it into the kilns?” 
 
    “More or less,” Kramer nodded. “They cook it in the kiln for four or five hours—kiln has to get to nearly nine hundred degrees.” 
 
    “That’s hot.” 
 
    “That’s hot,” the mayor agreed. “After four or five hours, they pull it out, like those young men are doing now.” 
 
    Joel looked at the men and saw that not only were they wearing thick gloves over their hands, but they wore masks pulled tight over their faces with what appeared to be built-in respirators. 
 
    “You might want to stand back a bit,” Kramer advised, directing Joel back toward him. “When the limestone comes out of the kiln, it can be caustic.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads-up,” Joel said and followed the mayor, walking several paces away from the kilns. The men started shoveling the baked limestone back into a cleaned wheelbarrow. 
 
    “The limestone will be crumbly when it cools, so after it’s left to cool for a period of time, they’ll have to crumble it into fine powder, then it can be mixed with sand, water, and gravel to make concrete.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Joel said, shaking his head.  
 
    “It’s impressive, I agree,” Kramer replied. “Once they make the concrete, we’ve got some wooden molds over on the other side of the entrance to the underground bunker. They fill the wooden structures with the concrete mixture, level them off with a shovel, then let them dry overnight. We’ve got them under a makeshift shelter over there so they stay dry from the rainfall. Every morning they pry apart the wooden framing, pull out the blocks, then reassemble the wooden framing. It’s a nonstop process, but it gives us a decent supply of the concrete blocks.” 
 
    “That’s got to be a lot of hard work,” Joel said and Kramer nodded. 
 
    “It’s rough. We have rotating crews that work ’round the clock, making sure that we always have a surplus of the concrete blocks. There’s another crew that does the digging, working with picks and shovels underground, then as they dig, we use some wooden supports, then fit in the concrete blocks to hold up the walls. They string mesh throughout the ceiling, supporting that with wooden rafters.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds a little sketchy,” Joel said. 
 
    “It’s just the tunnels. We don’t store anything in those passages. We’re retrofitting the basements of these houses to be actual storage areas or residential areas. Spreading food stores throughout the various basements, setting some of the larger spaces up as dorms, that sort of thing. If it all goes well, we should have a pretty robust underground facility—in maybe six months.” 
 
    “Six months?” 
 
    “Depends on how soon the ground starts freezing. But that’s what we’re shooting for.” 
 
    “You think we can last that long?” Joel asked. 
 
    Mayor Phillips shrugged. 
 
    “Not sure what choice we have, son. We can only work so hard and we only have so many people available. As it is, we’ve connected a half-dozen basements throughout this part of town, and by this time next week we’re hoping for three more, for a total of nine.” 
 
    “It’s a good start,” Joel said, talking somewhat loudly so he could be heard above the rain and the noise of construction. “So, what can I do?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Kramer asked. 
 
    “What can I do?” Joel repeated. “I’m ready to work. Just tell me where you want me.” 
 
    Kramer thought about it for a moment, pinching his lips between clamped teeth. 
 
    “You worked in the mines at all?” 
 
    “Nope,” Joel shook his head. 
 
    “What sort of experience you got?” 
 
    “Car mechanic, mostly,” Joel replied. “Did four years in the Army. Did a bunch of shit I’m not real proud of to get me and the girl here from Louisiana.” 
 
    “We’ve all done some stuff we’re not proud of,” the mayor replied. “Especially recently.” He drew a breath, looking at the entrance to the bunker, staring through the curtain of falling rain. “Tell you what. Go down inside, offer to help dig out some dirt. It’s just swinging a pick or using a shovel, nothing too special, but I’m sure you can handle it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Joel said, and he strode across the grass, moving wide of the radiating heat from the kilns. From what Joel had heard, there had been a structure standing over the main entrance to the underground shelter, but they’d torn it down to make it more accessible, and now there was essentially an open square hole and a pair of doors pried apart, leading to a wide, downward staircase. 
 
    The entrance was covered by a large tarp stretched between several posts, a rudimentary shelter to keep the rain from pouring down into the shelter. Joel removed his hood and stepped down the concrete stairs, walking quickly to the bottom level. 
 
    The stairs opened up into a wide, concrete-lined room with reinforced floors, walls, and a ceiling, the entire space nearly the size of a warehouse. Several shelves were lined front to back, looking almost like grocery store aisles with various boxes, bags, and other supplies tightly packed within. Joel knew this wasn’t their only storage facility—there were several throughout Malcolm—but just what was contained here might be enough for the entire town for a year or two, if rationed properly. 
 
    He supposed that was the goal. An underground shelter, in the event of something terrible happening—well, more terrible, anyway—that would have enough food, water, and lodging to last. 
 
    But Joel could see where the townsfolk were concerned. Along with the wide expanse of dried and preserved foods, cans, powdered milk, flour, grains, and all manner of other supplies, there were only a scattering of separate rooms branching off containing cots and rudimentary plumbing fixtures. At the most, there were twenty or thirty beds here, certainly not nearly enough for what might be needed. Even if everyone grabbed sleeping bags, they wouldn’t fit more than perhaps one or two hundred people at most. 
 
    Somewhere near the back of the room, he heard voices speaking and the telltale chunk of shovels striking dirt. Weaving through the shelves, he approached the back of the room, which had a rough, jagged, uneven hole smashed through the rear room, leading to a broad tunnel beyond. Pale light shone from the tunnel and he approached the hole, looking deeper into its mouth. 
 
    A cable dangled from the roof of the tunnel, and Joel ducked to avoid hitting his head on a low rafter. Several battery-operated LED lights hung from the strand of cable and they faintly illuminated the dim tunnel. Several thick wooden columns had been erected every two yards, and wedged between the columns were cement blocks holding back the dirt from the dug-out passage through the earth. 
 
    Wooden rafters were pressed into the earth overhead, attached to the columns, wire mesh netting stretched over them to keep the ground up and away, and as he walked deeper into the passage, he could hear voices overhead, mixed with the rugged hacking of dirt. 
 
    Coming around a gradual bend in the passage, Joel stopped, looking at the group of men ahead. There were a half-dozen of them total, four with pickaxes, furiously chewing away at the earth and dirt before them. A branched-off passage angled to the right and as he neared, he could see that it led to a decent-sized half-finished basement that had been cleared out and emptied of any personal items. 
 
    “You there!” a voice shouted and Joel looked back toward the group of men. One of them, a tall, lanky middle-aged man in a hardhat, strode toward him, gesturing wildly. “You need a hardhat to be in here, friend!” 
 
    “Sorry!” Joel replied, and looked to where the man was pointing. A few pallets had been stacked by where the tunnel met the basement and a pile of hardhats sat atop it. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” the man asked, gesturing toward the basement and leading Joel in that direction. 
 
    “Kramer asked me to come help,” Joel said. 
 
    “Oh? You got any experience?” 
 
    “Not even a little,” Joel replied with a shrug. The man chuckled, shaking his head, and plucked a hardhat from the stack as they entered the relative quiet of the small basement. 
 
    “Leave it to Kramer,” he said. “Thinks any scrub with a pair of biceps can come down here and do this work.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t want to cramp your style,” Joel said. 
 
    The man laughed and slapped Joel’s shoulder. 
 
    “No worries, we can get you up to speed nice and quick. You know what we’re trying to do here?” 
 
    Joel looked around at the basement they currently inhabited. 
 
    “Looks like you’re digging tunnels connecting people’s basements. That’s what Kramer said, too.” 
 
    “Kramer’s right. Basically we’re using a typical cut-and-cover technique where we dig the tunnel, then build up the sides and overhead using a combination of wooden supports and concrete. The wire mesh holding up the dirt will be reinforced with concrete as well once we’re done building up our stockpile of blocks.” 
 
    “How many basements are there to connect?” 
 
    “In this immediate vicinity we’ve got…maybe twelve or fifteen? It’s hard work, requires muscle and planning. I used to work some of the limestone quarries back in the day, so I’m doing the bulk of the planning, though they do let me grab at least a little shuteye from time to time.” 
 
    Joel nodded, then extended his hand. 
 
    “Joel Robertson,” he said with a nod. 
 
    The man took his hand and shook it. 
 
    “Mac Huron,” the man said, “but please just call me Mac.” He scrutinized Joel closely for a moment. “Robertson, you say?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “You’re Lyle’s grandson. I heard you’d joined us.” 
 
    “That’s me,” Joel said. 
 
    “Well, welcome to Stone Sword, friend. Any kin of Lyle is our kin, too. He was a great man. I was sorry to hear he’d passed. Much of what Stone Sword is now was due to him. You should be proud!” 
 
    “I am, Mac. My grandfather very likely saved my life during a pretty rough patch. Safe to say I wouldn’t be standing here right now without him.” 
 
    “I think that’s true for most of us,” Mac replied. He slapped Joel on the back. “Okay, enough gabbing. There should be a spare pick down the hall. Grab it and start hackin’!” 
 
    Joel exited the basement and moved into the passage, and within moments had joined the group of men, exchanged brief greetings, then started the work. 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna looked out over the small town of Malcolm and still couldn’t quite believe it. There had been times in the long journey from Chicago, through Kansas City, into Colorado, and finally arriving here when she’d been certain that they weren’t going to make it. They were either going to die in the woods somewhere or would just have to stop and hunker down where they were. 
 
    Resources had been scant, food and water nearly gone, and they were running on fumes in the SUV by the time they’d arrived at the east gate to the compound. 
 
    But they’d made it. And since arriving they’d been given two square meals a day, jobs to do, a sense of purpose, a roof over their heads, and while Tristan hadn’t been able to see that sunrise over the mountains he so desperately wanted, they were, at least to a degree, safe. 
 
    But nothing came without cost or danger. 
 
    It was evident that the town was expecting violence. An attack from the American military, quite possibly an attack led by Colonel Lancaster himself, the man Shawna believed led the strike against her Stronghold in Chicago. 
 
    Even during the apocalypse the world seemed dangerously small. 
 
    While Selanda and Roxie had taken to hovering over the laptop computer, trying to decipher the jigsaw puzzle that Jasmine had left for them, Major Valley and Sergeant Bills had, rightly so, focused their attention on the militia. 
 
    From what Shawna had heard, a longtime militia leader named Colonel Carter, who was held in an almost godlike reverence had been killed, and the men and women in the Stone Sword militia were only too happy to have another experienced military leader to take his place. 
 
    Shawna wasn’t a religious type—unlike Tristan, she held no faith in a higher power—but even she found it hard to discount the timing of Valley’s arrival and Carter’s death. In a more innocent time, she might have claimed it was some sort of sign, an indication that there truly was a hidden power directing things. 
 
    But with what she’d seen and what she’d done over the past three months—if she hadn’t doubted the existence of a higher power before, she sure as hell did now. 
 
    Since arriving, Shawna had tried to lose herself in work. She’d taken her experience in developing the Stronghold and had started working with Yvonne Perez, focusing more on the agricultural side of things, happy to be taking a break from a more combat-oriented focus. After Kansas City and Colorado, she would have been happy to never hold a rifle again, though she doubted the possibility of that—not in this day and age. Not with Colonel Lancaster still breathing down their necks. 
 
    The vast resources of Stone Sword amazed and impressed her, several crop farms and meat farms supplying the nearly endless amounts of food and other resources that the town required. As the dog days of summer had marched by, the work had only increased, the farmers frantic to ensure that they had enough stored away for the winter, understanding that much of their crop would be dead in the fields, forcing them to clear it out and preserve it. 
 
    Add the fact that they had no fuel or maintenance for farm equipment, so much of the work had to be done by hand, a task that was already difficult enough in good weather. 
 
    The rain, of course, had only worsened the already foul mood. Rains had been so heavy and so constant in recent days that the local farms feared their crops would drown and die, not even making it to winter. They’d worked to erect shelters and tarps over some of the fields, but there were just too many fields to cover and already some of them had been lost. 
 
    Around Malcolm, the mood was somber, yet she still felt as though she were in a better place than she had been. Her small group was no longer alone, and they all had purpose, and sometimes that was all you could ask for. 
 
    In spite of her relative contentment, however, she found herself thinking about Charest more and more. Wondering if he’d survived the battle in Kansas City, whether he’d been taken prisoner or had somehow slipped away in the chaos. 
 
    Part of her believed—not just believed but knew—that he’d been killed there in the back parking lot of Eagle Atmospheric. There had only been a handful of holdouts against two dozen armed operatives, and already their defenses had been crumbling. She smiled, looking through the rain, imagining how Charest would have felt about finding a place here. 
 
    He would have fit in seamlessly with the militia, and in fact, he might have even taken a leadership role. These were his kind of people. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” the voice came from her left, barely audible amid the hissing of rainfall. Shawna glanced left and smiled, already recognizing the voice. 
 
    Tristan and Roxie approached, their own rain ponchos pulled tight over their heads and shoulders, scattered droplets bouncing from the dark, slick surface. 
 
    “Just wake up, lazy bones?” Shawna asked, and Tristan actually looked offended. 
 
    “I beg your pardon. I’m up at sunrise every day, lady. You know, just in case these fool clouds decide to clear.” 
 
    “I’ve been in the town hall,” Roxie argued, “still trying to figure out this stupid computer.” 
 
    “No luck at all?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Roxie shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Jasmine was adamant that we take it, almost like she truly believed it would help. But nobody knows what to do with it. Laura and Cameron have tried what they know, and considering they helped design the software platform, they know a lot, but we just keep hitting dead ends. And we’ve been warned that they’re going to have to start rationing the fuel for the generators. We may not even be able to turn it on much longer.” 
 
    Shawna shook her head. She didn’t have much faith in technology solving the problem, after all it had been humanity’s dependence on technology that had helped cause it, but Roxie was right. Jasmine had truly seemed as though she’d put the pieces together, only to get shot at Eagle Atmospheric before she could finish her work. 
 
    “They still have solar power at the hospital, right?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “The storms are impacting it a little bit, but supposedly there’s still enough residual sunlight getting through the clouds to keep things running. But they’re rationing that, too, and they’ve started bringing in more batteries, just in case.” 
 
    The three of them stood in silence for a few minutes, saying nothing, just listening to the crashing rains. 
 
    “How are you holding up, Tristan?” Shawna finally asked. “Sorry about the lack of sunrises.” 
 
    “It’ll come,” Tristan said. “In due time.” 
 
    “You clearly have more faith than I do,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “Well, yes, I thought we established that a long time ago, lady.” 
 
    “I suppose we did.” 
 
    “Everything is in God’s hands,” Tristan said. “And I feel fortunate to have arrived here. I’ve started giving sermons in the town church, which apparently has been almost unused since the old minister passed away a few years ago.” 
 
    “I thought I saw a small group gathered outside there a few days back,” Shawna said. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to join us,” Tristan offered with a warm smile, his grin full of yellowed, rotting teeth. His dental hygiene had already suffered during his time on the streets, and the past three months had done little to help. Stone Sword had stockpiles of toothpaste and Tristan had started using it, but they were rationed to only one session a day and Shawna felt pretty sure Tristan needed a lot more than just one squirt of toothpaste. 
 
    When the time came, she wondered how they’d handle tooth removal and the prevention of infection. Just one more thing to keep her awake at night. 
 
    “Maybe some time,” she said, turning toward him. As she turned, she noticed Roxie looking back toward the eastern gate. “Looking for someone, Roxie?” 
 
    The young girl shrugged. 
 
    “Jack and Trevor took a run to Cheyenne a couple of days ago—I think they were expecting them back today, but I haven’t heard anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” Shawna said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, little lady,” Tristan said, putting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I’m sure your lover boy will be back soon enough.” 
 
    “Cut it out,” Roxie spat, though even through the rain, Shawna could see the reddening of her cheeks. 
 
    “Ohhh, so that’s how it is?” Shawna said. “You got yourself a boyfriend already, do you?” 
 
    “Cut it out, I said!” Roxie said a bit louder, smiling all the while. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” Shawna continued, “I’m sure Jack is fine. It’s a long trek to Cheyenne and back. I’m not at all surprised he’s not back yet. Give it time.” 
 
    Roxie nodded, but her smile had faded and she gently bit her lower lip. Out of the corner of her eye, Shawna saw a figure emerge from the rain, walking toward them from the entrance to the underground shelter. 
 
    “Joel!” Tristan called with a curt wave. “Morning, my friend.” 
 
    “Tristan,” Joel replied with a nod. As he got closer, Shawna could see his face was streaked and smudged with dirt beneath the dark material of his raincoat. 
 
    “You’re digging now?” Tristan asked and the three of them fell in behind Joel as he walked by, heading toward the mess hall. 
 
    “I guess so,” he replied flatly. “At least I did this morning. Supposedly they got plenty of help after lunch, but I’m at least going to hit mess for a quick bite and a cup of coffee.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Tristan said. 
 
    Shawna wasn’t quite sure what to make of Joel. She’d heard the stories about how he and the young girl had made the long trek from Louisiana to Wyoming, though the man had been extremely closed off about any specifics of their journey. They’d obviously been through a lot, and he deserved a lot of credit just for successfully getting the girl back to her mother, but something about him made her uneasy. There was torment in his eyes, an old and deep pain that went far beyond the past three months, and he didn’t seem to be the least bit eager to talk about it. 
 
    Everyone, to a person, in Malcolm had welcomed them and appreciated their help, but even though they’d spent a bit of time with Joel, she felt like she didn’t even know him. She suspected that was by design. Joel appeared to be a fiercely protective person, and that feeling had probably only been amplified by his need to protect his young ward from the dangers of this new world during their long trip. 
 
    “How’s the tunnel digging going?” Shawna asked, and Joel shrugged in response. 
 
    “Lotta work. They’ve connected a few basements so far, but looking at ten or twelve more. They need some rugged muscle.” He turned slightly and glanced at Shawna over his right shoulder. “You should volunteer.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” she asked. 
 
    “You got some guns on you. Bet you could out-bench-press me.” He turned and kept walking, leaving Shawna with a lopsided grin. 
 
    “Did he just…make a joke?” she asked and Roxie nodded, chuckling. 
 
    “I think he did.” 
 
    As they watched, Joel kept walking through the rain, heading to the mess hall in the distance. 
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    Yvonne Perez, for all of her years spent in Malcolm, had always struggled to find her place. As the defacto director of agriculture for the organization, her role wasn’t quite as sexy or visible as Colonel Carter’s, and she found herself aligned with Mayor Phillips often enough that he took the leadership role over her, leaving her to lurk in the shadows, just trying to keep the pieces moving. 
 
    During better days, back before the disaster had happened, the farms had been mostly self-sustaining, all run by long time members of Stone Sword who knew exactly what to do and when, leaving her with little to actually do. Yvonne had her own family farm to deal with, though it was on the smaller side and produced far less crops than the three larger farms on the northern outskirts of town. That left her often questioning what to do or how useful she was. 
 
    In truth, she performed a few invaluable roles, coordinating with Mayor Phillips and Colonel Carter on policies and procedures as well as working with the various heads of the farms to ensure that all of the town’s needs were covered. 
 
    They didn’t want overproduction of a certain crop at the expense of another, so this had to be planned, mapped, and documented, all of which Yvonne did with expertise. 
 
    Most of that coordination had been due to her certification in project management, and her experience in corporate America for a decade before moving back to Malcolm about twenty-five years ago. 
 
    To her credit, she never let on how much she was struggling. She just remained in the shadows, trying to steer the mayor in the right direction. 
 
    It had gone relatively well, but then the disaster struck and Yvonne’s life had turned completely upside-down. 
 
    Now, without power, she no longer had access to those invaluable spreadsheets, procedure documents, or analytics databases, leaving her scrambling a bit for how to perform these tasks manually. It wasn’t beyond her abilities, but she found herself pulled in so many different directions, no longer able to email or text the farmers, or even drive, and she learned formerly efficient processes were no longer feasible. 
 
    As she strode toward the entrance to the underground shelter, she noticed Shawna and Tristan standing nearby, chatting quietly amongst themselves. The young girl, Roxie, Yvonne thought her name was, was walking toward the mess hall, having just left Shawna. 
 
    “Yvonne?” Shawna asked, lifting her hand. “What are you doing over here?” 
 
    “Afternoon,” Yvonne said with a smile. “I was supposed to meet Mac for lunch.” She glanced at her watch. “He should be getting out any minute now.” 
 
    “He working underground?” Tristan asked.  
 
    Yvonne nodded. 
 
    “He runs the day shift on the tunnel digs. I’ve known him for a long time, we go way back. Once or twice a week we try to grab some lunch, talk about the old days.” 
 
    “The old days from six months ago?” Shawna asked with a chuckle and Yvonne nodded. 
 
    “By the way,” Yvonne replied, “I’ve been meaning to thank you for your help. You’ve got some really interesting hydroponic ideas. Sounds like your time in Chicago was fruitful, even if it ended badly.” 
 
    “Ended badly seems like an understatement,” Shawna said, her expression darkening. 
 
    “We had a great family there,” Tristan said with a smile, setting a calming hand on her shoulder. “We should be grateful for whatever time we had.” 
 
    “That time was taken from us by the same man who’s threatening to come attack us here,” Shawna replied. “Sorry, Big T, it’s tough for me to feel grateful about anything that’s happened over the past three months.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Yvonne said. “Tough to argue.” 
 
    “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me,” Tristan said, “I’d like to join the young woman in the mess hall. I could use a little lunch.” 
 
    “Knock yourself out, Big T,” Shawna replied and Tristan bowed his head, then followed in Roxie’s path. The two women watched for a moment as he walked into the rain. 
 
    “So, you’ve spent a long time with him, then? With that whole group?” 
 
    Shawna looked back at her. 
 
    “Tristan saved my life when Atlas-01 crashed into Chicago. I wouldn’t be alive right now if not for him. Selanda we ran into shortly before we had to leave Chicago, then we picked up Roxie in Kansas City. The two Army folks hitched a ride from just outside Cheyenne, so we’ve kind of been all over the place. 
 
    “But you trust them?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. Why do you ask?” Shawna replied. 
 
    Yvonne looked left, then right, as if checking to see if anyone was listening in. 
 
    “There have been some concerns about that laptop they brought with them,” she said quietly. “That they’re spending a lot of time focusing their energy on that instead of what’s really important.” 
 
    “Some concerns? Concerns from who?” 
 
    Yvonne shrugged. 
 
    “Oh, you know. Just things I’ve been hearing. It’s been running off that generator at the town hall, right? Taking fuel. It seems like there are three or four people in there at all times, including Laura, who used to help out as a nurse’s aide. The town is stretched really thin at the moment, and people just aren’t sure that’s the best way to spend all that time. Especially if it’s not going to help anything.” 
 
    “Who says it’s not going to help?” Shawna asked. “I was there when they launched that satellite. Roxie’s father died during take-off. He sacrificed his life to get the data on that laptop.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Yvonne said. “I didn’t realize that.” 
 
    “It’s important to her,” Shawna said. “And I speak for the group when I say we think it’s important for a lot of other reasons, too.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Yvonne said, nodding. “I understand.” 
 
    Shawna looked at her, and she didn’t seem to be convinced. 
 
    “Do you?” Shawna asked. “All of us risked everything to bring that laptop here. With everything that’s going on in the world these days, sometimes just having hope in something is enough to keep people alive. For that reason alone, I think it’s important.” 
 
    “We can have hope in many things, Shawna,” Yvonne said. “A good day’s work toiling in the field. Crops harvested, chickens fed. The knowledge that your day was spent ensuring the town can live. All of those things can bring hope in their own way.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “True. But I don’t think any of us can afford to dictate how people should find hope.” She gestured toward the mess hall. Roxie was no longer in view, but it was clear who she was indicating. “That young girl lost her father. Her mother was already dead. She has nothing to hold on to right now, nothing except that laptop and the little nugget of hope that perhaps her father’s death meant something. She deserves that much, at least.” 
 
    Yvonne smiled. 
 
    “Too true, my dear,” she said, her voice flat. “Too true.” 
 
    Shawna gave her one last look. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I think I’m going to go join Tristan for lunch.” 
 
    “By all means,” Yvonne said, showing her palms. “Go. Just do me a favor and be back at the Longacres’ place this afternoon?” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Shawna replied, then walked off, the rain slipping from her shoulders. Yvonne watched her go, eyes narrow, fingers closed into tight, small fists. 
 
    # 
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” Mac said, emerging from the shelter and drawing his poncho over his head. “Took a while to get freed up.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Yvonne replied. Her cool mood had grown chillier in the cool rain, but she warmed upon seeing her friend. Mac looked past her, in the direction of Shawna, and his eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    “That was one of the new girls, right?” he asked. “One of those city folks? The outsiders?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Yvonne nodded, her jaw tight. 
 
    “Not sure I feel especially comfortable with all them here,” Mac said. “Don’t recall opening our doors and welcoming them in.” 
 
    “Colonel Carter never would have stood for it,” Yvonne said. “For all my issues with him, he did have the town’s best interests at heart. Now he’s gone, and suddenly we’ve got an influx of strangers who seem more interested in a computer screen than in actually doing what we need to do to survive.” 
 
    “You noticed that, too, eh?” 
 
    “Lots of us have,” she replied. 
 
    Mac shrugged. 
 
    “At the end of the day, what are you gonna do?” 
 
    “There are more mouths to feed and fewer people willing to do what’s required to feed them. It’s not sustainable, Mac.” 
 
    “I ain’t disagreeing with you, Yvonne, okay? We’re on the same side.” 
 
    “I know,” Yvonne said, nodding. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to take it out on you.” 
 
    “Besides,” Mac continued, “they ain’t all bad. I mean—Lyle’s grandson, he’s as good as kin ’round here. And at least he was down in the tunnels this morning.” 
 
    “Oh? How did that go?” 
 
    Mac sighed. 
 
    “He doesn’t really know what he’s doing. I told him we didn’t need him this afternoon, but maybe you could talk to him? If he’s that eager to help, I’m sure he could pitch in as a farm hand somewhere. Maybe help make up for what these new folks ain’t doing?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Yvonne replied. “Just maybe.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind, Miss Yvonne?” Mac asked. “I’ve seen that look in your eyes before.” 
 
    “Nothing in mind,” she replied. “I’m just thinking that maybe someone should have a chat with Mayor Phillips. Just to express my concern about these new residents. See if he’s got any ideas.” 
 
    “And by any ideas, you mean what, exactly?” 
 
    Yvonne shrugged. 
 
    “That’s why he gets paid the big bucks, right?” 
 
    The two of them continued walking through the rain, toward the mess hall ahead. 
 
    # 
 
    Waterlogged and almost soaked through, Shawna and Tristan found their place at an empty table in the back corner of the mess hall, far from the gathered masses. Roxie was already there, nearly finished with her lunch, but she smiled and slid over, making room for them. 
 
    Lunch today was much like lunch every other day, though to be honest, Shawna was just glad there was something to eat. Rationing had kept things to closer to two meals a day, though the equivalent of two meals were stretched over all three just to give the impression of a normal eating schedule. 
 
    Lunch today was more or less a stew of rice and beans with about an ounce of Spam mixed in for salt and flavor, and just a touch of protein. Mashed potatoes were on the side, as well as a small scoop of corn. It was far from gourmet, but it was food, and considering Shawna had eaten barely cooked rodent in the sewers of Kansas City, she found it hard to complain. 
 
    “So, what was that all about?” Tristan asked, picking a small scoop of beans from his fork and chewing. 
 
    Shawna’s eyes shifted left and right. She paused for a moment, watching as Yvonne and Mac came in the mess hall, but they went the other direction and didn’t even seem to see them sitting there. 
 
    “I’m keeping my eye on her,” she said, looking at Yvonne. 
 
    “Ms. Perez?” Tristan asked. “She seems like a nice enough lady. Been coming to my sermons last couple of times.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s all that nice,” Shawna said. She looked anxiously at Roxie, feeling uncertain about whether to bring this topic up with her at the table. “She’s concerned about the laptop.” 
 
    Roxie lowered her fork and looked at Shawna, giving her a questioning glare. 
 
    “Concerned how?” 
 
    Shawna finished chewing her forkful, then swallowed. 
 
    “They’re worried about the weather. The hard rains are pummeling the crops and they’re running out of time to get the harvest in.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with the laptop?” Roxie asked. 
 
    “In Yvonne’s mind, we’re new people in town. We’re young and healthy—” Her eyes flicked to Tristan and she smiled crookedly. “Well, most of us anyway.” 
 
    “You hush up, girl,” he said. 
 
    “We could be working in the fields.” 
 
    “You are working in the fields,” Roxie said. 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “Laura used to work as a nurse’s aide, but now she’s spending all her time with the laptop. You, Selanda, Pike. Four bodies that could be helping.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about farming,” Roxie said. “What would I even do?” 
 
    “I didn’t say I agreed with her,” Shawna said, “but that’s what she was saying after you left. I don’t know if she feels like she can be more honest with me or what. I did stick up for you guys, but I’m not sure it made much difference.” 
 
    Roxie rolled her eyes and took another fork of corn. 
 
    “Don’t worry, okay?” Shawna said. “I’m going to keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t try to pull anything. Just focus on doing what you’re doing. Try and figure out what’s on the laptop and see if we can work some magic before Yvonne pulls her trump card.” 
 
    “No pressure, right?” Roxie asked, looking down at her plate. 
 
    “Roxie—” 
 
    “We can’t figure it out, okay? We have no idea what’s on that thing or what it can do. We get connected to the satellite but can’t make it actually do anything. Jasmine was a wizard and we’re just…normal people.” 
 
    Shawna set down her fork and looked at Roxie, their eyes meeting. 
 
    “If I’ve learned anything over the last three months,” Shawna said, “it’s that normal people are capable of incredible things in the face of adversity.” 
 
    Roxie’s eyes glistened and she nodded, forcing a soft smile to her lips. 
 
    “So let’s finish our lunch and get you back to the town hall, okay? Let me worry about Yvonne.” 
 
    “Okay,” Roxie said quietly and the trio continued their meal in silence. 
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    Major Valley ran a hand through his lengthening hair, his fingers pulling through curls for the first time that he could remember. 
 
    “For everything they’ve got here, they really need to think about a salon.” 
 
    Sergeant Bills laughed, then winced. 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh, sir. It hurts.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sergeant.” He looked away from the free-standing bulletin board and back toward her. “You’re holding up okay besides?” 
 
    Bills nodded. 
 
    “For being little better than a third-world country these days, they’ve got some damn good medical care. Took the shrapnel out, patched me up, and besides some lingering soreness to go with my bullet wound, I feel decent.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. No sign of infection?” 
 
    “They’ve got a decent supply of antibiotics, though there is some concern about how much longer the solar panels will work as the clouds get thicker and the rain stays more constant.” 
 
    “There’s always something,” Valley said quietly. 
 
    “Indeed there is.” 
 
    The two of them looked at the bulletin board, which contained several hand-drawn maps tacked to its corkboard surface, arranged in a particular way to show defensive positions and strategic locations throughout downtown Malcolm. Several chokepoints were identified, circled in red marker, with troop placements penciled in around the perimeter and deeper into town. 
 
    Valley stood back, crossing his arms and studying the maps in front of him. 
 
    “I think we all agree that the only valid point of attack by land is to come through the eastern gate,” he said, stepping forward and tapping his fingers on a bright red X near the eastern perimeter of the compound. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s the only, but it’s certainly the most accessible. As Joel and Helen demonstrated, you can approach through the trees to the south, but it’s a long trek, you can’t use vehicles, and whenever they stopped to set up camp, we’d likely see the smoke from their campfires.” 
 
    “Not to mention the weather these days,” Valley said. “Not exactly conducive to three days hiking through the woods.” 
 
    “The mountains to the north are nearly impassable,” Bills said, gesturing toward some sketched outlines of the mountain range just above where Malcolm was nestled. Valley couldn’t help but appreciate the town founders’ placement of this compound. Caught in the tight embrace of Mother Nature, the natural barricades surrounding it made it a far more easily defensible position than it might otherwise be. 
 
    “And we’re sure they’re not going to come from the west like Jack and Laura supposedly did?” 
 
    “They’d have to go through this valley then back around,” Bills replied, “or go a thousand miles out of the way up and around the north, then back down and through. But that’s just as big a chokepoint as the eastern gate; they’re not going to go through all that trouble just to be caught in the same pinchers.” 
 
    “True,” Valley replied. Behind him a door slammed closed and they both looked toward the entrance. Cameron Pike strode in, eyes narrowed, ringed with dark circles, his hair sloppy and unkept. 
 
    Valley nodded to the man. 
 
    “Pike, right? That’s your name?” 
 
    “Friends call me Cameron,” Pike replied as he approached. “But if you’re anything like the rest of the town, it’ll just be ‘Pike’.” 
 
    Valley watched as he cut between them and approached the map, studying it as he drew near. 
 
    “I understand that you have some insight into how Colonel Lancaster might approach this particular assault?” 
 
    “I might,” Pike replied. “I’ve seen plenty of his battle plans from Chicago. I’ve got a small idea how his brain works.” 
 
    “I know Craig, too,” Valley replied, “but the Craig I talked to a month ago is not the same Craig I knew before.” 
 
    “Are any of us?” Pike looked at Valley. “Every day I feel like I lose a little bit more of who I was. Something else takes its place.” He looked back at the map, while Valley and Bills exchanged a curious look behind his back. 
 
    For a long moment the three of them stood in silence, studying the diagrams. Somewhere in the distance there was a rumble, similar to thunder, but lower and closer than the storm clouds above. Pike seemed to hear it, turning to look at the wall in the direction of the noise. 
 
    “Sounds like testing is going well?” he asked. 
 
    “As well as can be expected,” Valley replied. “Colonel Carter did most of the hard work. Gathering the gunpowder, the PVC, the other materials. We’re just refining the process. Improving it.” 
 
    “So, you think they’ll work? The modified RPGs?” Pike asked. 
 
    Valley nodded. 
 
    “Carter had them working before. The trigger system sparked, igniting the propellant in the airtight PVC. The explosive force jettisoned the modified projectile with the blasting cap and gunpowder. It’s not a LAW, but it’ll work.” 
 
    “So you’re anticipating vehicles of some kind?” Pike asked. “Because a clugey RPG system probably isn’t going to be all that effective against individual personnel. They scatter too broadly and move too quickly.” 
 
    Valley smiled crookedly back at him. 
 
    “I’m a major in the United States Army, Pike. I’ve been doing this a while.” 
 
    “Well, no offense, but that’s sort of the problem,” Pike said. 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    Pike drew a breath and turned back toward Valley and Bills. 
 
    “See, you’re accustomed to being a major in the United States Army. The tip of the spear. Having a wealth of men and resources to throw at a problem, a sledgehammer to swat a fly, right?” 
 
    Valley nodded, already starting to understand where this conversation was going. 
 
    “In this scenario, you are the fly.” He turned back toward the maps and looked at them, crossing his arms. “You’re the militant insurgents refusing to give up your little corner of the desert. You’re the over-matched third-world farmers whose biggest asset is your desperation. Lancaster’s coming, and he’s coming with both barrels blazing, and unless we can out-think him, there’s not a hell of a lot we can do to stop him.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a cheery thought,” Bills said. 
 
    Pike glanced over his shoulder at her. 
 
    “See, that’s where I come in.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Valley asked. 
 
    “While you were over in Iraq or Afghanistan or wherever the hell you were, dropping bombs and pummeling camps, I was in South America teaching ragtag bands of rebels how to stand up against the overwhelming odds of the dictatorships who were trying to oppress them.” 
 
    “You mean you were sowing the seeds of discontent to destabilize legitimate governments so our intelligence agencies could put their puppets in their place,” Valley snorted. 
 
    “You say po-tay-to, I say po-tah-to,” Pike said with a shrug. Once again, he turned to face them. “Look. I’m not going to pretend I was some sort of hero back in my darker days, okay? I’m not naive enough to think I served some noble purpose. But like it or not, the stuff I did then will allow me to help us now, as long as you’ll let me.” 
 
    Valley touched his chin with two fingers, looking at Pike, who was flanked by the maps behind him. He could see the glimmer of an idea in the intelligence operative’s eyes and finally nodded, gesturing toward him. 
 
    “Dazzle us with your wisdom, Pike.” 
 
    # 
 
    The rain was still hammering down around them when Valley and Bills left the briefing room sometime later. While the town hall had been taken over by the folks trying to dissect the laptop, Colonel Carter’s old residence had been carved out for use as a military operations center. He’d already had several bulletin boards, whiteboards, and filing cabinets full of contingency plans, town maps, and other strategic documents, and the move seemed to make sense. 
 
    Valley had to admit, it felt a little strange being in the house of the recently departed. He didn’t necessarily believe in ghosts, but it felt like there was an omnipresent force filling the empty space in the structure, a vague sensation of someone watching them, studying them, and judging their worthiness. 
 
    Valley didn’t feel especially worthy at the moment. He felt tired and desperate and knew that wasn’t a good combination when it came to putting together a sound strategy. 
 
    Still, what Pike had formulated made a sort of sense, as much as he hated to admit it. Time would tell if it would work in execution as well as it sounded conceptually. 
 
    Through the rain, Valley could see Joel standing in the grass just outside the mess hall, speaking with a man Valley remembered as Tristan, a member of the group who had given them a ride here from just outside Cheyenne. Tristan waved to Valley as he separated from Joel, then walked away through the rain, his hood pulled tight over his head. 
 
    Joel noticed Valley approaching and strode over the wet grass to intercept him. 
 
    “Go grab some chow,” Valley said, looking at Bills. “I’ll catch up, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bills replied and made her way toward the building, stopping to nod to Joel for a second. 
 
    “Major,” Joel said as he drew near and the two men shook hands. 
 
    “Good to see you,” Valley said. “Our paths haven’t crossed much since we both arrived.” 
 
    “A lot to do,” Joel said. 
 
    “What’s keeping you busy these days?” Valley asked as the two men started walking back toward the mess hall. It looked as though Joel had just come out of the building, but he followed along regardless. 
 
    “Little of this, little of that,” Joel replied. “Truth be told, I don’t really feel like I’ve found my place here. Just sort of treading water.” 
 
    “We could always use a brain in the militia,” Valley said. 
 
    Joel laughed. 
 
    “I was a soldier once. Left after four years. It wasn’t my bag.” 
 
    “This is a different kind of war,” Valley said. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
    They hesitated for a moment outside the mess hall, both men looking at each other through the sheets of rain. 
 
    “Tell me,” Valley said, “did you know Colonel Carter well?” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “Not in the least. We were barely here twenty-four hours before…well, before he died.” 
 
    “What’s the story there?” Valley asked. “Nobody really talks about it.” 
 
    Joel’s jaw clenched and Valley could tell he’d tread on a touchy subject. 
 
    “There was a guy we ran into along our trek to Wyoming,” Joel said. “A real nasty son of a bitch. Helen and I—we…killed a few friends of his. Self-defense. They forced our hand, but he didn’t really see it that way.” 
 
    “Good God, Joel. Helen?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “I think she told Sergeant Bills about him in Cheyenne. Warned her about him. Guy named Ali Davud.” 
 
    Valley nodded as if the name sounded familiar. 
 
    “Anyway, we escaped Cheyenne and came here, none of us realizing that Ali had followed us along the way. He ambushed us. Came pretty damn close to killing me. But Carter intervened, saved my life—probably saved both our lives. Unfortunately, it cost him his.” 
 
    “That’s hard,” Valley said. 
 
    “Helen feels particularly responsible, too—when Ali ambushed us, I sent her away, told her to go get help. So, she went straight to Carter and brought him back. Saved our lives, but…” 
 
    Valley closed his eyes, shaking his head. 
 
    “What about Ali?” 
 
    “Dead,” Joel said. “Finally. I was starting to think maybe he couldn’t die. Craziest bastard I ever ran across, and I’ve run across some crazy bastards.” 
 
    “Seems like these days there are more crazy bastards than sane ones.” 
 
    Joel nodded, then looked a bit closer at Valley. 
 
    “Why are you asking, anyway?” 
 
    Valley looked away, not wanting to meet Joel’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s been…difficult,” he said. “Trying to get people on board. They hold Carter in this sort of godlike reverence, and no matter what I try to do, it’s painfully obvious that I’m not him. I mean, that’s no surprise to me; I’ve dealt with plenty of hard to teach individuals in my time, but there’s not much I can do to compete with someone who was on Carter’s level. He ran this whole town, it seems like.” 
 
    “Pretty close to it,” Joel replied. 
 
    There was another loud explosion nearby, a sudden, thundering blast and Joel whipped his head around, his fists closing. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Valley said. “We’re testing different combinations of material for explosives. Been going on over the last few days. Sounds like that one was pretty potent.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re going to depend on?” Joel asked. “Homemade IEDs?” 
 
    “Certainly open to other ideas,” Valley replied, “but I’m not taking anything off the table. Pike has some good points about—” 
 
    “Pike?” Joel interrupted, somewhat accusatorily. 
 
    Valley nodded. 
 
    “I don’t like it either, but he has a history—” 
 
    “Yeah, a shitty history.” 
 
    Valley opened his mouth to reply, but he hesitated for a moment, trying to let calmer heads prevail. 
 
    “Regardless of his motives, Pike has experience in teaching a group like this how to fight against superior forces. Believe me, I don’t trust him, and I’m not wild about his methods, but right now the safety and survivability of this compound takes priority over my uncertain feelings.” 
 
    Joel ran a hand over the thick beard covering his chin.  
 
    “Unless you’ve got a brainstorm?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “That’s my problem,” he said. “Everything that’s going on here—I’m not well suited to any of it. I’m not a good soldier, I’m not an experienced miner, and I know jack shit about farming. My grandfather handed his cabin to me on a silver platter and I still couldn’t keep it intact.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re all trying to figure this out together, okay?” 
 
    Joel closed his eyes and nodded, the rain pounding down across his hood and the shoulders of his poncho. Valley saw a look in his eyes, a look he couldn’t quite distinguish, but it left him uncertain. 
 
    “Listen,” he said, “I need to grab some chow. It looks like you already ate, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Digging in the dirt works up an appetite.” 
 
    “If you change your mind about wanting to help out in the militia, you let me know, okay? We could use you.” 
 
    “As what? Just another bullet-stopper?” 
 
    “Joel—” 
 
    “Sorry,” Joel said, holding up a hand. “I didn’t mean that. Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Valley replied curiously. 
 
    “Have a good lunch,” Joel said, then turned away, walking off into the rain and Valley watched him go, wondering what was going on in his head. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Rural Wyoming 
 
    Somewhere west of Cheyenne 
 
      
 
    The four-wheeler ride from the air force base had been uneventful but painful, the uneven terrain jostling Jack and aggravating the already stabbing agony in his side where he’d been struck by the bullet. The soft warmth pooling there was anything but soothing and as he rode further away from the conflict, he kept his focus on the landscape. 
 
    As the prairie shifted into rocky ground scattered with sparse trees, he eyed a coiling snake of shimmering water just to his north, a stream running through the rocks, east to west. Easing off the throttle, he coaxed the ATV into silent stillness and swung his leg off, wincing slightly as he stepped down onto the rocky ground. 
 
    Lowering his backpack and rifle, he rummaged through his supplies until he removed the water bottle with built-in filter and the first aid kit he’d been carrying with him along the way. Resting the kit on the rocks, he walked gingerly toward the stream and used the filter to take the stream’s water and fill the bottle. 
 
    Returning to the ATV, he lowered himself into a seated posture, still contorted slightly thanks to the injury, and began to lift up the bottom of his camouflaged jacket. Pain flared anew and he stopped for a moment, taking a few deep breaths, trying to ignore the rain pounding down around him. 
 
    In effect, the rain was little more than background noise these days, but every time a heavy, wet drop struck his exposed flesh, he got a chill, and the rain did not feel good against the raw, open wound he was investigating. 
 
    Clamping his teeth tightly together, he used his fingers to investigate the wound, which was in the meaty part of his left side, below the floating ribs, but above the hip. Dark, deep blood slowly seeped from the injury, the pink flesh ripped and puckered around it. Grinding his teeth, he reached around to his back and found a similar injury there, only the flesh felt as though it were pushed outward, then splayed open, even more wet blood soaking his back. 
 
    “Through and through,” he said quietly. Didn’t make it hurt any less, but at least he didn’t think the bullet was still in there. He hoped not, anyway. His superficial and painful prodding with his fingers hardly qualified as a surgical examination. 
 
    Taking the filtered stream water, he tipped the bottle and ran the crisp, cold liquid over his injury, sucking in a breath at the contact with the wound. Rolling over slightly, he ran the water over the wound on his back as well, again grimacing in agony. 
 
    Opening the first aid kit, he retrieved some antiseptic wipes that were inside, and tore open the package with his teeth, carefully applying them on top of and around the puckered flesh on his stomach and his back. Nausea tensed his guts and he felt lightheaded, but pushed through and continued using the wipes to clean the skin as much as possible. Discarding the wipes back into the first aid kit, he retrieved some thick gauze sponges and pressed one into the wound on his stomach and another on his back, then took a roll of gauze wrap and bound it around, cinching it tight to hold the rest in place. 
 
    Tears brimmed in his eyes and he had to force himself to remain conscious as his head swam and spots floated in front of his eyes. 
 
    After a few more long, excruciating moments, he completed the gauze wrap around his torso and stopped to take a few steadying breaths. He closed his eyes, feeling the rain scatter down over his hood and the rain jacket on his shoulders, some of the cool water trickling onto his forehead and sliding down his cheeks. For a moment he considered just keeping his eyes closed for a few hours, grabbing an impromptu nap, but he still felt too close to Cheyenne to risk it, and he had to get back to Malcolm ASAP. 
 
    Slowly, and with great discomfort, he put the supplies away back in his backpack, then shrugged the pack on his shoulders and grabbed the AR-15, slinging that over one arm as well. Moving with cautious purpose, he lifted his leg over the seat of the four-wheeler, cranked the ignition, and continued west through the Wyoming wilderness. 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Shawna strode toward the large barn ahead, feeling withered and soaked beneath the drenched poncho she wore. She clamped her arms tight to her sides, hands stuffed in pockets, trying to will herself to remain dry as the rain slashed down around her. 
 
    Would it ever stop? While they’d all been concerned about the lightning, none of them had thought about the other effects of the malfunctioned nanotechnology in orbit, and apparently, they were now destined for eternal rain. Maybe they should stop building the underground shelter and look into building an ark instead. 
 
    The idea brought a soft smile to her face, until she saw Yvonne waving to her from the open barn door. Just looking at the woman she’d had terse words with this morning put a rigid steel bar in her stride, stiffening her back and tightening her muscles. 
 
    Still she removed one hand and returned the wave, speeding up into a trot as she crossed the last length of grass and ducked into the barn. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Yvonne said with a smile that looked as fake as a mannequin’s. “Have you met Mr. Longacre?” She gestured toward the elderly man who nodded and took a step toward her, extending his hand. 
 
    “Don’t believe I have,” Shawna replied, and shook it. “Pleasure, sir.” 
 
    “Pleasure’s mine,” the man said back. He was a prototypical farmer in Shawna’s eyes, his face worn and weathered with age and sun, the flannel shirt filled with broad shoulders, rounded biceps, and an ample belly. His white hair drifted along both temples but had strategically retreated from the high ground at the top of his scalp. 
 
    “Mr. Longacre is the town tanner. Or one of them, anyway. Whatever game we catch or whatever cattle we butcher, he takes the hides and tans them. Stockpiles some of the material, but he uses a lot of it, too.” 
 
    “I ain’t the only tanner,” he said. “We got a few others, but the hides come to me first. If I’ve got too big a pile, then they go to some of the others, but I’ve been doing it the longest. I’ve got the best eye for it.” 
 
    The man was clearly proud of his work in trade and Shawna thought it was pride well-deserved. She looked around the barn and saw several hides drying from various places along the walls, buckets of strange-smelling solution set up near each of the drying stations. 
 
    As Shawna looked through the other end of the barn, which opened up into the old man’s backyard, she saw what appeared to be a barricade of sandbags just behind his house, set up between his home and the hills leading to the rocky cliffs of the mountains north of the town. 
 
    “Expecting trouble?” she asked. 
 
    Longacre smiled broadly. 
 
    “Always,” he said with a nod. “Matter of fact, that’s why I asked for Yvonne to send someone over.” 
 
    “Oh?” Shawna asked, looking back at Yvonne, who was smiling vacantly at her. 
 
    “Yup,” Longacre said, walking slowly toward the open barn door at the other end of the high-ceilinged structure. He stopped just short of where the rain was falling and extended an arm, pointing toward the sandbags. “Those bags there are just in front of a tunnel entrance into my basement. Mac and his boys are digging an access tunnel to connect my basement with the underground shelter.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re one of the lucky ones,” Shawna said with a nod. 
 
    “Yup,” Longacre replied. “Problem is, this fool weather is getting down into the basement. Most of the folks around here have good, watertight seals. Poured concrete, efficient drainage, all that. Me, being the clever guy that I am, when I dug that tunnel to the sandbags, I wasn’t quite as careful as I oughta been.” 
 
    “Rainwater’s coming in through the tunnel then, not the basement?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Longacre nodded.  
 
    “But then it runs along the floor and gets into the basement anyway.” 
 
    “So, how can I help?” 
 
    “Well, funny you should ask,” Longacre said with a smirk. “Turns out the old hardware store in town had a water-powered sump pump. It’s gotta be water powered because we don’t exactly have a surplus of electricity these days. I got it all installed in the basement, but I need a little help getting the water to it. We don’t exactly have a city water supply, so I need to take one of those barrels—” he pointed to a large oil drum sitting on the floor in the barn. “And set it up outside, use it to collect rainwater. Then I’m gonna run some PVC piping into the basement and create my own water line that should help suck that water right out.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Normally, the missus would help out, but she’s a little long in the tooth, you know? Like me. We been around the block more than a few times and can’t move around quite like we used to. I don’t like askin’ for help, but Yvonne offered up, and—” 
 
    “Don’t even worry about it,” Shawna said, shaking her head. “I’ll be happy to. I’ll warn you, I don’t know a damn thing about water systems, though. We had city water in Chicago, and after the power went out, we used oil drums to collect the water like you’re talking about, but we just filtered it and used it that way, we didn’t hook them up to the building’s water lines or anything.” 
 
    “Oh, I got all the knowledge,” Longacre said, tapping his head with two thick fingers. “I just need some muscle.” 
 
    Shawna flexed her arm slightly. 
 
    “Got you covered.” 
 
    There was a sudden, dull boom in the distance, a shout of noise, then cascading echoes just above the sounds of the storm. 
 
    “They’re still testing those fool explosives,” Longacre griped, shaking his head. “Those two boys they got running those tests—they’ll be lucky they don’t blow their own fingers off.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have much choice,” Yvonne said. “If Carter was right, and—” 
 
    “Carter was right, God rest his soul,” Longacre said quietly, a sudden reverence shading his words. “I have no doubt they’re comin’ for us. They want what we got, and I don’t aim to let ’em have it.” He turned and looked long and hard at the sandbag barrier in his backyard and Shawna saw one of his fists clench hard, the knuckles blanching. 
 
    “Okay, well, I’m on board if you need me,” Shawna said. “Just tell me where and when.” 
 
    “We can start immediately,” Longacre replied. “Just let me run and get my tools real quick.” The old man shambled past Yvonne and crossed the barn, walking out through the other open barn door. He ducked his head slightly as the rain hammered down on him but seemed otherwise unperturbed by the downpour. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Shawna,” Yvonne said. “Mr. Longacre isn’t one to ask for help, so I knew when he mentioned it that he really needed it. This will be real helpful because I know Mac wouldn’t be too excited about connecting into a basement with water problems.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Shawna replied. Yvonne turned to leave, but Shawna reached out putting a hand on her arm. “Yvonne, before you go.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, what is it?” 
 
    “Back at the shelter entrance—you were talking about the laptop. This might not be the time to discuss it, but I wasn’t really comfortable with the tone of that conversation.” 
 
    “Oh, that?” Yvonne asked, as if she’d forgotten the whole thing. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about that. I was just spouting off.” 
 
    Shawna’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Are you—sure?” 
 
    “Of course! Let the little girl do what she feels is necessary. I’d almost forgotten the whole thing already.” She waved Shawna off. “It’s not even worth worrying about.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawna replied, her voice laced with confusion. “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do, sweetie,” Yvonne replied in a sugary-sweet tone. Shawna stood in stunned silence as Yvonne gave her one last smile and walked through the barn. She pulled her hood up over her tousled hair, ducked slightly, and strode out into the rain. 
 
    # 
 
    Who knew the end of the world would generate so much damn paperwork? 
 
    Kramer Phillips sat at his desk, gently rubbing his temples as he looked at the opened file folders scattered along its smooth surface. A gentle, flickering illumination from candles set out around his small home office illuminated the workspace, casting strange shadows across off-white paper. 
 
    Both he and Colonel Carter had spent hours crafting the emergency response plans a few years back, and with this recent disaster, the entire fleet of documentation needed to be completely overhauled. They’d put together a makeshift binder shortly before Carter’s untimely demise, but now it was up to the mayor to go back through and make the necessary refinements to make the documents more permanent. 
 
    Then, he’d have to bring them to the leadership council, a group that had nearly fallen apart with Carter’s death, but one that Kramer had battled to keep as intact as possible. 
 
    Yvonne, he, and now Major Valley made up the core of the group, though many of Kramer’s peers were not enthusiastic about Valley’s presence and still considered him an outsider, even with his immediate volunteering to take Carter’s place in militia leadership. 
 
    Kramer sighed, flipping through the pages and running the pen over the lines of text. 
 
    There was a soft rapping at his front door, a thudding he barely heard over the constant sounds of the storms outside. His eyes flitted up from his desk, and he slid back in the chair, stretching slightly as he exited the office, walked down the short hall, then emerged in the living room, which led right to his front door. 
 
    The rapping continued. 
 
    “Coming,” he called. “I’m coming!” Two more long strides later and he pulled open the door, drawing back slightly at the woman huddled on his porch outside. Yvonne Perez was wearing her dark raincoat, which almost seemed to be glued to her body, water streaming from its slick surface and pooling on his porch floor. 
 
    “Yvonne? What brings you here?” He stepped back, leaving the door open and ushered her inside. Yvonne stripped out of the raincoat and hung it on a freestanding coat rack just inside the front entrance, rotating her shoulders slightly, happy to be free of the sodden garment. 
 
    “Sorry for the unannounced visit, Mr. Mayor,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Oh, please, Yvonne. You’ve been calling me Kramer for twenty years.” He looked at her through narrow eyes. “Have a seat.” He gestured toward the old, worn-down couch in his living room and Yvonne made her way to it, resting her tired bones on its thick cushions. 
 
    “Oh, I love this couch,” she said, leaning back. 
 
    “So did Mary, God rest her,” Kramer said with a smile. “While she was dealing with chemo, that was the only place she felt comfortable. It’s seen better days, but I couldn’t dream of getting rid of it. Sometimes I can still see her sitting there.” 
 
    His voice was distant, and Yvonne shifted somewhat uncomfortably. 
 
    “So, what’s on your mind?” he asked, sitting in a chair across from the couch and leaning forward, resting his arms on his thighs. 
 
    Yvonne breathed through her nose and he could tell she was preparing herself for an uncomfortable conversation. 
 
    “Yvonne?” he inquired. 
 
    “As you know, Kramer,” she said, “the weather recently has been…challenging to say the least.” 
 
    Kramer nodded his understanding. 
 
    “We have crops in the fields—thousands of acres of them, and we simply can’t pick them fast enough. If this rain continues, we might have to write off nearly half our season’s output.” 
 
    “Half?” Kramer asked, aghast. “That won’t leave us enough reserves for the winter.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” she said, turning up her hands. “I need a little…help from you. Some reinforcement.” 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “As you also know,” she continued, “we have a group of…outsiders. New people. They came in a short while ago and spend all day every day sequestered in the town hall, eyes glued to some silly laptop screen.” 
 
    “According to them, that laptop could hold the key to fixing this mess we’re in.” 
 
    Yvonne shrugged. 
 
    “They’ve been saying that for a while.” She gestured overhead. “Rain’s still falling. Falling harder than ever, I’d wager. Lightning strikes continue to get more frequent. Last week, a bolt struck a tree at the Freemans’ place and brought it down on their roof. Thankfully they were able to cut it up and remove it and no major damage was done, but that was a bullet dodged.” 
 
    Kramer nodded. 
 
    “They’re running that laptop off of a generator hooked up to the town hall. A generator being run by fuel that could be used in farm tractors that would allow us to harvest more quickly. Possibly get the crops picked before they’re all drowned.” 
 
    “That laptop is the only thing connected to that generator,” Kramer said. “I’m sure they’re not using much electricity at all. Not much fuel either.” 
 
    “You know what our fuel levels are like,” Yvonne said. “We’re running dry everywhere. I think every little bit would help.” 
 
    “Is it worth the risk?” Kramer asked. “If they can somehow fix what’s going on, the rain could stop and this could be a nonissue.” 
 
    “Kramer, please,” Yvonne said, leaning forward. “Certainly you must see the folly in this. You must be hearing the same rumors I am. The towns people are up in arms. Technology is what got us into this mess, it’s foolish to think it will get us out!” 
 
    “I’m not sure I agree with that—” 
 
    “Agree or not, there is a bigger issue at play here. There is a town of residents, residents who have been here for generations who see these newcomers waltzing in and doing whatever they want. Huddled around a flickering screen instead of working the fields or digging the tunnels. What makes them better than anyone else?” 
 
    “They’re not better. It’s—it’s—just different,” Kramer stammered, suddenly feeling somewhat defensive. 
 
    Yvonne leaned back somewhat, shaking her head. 
 
    “We need to do something, Kramer,” she said. “We’re toying with full-blown revolt. Can we really afford a civil war here in town at the same time we’re trying to prepare for outside invasion? Malcolm would be torn apart, all because four strangers wandered in. Four strangers, I might add, that Colonel Carter never would have—” 
 
    “Colonel Carter’s not here,” Kramer replied, his voice hardening. “By God, I wish he were, but he’s not. And we’re doing the best we can without him.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Yvonne was quick to reply, lifting her hands defensively, “and this wasn’t meant as any sort of accusation, okay? Just telling you what I’m hearing.” 
 
    Kramer opened his mouth to reply, then closed it, lowering his chin to his chest. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “I—I understand what you’re saying. I can see why people are concerned.” 
 
    “We have to come to an agreement,” Yvonne said. “The longtime residents of this town need to see something’s being done.” 
 
    Kramer leaned back and laced his fingers in his lap, blinking slowly. 
 
    “Okay,” he replied. “How about this? I’ll order them to shut down the generator and recover that fuel. We can reallocate it for the farm equipment. But I’m not going to pull them from their work. Is that an effective compromise?” 
 
    Yvonne’s jaw set as she considered his words. Finally, she nodded. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I think that’ll do. We can take that fuel and hopefully get a little equipment fired up. I know Carter had the best intentions when we shifted from automated to manual labor, but considering the weather—” 
 
    “Agreed, agreed,” Kramer said, nodding. “We’re on the same side, Yvonne, okay? I truly believe everyone in this town wants the same thing. Everyone. That includes this group of new people. They have just as much to lose as the rest of us, okay?” 
 
    Yvonne smiled, but did not reply, pushing off the arm of the couch so she could stand. 
 
    “Thank you for listening, Kramer,” she said. Kramer nodded, then watched as she retrieved her raincoat from the coat hook, opened the door, and disappeared back out into the storm. 
 
    The mayor crossed his arms over his chest, looking at the closed door where Yvonne had been a moment before. He didn’t like her approach and he disagreed with her motives—but it was difficult to argue the overall point. 
 
    He’d speak with them about the computer. But he would, at the very least, wait until tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Joel sat on the cot in his quarters, looking at the bag resting on the floor in front of him. It had taken him less than twenty minutes to pack it. All of his belongings, everything he owned in his life, packed in a bag, just like that. Looking at the bag through narrowed eyes, he linked his fingers across his thighs, trying to steady his breathing. 
 
    The overwhelming sense he had that this was not where he belonged had only grown stronger and more intense throughout the events of the day. Hacking at the dirt with a pickaxe, being told that they didn’t need him for the afternoon shift, his conversation with Major Valley, everything was telling him that he didn’t have a role—he didn’t have a place in whatever this society was. 
 
    Malcolm would chug along without him and not miss a beat. For that matter, the entire world could likely do the same. It had been three months since the disaster, a full quarter of a year since thousands of planes went down, killing hundreds of thousands of people, which led to worldwide instability that had likely cost even more lives. 
 
    And the death was just getting started. Already here in Malcolm, a small town that had been prepared for anything, food reserves felt thin—the agriculture was being hammered by rains, and the once-reliable solar power infrastructure was growing unstable due to the encroaching clouds and constant storms. 
 
    Fuel was running low, nerves were frayed, and people who were once friends and neighbors seemed to be ready to go at each other’s throats. 
 
    If it was like this in a small town where preparation was everything, what was it like elsewhere? 
 
    He knew what it was like. He’d seen it for himself. Small towns like Tetrault, ravaged by raiders, dozens killed in a single day just for the sake of a week’s worth of food. Sterling, Colorado. Nearly the whole damn state of Oklahoma. If what Jack and Laura had said was true, it was little better in the Pacific Northwest. 
 
    Instead of the nation coming together to try and solve its problems, it seemed as though it was tearing itself apart, the powerful military machine battering down the doors of American civilians, stealing fuel, confiscating weapons, destroying a shopping mall over the perceived threat of insurrection. 
 
    The world had become a dangerous place. Joel had already been reluctant to make emotional connections even before this all happened, but doing so in this new reality didn’t feel fruitless, it felt foolish. Any relationship formed was destined for heartbreak, now more than ever, and he’d had enough of that in his life. 
 
    He’d save himself the trouble. And save others, too. 
 
    Sighing heavily, he pushed himself from his cot and took a step toward the packed bag. 
 
    Several raps echoed at the door and Joel paused, looking at the source of the sound. 
 
    “Who is it?” Joel barked. 
 
    “Helen,” the voice said quietly from the other side of the door. Joel lowered his head, running his fingers through his hair. This was exactly what he was trying to avoid. Stepping toward the door, he pulled it open and Helen swept her wet hair from her eyes, the hood of her rain poncho driving down onto her shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, did you grab lunch already?” she asked. 
 
    “There and back again,” Joel nodded. “Spent some time on the tunnels this morning. They usually break for lunch a little early.” 
 
    “Oh, bummer,” Helen said, “I was going to see if you wanted to come grab a bite.” Her eyes drifted around his small room and seemed to linger on the backpack resting on the floor. “So, how were the tunnels?” she asked. 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “All right, I guess. Hard work, broke a sweat, all in a good day’s work, I guess.” His voice was curt and he knew it and made a mental note to try and unclench just a bit. “How about you?” he asked. “Any luck with that laptop yet?” 
 
    Helen shook her head. 
 
    “None. Mom’s really banging her head against the wall. Can’t seem to figure out what’s up.” 
 
    Joel nodded and the two stood there in silence for a few seconds before Helen looked hard at him. 
 
    “Are we just going to pretend like you didn’t pack your bag?” 
 
    Joel’s jaw clenched firm. 
 
    “Helen, I—” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Helen—” 
 
    “Stop saying my name and just tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “I’m leaving, Helen,” Joel said. 
 
    Helen barked a strange cough of laughter, shaking her head and turning away. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” she muttered. “I mean—I should have known. It’s what I thought would happen, but you convinced me it wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I never convinced you of anything,” he said. 
 
    “Not your words, your actions. There was a time there that I thought you—I thought you felt something, all right? I thought it became about more than just some stupid blind responsibility.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m leaving,” Joel said. 
 
    “Why?” she shouted, turning back to face him. Tears were already brimming her eyes. “Because you’re afraid to get too close? Because you think everyone is destined to die in a house fire?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Joel said, pressing his teeth together. 
 
    “What? It’s true! You’re so desperately afraid of getting attached to someone because you’re absolutely certain they’re going to rip your heart out.” 
 
    “Story of my life, okay? It’s just what happens.” 
 
    “It’s what has happened. That doesn’t mean it’s going to keep happening.” 
 
    “How many times did you almost die in the past two months? How many times did I almost lose you?” 
 
    “But you didn’t. And you haven’t. And you won’t!” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t know that, but that’s kind of the glory of this thing we call life. It’s unpredictable. It surprises us. Do you think I was expecting to be so embraced by my family when we arrived?” 
 
    “You have your family, Helen. You don’t need me, anymore.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Helen replied angrily. “Look,” she said, calming down, just a little. “My mom—I love her, okay? I didn’t think I would, but I do. But you’ve done more for me in three months than she’s done for me in fourteen years, Joel, and I won’t just let—” 
 
    “She’s your family, Helen,” Joel interrupted. 
 
    “You’re my family, Joel. I don’t give a shit about blood. You are my family.” 
 
    “No, Helen,” he replied. “No, I’m not. I never have been.” 
 
    Helen’s eyes glistened with fresh, wet tears and she took an uncertain step back, like she’d been punched in the stomach. 
 
    “You—you don’t—you can’t—” 
 
    “Helen, I—” Joel reached out to her, already regretting the words he’d just spoken. They were true, they weren’t family, not by blood, but he knew better than most that there were bonds that could be formed outside of blood, and he immediately regretted saying what he’d said. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she hissed, slapping his hand away. “I thought…just for a minute that maybe—” She lowered her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not your father, Helen,” Joel said. He lowered himself to a crouch and pressed his palms to her shoulder, steadying her. “I know you’re dealing with some difficult emotions, but I got you here safe. That was my job. That job is done.” 
 
    “Job,” Helen said flatly. “That’s what this was. A job.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean—” 
 
    She thrust her hands out, knocking his from her shoulder. 
 
    “Just—leave if you’re going to leave.”  
 
    “Not like this—” 
 
    “Then like what? You think I’m going to get over it? Throw my arms around you, thank you, wish you luck and love?” 
 
    “That’s what I wish for you,” Joel said. 
 
    “No, it’s not. If it was, you’d stay.” 
 
    “That’s not fair, Helen—” 
 
    “To hell with fair,” she snarled. “You think this is fair? Running out on us because you don’t like digging tunnels? Because you don’t feel like you fit in? Because the bed’s too comfy, the food’s too good, and that you’re somehow getting soft?” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “Just—leave,” she said and turned away, reaching for the door. 
 
    “Helen—” 
 
    A wet, sobbing breath burst out, and she flung open the door and pitched herself out into the rain. Joel stood in the threshold, watching her run, boots splashing through gathered puddles as her shadowed form grew smaller and fainter in the gray, gunmetal haze. 
 
    # 
 
    The world smeared into tear-streaked blurs as Helen ran. Everywhere, her surroundings were consumed by the hammering rains and the low, thundering roar echoing around her. The sky seemed to be howling with angry growls, and through the falling rain she could see the frequent bright, searing bolts of lightning. 
 
    Her boots splashed, her legs pumped and she brushed the back of her wet hand across her wet face, doing little to clear her rain-streaked vision. Suddenly, all she wanted to do was to get away. She didn’t know where, and she didn’t know how far, but she needed to put some space between her and Joel, to see if the physical distance would soften the emotional wounds. 
 
    He wasn’t her father, he was right about that. They weren’t connected by blood. 
 
    But somehow that left her less at ease. A blood connection was a connection you made because you had to. There were genetics. Common relationships. The shared goals of a familial bond. 
 
    Connections made outside of blood were sometimes even stronger because they weren’t mandatory, they were optional. The person was choosing you for you, not simply because they were born with certain genes. 
 
    There had been a time when she thought her connection to Joel was that strong. That powerful. He had chosen to help her because of her, not because of some genetic obligation. 
 
    But no. It had been a job, nothing else. A task he had to finish before checking it off and moving on. 
 
    Her chest ached at the thought and her stomach lurched. 
 
    She kept running. Houses came and went, formed out of the rain, grew clear, then faded and fell away as she left downtown Malcolm and ran farther north, toward the farmlands. 
 
    Thunder shattered, a loud, echoing blast, the closest thunderclap she’d heard in a very long time. She awaited the accompanying lightning, but none came. At least, none within sight. Somewhere behind her, she imagined the blinding blue fork slicing a ragged gash through the sky. 
 
    Gasping, her breath coming in short, stabbing chokes, she angled left, coming upon a wooden fence. Nearly stumbling, she propped herself up, resting along the hand-cut rails, bending low, trying but failing to steady her hammering heart. 
 
    Rain pelted down around her, whacking along her spine, splashing into the puddles and further soaking the grass at her feet. The echo of the thunder faded in her ears. 
 
    # 
 
    Jackie and Burt Granger had been born and raised in Malcolm, Wyoming and knew little beyond the confines of the Stone Sword compound. In their minds, anything they’d ever need could be found within the town’s borders, and when the twins turned eighteen, they immediately began working for their father’s mining company. 
 
    Granger Mining specialized in blasting limestone and strategically clearing some of the trees north of Malcolm, and the company had been especially busy lately helping gather material for the cement being used to reinforce the underground shelter expansion. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jackie and Burt, the young twins, had been allocated to the local militia, being young, strong men who were willing. 
 
    Because they’d spent so much of their time with their father’s mining company, they were tasked with prepping and testing explosives, assisting in designing and testing IEDs and modified RPGs assembled with PVC tubing. 
 
    “Damn, son, that was a good one!” Jackie shouted, slapping his brother Burt on the back. They both stood in the wide-open barn, surrounded by shelves upon shelves of PVC piping, barrels of gunpowder and other various supplies. 
 
    The rest of the crew had gone for lunch, leaving the two of them to run their tests, ensuring that the airtight cannisters, the ignition systems, and the detonation triggers all worked according to plan. 
 
    “We got one more to go!” Burt shouted, and took a few steps forward, kneeling down by the box on the ground, a modified trigger system bolted into the top of the uneven square container. 
 
    A long strand of handmade detonation cord led from the box through the wet grass, off into the distant pasture, the actual explosives themselves invisible beyond the pouring rain. 
 
    “After this, we got a few more RPGs to try out,” Jackie said, flashing a thumbs-up to his twin. “Man, I was born for this sorta work, dude. Makes blastin’ the mountain to free up stone feel pretty lame, huh?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Burt replied. “I mean this shit could be life or death, ya know? Those Army pukes move in on us, we need to be prepared. I think Valley’s actually gonna line that east entrance with these mines. Set up stations so if they try and attack, we’ll blow ’em to shit!” 
 
    Jackie cackled and they slapped palms. 
 
    “All right, bro, we ready?” Burt asked, lifting the ignition trigger and pressing his thumb to it. 
 
    “Yeah, we ready,” Jackie replied. “Oh, shit, wait,” he said hurriedly, holding up a hand. “Lemme make sure we’re clear.” He leaned over and picked up his binoculars from where they rested on the floor of the barn and pressed them to his eyes. 
 
    All he could see was the pounding rain, a sheer, gray curtain filling both lenses, the horizon obscured by the constant, brutal storms. 
 
    “We’re good, bro,” he said. Then he saw it. Just a small blur at first and his heart stopped. Something was moving against the rain, something almost impossible to see, but something just the same, an upright figure, small and hunched, but walking along the line of the hand-made fence. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouted, his hand shooting out. “Hold on—” 
 
    Burt jerked in response, his thumb pressing the trigger. The pasture outside erupted in a sudden, ground-shaking blast, dirt and charred grass bursting up and out, the concussion so strong it nearly knocked them both off their feet, and in the lens of the man’s binoculars, he saw the vague shape swallowed by the billowing cloud, consumed by the sudden explosion. 
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    Lindsey had pulled another all-nighter at the hospital and, not for the first time, was wondering just how to get out of this rut. For a short period of time, Laura had stepped up and had been taken under Lindsey’s wing, learning the ins and outs of being a nurse in this high-pressure situation and doing well in spite of the challenges of medicine in this new world. 
 
    Then the new people had arrived and they’d brought that laptop, the laptop that supposedly contained the clue to saving humanity. 
 
    Laura had vanished. She’d immediately become consumed by the laptop, day and night, obsessing over it, convinced that there was a puzzle there for her to solve. 
 
    But that had always been Laura’s MO. Changing on a dime, focusing on the new and sparkly thing rather than getting better at what she was already good at. It had plagued her throughout her entire life and had been part of what had driven the sisters apart back in the day. 
 
    For a short time, Lindsey thought it might be different now. The world was different and the people living in it had to change to survive. There had been a time when Laura had changed and it seemed like she’d changed for the better. 
 
    But somehow, something always came up. 
 
    Lindsey stretched her back, running her fingers through her long hair and blinked her eyes to try and somehow wipe away the exhaustion. It wouldn’t work—it never did—but that didn’t stop her from trying. 
 
    Sighing, she tried to look past her sister’s failings. It was hard to blame her, considering what had happened over the past month. The return of her daughter, the arrival of the laptop. The news about her ex-husband’s death. Everyone’s lives had been turned upside-down in the three months since this disaster began, but Laura’s life had been in a constant state of revolution, like a nauseating ferris wheel of crisis. 
 
    It wasn’t her fault. 
 
    That did little to soften the hard edge of weariness that now plagued Lindsey, one of only a handful of nurses supporting the entire community. She pressed fingers to her neck and gently massaged. 
 
    Suddenly, the double doors banged open. The large room that had once served as an emergency room was now the main entrance to the facility and Lindsey’s head jerked up and around. 
 
    Two young men barged in, a prone form slung over one of their shoulders, a form that looked dangerously small. Lindsey recognized them as Jackie and Burt Granger, the twin sons of the owner of the local mining company. 
 
    On Jackie’s shoulder, the prone form was covered with ripped clothing and blood. 
 
    “What the hell?” Lindsey asked, shooting to her feet. 
 
    “It weren’t our fault!” Burt stammered. “She just wandered out into the testing area! We didn’t see her until it was too late!” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about fault!” Lindsey barked. “On the bed! Now!” There was a stretcher converted to a hospital bed sitting in the center of the room, and Jackie bent down, gently easing her onto the cushioned surface. 
 
    “Oh, dear God,” Lindsey whispered. “Helen?” Her blood ran cold, a bone-deep, icy chill gripping her from the inside out. “What the hell happened?” she shouted, looking back at the two young men. Their faces were pale, and Jackie’s was streaked with dark, rust-colored trails. 
 
    “We were testing the mines, like Major Valley asked,” Burt stammered. “Had the area well-marked. It was cleared a few minutes earlier!” 
 
    “She wandered in—we almost didn’t see her ’cause of the storm!” 
 
    “But I saw her last minute. Not enough time to stop—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Lindsey replied, nodding her head as she swept the stethoscope from her neck. Helen’s face was a mask of blood, her head turned slightly away, the dark hair crusted in coppery muck. The right sleeve of her poncho had been ripped free, layers of burned and discolored flesh running shoulder to forearm. Her shirt was torn as well, and Lindsey could see a ragged piece of metal jutting out from her hip, blood coating the skin around it. 
 
    Cloth was torn from both pant legs and spattered, growing splotches of red seeped into her jeans. 
 
    “Shoes! Take off her shoes!” Lindsey barked as she pressed the stethoscope to Helen’s chest, leaning forward to listen. She could feel the two men working to take her shoes off. “Heartbeat is steady,” Lindsey said with a sigh. “She’s okay at the moment, but we need to act quickly. She’s losing a lot of blood.” 
 
    Lindsey let the stethoscope hang from her neck as she worked to remove the poncho from Helen’s shoulders, slipping the soaking wet raincoat free and tossing it into the corner of the room. 
 
    “You,” she said, glancing at Jackie. “Go get the doctor. Right now.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but find him!” 
 
    The twin nodded and stormed from the entrance room, disappearing into the hallway beyond. Lindsey looked down at Helen, trying to steady her breathing, looking for the right place to start. She looked over at Burt, still standing in the room. 
 
    “You know where the town hall is, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Go over there right now. Ask for Laura Park. Tell her she needs to come to the hospital right now, okay?” 
 
    He nodded again but remained standing there. 
 
    “Go, dammit! Now!” 
 
    He nodded and fled, running back out the double doors he’d entered through. Lindsey went to work, moving to a nearby shelf and removing a pair of surgical scissors, then returning to Helen, starting to snip away the fabric of her shirt to reveal the shrapnel wound near her hip. Helen groaned as Lindsey worked and she quietly prayed the girl wouldn’t awaken in the middle of this. 
 
    Easing down Helen’s waistband, Lindsey leaned closer to get a better look at the shrapnel wound, then sucked a breath through gritted teeth. The flesh was puckered and split, raw skin bubbling with clear liquid and seeping dark blood. Lindsey leaned forward, trying to gauge how deep the shrapnel was, which internal organs it might have perforated. Reaching into her pocket, she retrieved a narrow pen light and clamped it between her teeth, then grabbed a pair of forceps. Picking up some alcohol from the shelf, she quickly poured it over the stainless steel to sterilize the tool, then moved back to Helen’s prone form. 
 
    Using the forceps, she carefully peeled back a thick flap of cut flesh, playing the beam of light from the pen light over the injury, illuminating the raw meat and seeping blood from around the chunk of shrapnel. 
 
    Helen groaned again and started to roll over, and Lindsey froze, her eyes lifting slightly, waiting for a few beats, once again hoping she’d settle back in and remain still. Fresh red blood oozed from the wound, pulsing from the sliced flesh and running down her extended arm and for a moment, Lindsey contemplated just removing the shrapnel regardless of what might happen. Every minute was precious and the doctor— 
 
    “Lindsey! What do we have?” 
 
    “Doc—Dr. Vickland!” Lindsey gaped, turning back to look at him. “Thank goodness!” Burt lurked behind the doctor, his pale face turning slightly green at the sight of the young girl’s injury. 
 
    “What the hell is going on? This young man said there was an explosion?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded. 
 
    “From what I can tell, Helen wandered into the testing site where they’ve been making some of our explosive ordnance. One of the mines went off and she was caught in the blast.” 
 
    “Good Lord,” Dr. Vickland said, moving close, gently easing Lindsey out of the way. 
 
    “I see second degree burns on her right arm, first degree burns on both legs. She’s got shallow lacerations on her forehead, just above her right eye, but the most troubling thing is a chunk of shrapnel, looks like it could be shattered PVC, wedged into the flesh just above her right hip.” 
 
    The doctor nodded, retrieving the forceps from Lindsey and allowing her to shine the light down on the injury so he could get a better look. 
 
    “She’s a bit of a mess, isn’t she?” he asked and Lindsey nodded. “We need to get in there,” he continued. “At this location and from this angle, the shrapnel could have perforated her large intestine or her appendix.” He looked at Lindsey. “Does she still have her appendix?” 
 
    Lindsey shrugged. 
 
    “She’s my niece, but…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Where’s her mother? Her mother’s here, right? In the compound? She was the one with the GSW to the chest, right?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded swiftly.  
 
    “I sent one of them to go find her,” she said, “but she’s not here yet.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s probably a good thing. We need to wheel her into the OR.” He leaned forward, looking at the wound on her head. “Hmm, that’s a little deeper than I thought at first.” He pried her eyes open and Lindsey moved so the pen light shone directly on them. Frustrated by the placement of the light, Dr. Vickland requested it and she offered it, and he shined the light directly in Helen’s pupils, checking for dilation. 
 
    “She could have some minor brain swelling. Likely a concussion.” He offered the light back and she took it. “Do we still have some barbiturates?” 
 
    Lindsey’s eyes widened, but she nodded. 
 
    “We should have some phenobarbital, I believe. Mostly left over from old stock—we have no capacity to make more.” 
 
    “Go get it while I wheel her in. We’re going to need to sedate her, make sure the swelling in her brain stays low. Then we can deal with this chunk of PVC.” 
 
    Lindsey nodded and bolted from the room. She could hear the creaking squeak of the tires of the stretcher as Dr. Vickland moved it from the emergency room to one of the so-called ORs which, in reality, was little more than an inpatient room with some additional privacy curtains. 
 
    Running down the hall, she halted by a medicine closet, fished out a key, and unlocked it, throwing the door wide open. The shelves were relatively well organized, and thankfully phenobarbital didn’t need refrigeration. Scanning the shelves, Lindsey located the remaining bottle of medication, then grabbed it and a syringe and shut the door, dashing back down the hallway. 
 
    “Helen?” she heard the shrill scream even before she got to the makeshift OR and she closed her eyes, pressing her teeth together. “My God! Where is she? Lindsey! Where’s my daughter?” The screaming voice was coming from the emergency room and Lindsey continued down the hall. 
 
    “Please! Give me the phenobarbital!” Dr. Vickland barked, leaning out of the patient room door. Lindsey nodded and handed him both the medication and the syringe, then continued jogging to the emergency room. 
 
    Laura was inside, staring at the spot on the floor where the stretcher had been moments before. Lindsey followed her eyes and swallowed hard. A decent-sized pool of Helen’s blood had collected on the pale green tile, leaving a stained smudge on the floor in the direction of the patient room. 
 
    “Lindsey, what—what’s happening? He won’t tell me what happened!” She thrust an accusatory finger at Jackie, who had brought her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Lindsey said, trying to speak calmly as she approached Laura. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “What happened to my baby girl?” Laura asked, her voice croaking, and Lindsey had to step in, grabbing her sister by the shoulders before she collapsed. Just looking at her, Lindsey could tell she’d been barely sleeping, not eating well, very likely running herself ragged over that stupid laptop. 
 
    “There—there was an accident,” Lindsey said carefully. “Helen ended up at the explosives testing range.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Laura gasped, fresh tears spilling from her eyes. “No, oh no.” 
 
    “She’s going to be all right,” Lindsey said. “All things considered, she should be okay. She’s got some superficial burns on her arm and her legs. A minor head wound, and—” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    Lindsey sighed, trying to calm her own nerves. 
 
    “She’s got a piece of shrapnel in her right side, just above the hip. It’s deep, and Dr. Vickland will need to do surgery.” 
 
    “Surgery? How can anyone do surgery? Look at this place!” 
 
    Lindsey swallowed hard. 
 
    “It wasn’t that long ago he pulled a bullet from your chest, sis. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    Laura closed her eyes, forcing a fresh stream of tears from beneath each lid. 
 
    “We’re putting her in a drug-induced coma right now, to make sure the swelling in her brain doesn’t get worse. It’s mostly precautionary.” 
 
    “She has swelling in the brain?” 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure, but we’re being extra careful. We don’t have access to X-rays or MRI machines, so we have to do the best we can with what we’ve got.” 
 
    “He’s going to put her under?” 
 
    “It’s totally safe. We’ve done it before, a few times in the last couple months. Trust me, okay? Can you do that?” 
 
    “I—I can,” Laura replied weakly. 
 
    “I know you can,” Lindsey said. “Now I need you to wait in the waiting room. Try and stay calm, and we’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Calm? I’m supposed to stay calm?” 
 
    “Sis, I know it’s hard, but please. Dr. Vickland’s job is going to be hard enough without Mom lurking over his shoulder, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, Linds,” Laura said, stepping closer to her sister. Lindsey let her come, then wrapped her arms around her, holding her close, tucking her forehead to her shoulder. “I almost lost her—then to find her again—and lose her again? I just—I couldn’t—” 
 
    “Shhh, sweetie, it’ll be okay. Trust me, all right? We’ll take good care of her. We’ll take good care of your girl.” Lindsey pulled away slightly and let Laura lean on her as she walked from the emergency room, then guided her down to a small waiting area, scattered with a half-dozen cushioned chairs. Lindsey helped her sister sit, then bent low and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “I need to go help the doctor now, okay?” 
 
    Laura nodded, tears streaking her face. Lindsey gave her one more quick embrace, then stood and walked down the hall toward the OR. 
 
    # 
 
    Something didn’t feel right about the way he was leaving. 
 
    Joel stood in the shadow of the small house he’d been living in, tightening the straps on his backpack, hooking his fingers between canvas and the soaked surface of his raincoat. 
 
    That wasn’t how he wanted his last words to Helen to go. But it felt like the toothpaste couldn’t go back in the tube. Not now. Not after what they’d just said and how he’d left it. 
 
    Perhaps it was better this way. Better to walk out with her hating him rather than her missing him and begging him to stay. It would hurt for a while, he knew. Not just him, but her too, but she was a kid and kids healed quickly. 
 
    Joel sighed deeply, looking at the ground, rain slapping the dirt and soaking the grass. Picasso sat on the ground staring up at him, head tilted to the right, half-ear twitching as if asking him what he was doing. 
 
    “It’s time for me to go, buddy,” Joel said. As much as he’d tried to fight it over the past months, he felt a need to get back to his grandfather’s cabin. To put it all back together. To prove to himself and to his grandfather that he was deserving of the honor of ownership. His roots were in Louisiana, there was no denying that now, and with each passing day, he’d been pulled harder and harder that direction, like a young tree reaching back toward the sun. 
 
    “You stay here, okay? Take care of Helen. She’s got Bruiser now, but you’re a scrapper. She’ll need you, too.” 
 
    Picasso whined, sensing Joel’s emotion. Joel smiled and cleared his throat, petting the dog, scratching him behind his half-bitten ear. Finally, he stood, trying to ignore the lingering pain in his body. There didn’t appear to be a specific source of the pain, just an all-encompassing, lingering hurt, the past three months of constant abuse wearing him down. 
 
    He took one last look at the gathering of small structures, the quiet hustle and bustle of people walking back and forth, the endless noise of cooking limestone and other manual labor. Turning away, he began to walk south, back toward the trees. 
 
    “Joel? Is that you?” a voice called out, quiet against the rain and he froze. Turning, he saw a figure approaching, clad in a poncho just like his, shrouded in rain. “You going somewhere?” the voice said. He recognized it. 
 
    “Depends on who’s asking, Sergeant Bills,” he replied, studying her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I need you to come with me,” Bills said. “There’s been an accident—” 
 
    Joel shook his head, interrupting her. 
 
    “I’ve had my fair share of accidents, Sarge. You handle this one without me.” He turned away. 
 
    “It’s Helen,” Bills said. 
 
    Joel’s legs stopped moving, his feet rooted in place. Slowly he turned back toward her. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. “Please.” 
 
    Joel set his jaw, looking down at the wet ground at his feet, held his gaze there for a few moments, then looked back at her. 
 
    “Take me to her,” he said, and Bills nodded, leading him back into town. 
 
    # 
 
    “Joel! They found you! Thank God!” Laura sprang up from her chair as he walked in, ignoring his soaked poncho, throwing her arms tightly around his neck. “I was afraid you’d be in the middle of something.” 
 
    Joel returned the embrace, simply going through the motions, his eyes darting to Bills, who held his glare but said nothing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked after Laura let him go, and he slid down his hood, then sloughed the backpack off, dropping it on the floor. 
 
    “It’s Helen,” Laura said, her voice raw and choked with emotion. “I don’t know exactly what happened, but apparently she ended up in the testing site. You know, where they’re testing the explosives?” 
 
    “Jesus, no,” Joel whispered, feeling a tug in his chest. 
 
    Laura nodded feebly, easing herself back into the chair. Joel removed his dripping poncho and slung it to the floor, setting his own weight in the chair as well. For the first time, he noticed Bruiser curled up on the soft floor, the German Shepherd lifting its head to look at him. 
 
    “How bad?” Joel asked. 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “They won’t let me see her yet. They say she’s in surgery.” 
 
    “No hints about what’s wrong?” 
 
    “According to Lindsey she’s got a head wound, burns on her arm and both legs, and a piece of PVC shrapnel stuck in her right side. She said they’re most worried about the shrapnel, though supposedly they put her in a drug-induced coma to ease the swelling in her brain.” 
 
    Joel bent over in his chair, pressing his fingers to his temples, slowly massaging. 
 
    “How long will she be in surgery?” 
 
    “They haven’t said,” Laura replied. “Lindsey made it seem like in the best of circumstances, this wouldn’t be a huge deal. But considering what things are like now? I mean—almost anything can be life-threatening, can’t it?” 
 
    Reflexively, Joel touched his right chest, feeling the scarred skin beneath his shirt, remembering Helen sewing him up after he’d been shot with an arrow. It felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
    “They’ve got good facilities here,” Joel said. “Better than most.” 
 
    “I know.” Laura leaned back, looking at the ceiling for a moment, then she looked at him. “Do you know how thankful I am that you found her?” she asked. “How blessed I feel that it just happened to be you driving by the car when—when the accident happened?” 
 
    “I did what anyone would have done.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Laura replied. “You saved my daughter’s life. Then you spent two months bringing her across the country to get her back to me. I’m not sure you understand how much that means to me. How much it means to Helen.” 
 
    Joel felt his cheeks flush. 
 
    “She loves you, Joel. You’re like—you’re a—” Her voice broke up and she couldn’t seem to finish the words. 
 
    Joel was glad for that. He didn’t think he could bear to hear them. 
 
    Laura bent over, resting her arms on her thighs. She seemed to notice Joel’s backpack resting on the floor, stuffed full, the compact bow slipped into its side sleeve. 
 
    “Were you…going somewhere?” she asked, gesturing to the stuffed pack. 
 
    Joel chewed his lip. 
 
    “I—I’m not going anywhere,” he said, and he meant it. 
 
    Outside, evening continued its gradual march into night and they sat in silence, watching the shadows creep along the walls. 
 
    # 
 
    Rural Wyoming 
 
    Somewhere west of Cheyenne 
 
    The headlights of the ATV flickered as Jack navigated the thickening trees, angling just south of the jagged walls of rough mountains emerging from the earth. He had no idea where he was at the moment, only that he continued heading west according to his compass readings, and although his path home was slightly different than his path to Cheyenne had been, he still felt as though he were heading in the right direction. 
 
    The ATV choked as he threaded it between two narrow pines, trying to stick close to the trees, but not too deep in the forest, for fear of not having enough clear space to ride. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    The engine sputtered as he cranked the throttle. It growled loudly as if it might be reborn, but then gasped and grunted, and the four-wheeler rolled to a slow stop, the engine dying. 
 
    “Shit!” he hissed, thumping the handlebars with a closed fist so hard that it hurt. Pain still rolled throughout his stomach as well, the hasty patch-up job on his bullet wound doing little to staunch the flow of blood or ease the sharp, nagging pain. 
 
    He took a moment to draw in deep, steadying breaths, forcing his thudding heart to slow to a more reasonable pace. Reaching for the throttle, he squeezed and twisted, but the ATV merely choked again, the engine not engaging. Jack knew without even checking. He’d used the gas can to fill the tank before he’d left Cheyenne, but he’d traveled a long way since then and the tank in these things wasn’t that large. 
 
    Jack was out of gas. He lifted his head, staring up into the dark sky, willing himself not to scream. Rain slashed down on his face, and the bullet wound felt as though it was burrowing deeper inside of him, a barbed, rusty drill bit digging slowly into his flesh and muscle. 
 
    Not for the first time, he felt faint, swaying a bit as he stepped off the ATV, using his hand to steady himself. His muscles ached and his body felt like wet meat hanging from tired bones. Night had fallen while he’d been making his way west and now, as the trees grew more dense around him, he knew it would be foolish to continue without grabbing at least a few hours of rest. 
 
    Sliding his pack from his shoulder, Jack walked to the trees and eyeballed a few sticks and branches scattered on the ground. He found two tall, thick branches that had fallen from one of the nearby trees and brought them over to the ATV. Using a knife, he sharpened the ends and rammed them both into the ground, forcing them in about six inches deep. 
 
    Reaching into his backpack, he retrieved a folded tarp that he and Trevor had taken with them, and he draped one end of the tarp over the seat of the ATV, then dragged the other end to the two branches sticking from the ground. Using a length of paracord from his pack, he tied off the tarp to the two support sticks, then found a couple of decent-sized rocks and used them to weigh down the opposite edge on the ATV’s left running board. 
 
    The tarp was now spread over a patch of ground nearly six feet long and four feet wide, and while the ground had already gotten wet from the constant rain, this temporary shelter might help keep Jack at least a little bit warm and dry. 
 
    Exhaustion clawed at him, threatening to pull his eyes closed and drag him to the ground against his will. Finally, he crawled under the tarp and resting the backpack on the ground, used it for a pillow. It wasn’t comfortable by any stretch, and he still felt the lingering, dull ache of pain in his side, but in spite of it, darkness consumed him and he was dropped headlong into sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Denver International Airport 
 
    Denver, Colorado 
 
      
 
    There had been so many of them at one point. The gathered masses, waiting for their loved ones to arrive, waiting to board their next flight. Vacationers, workers, men and women back from serving the military. Thousands of people gathered into the sprawling airport, a structure that was almost like a self-contained city with restaurants, meeting areas, and its own police force. 
 
    Even after the planes went down, after the runway outside was showered with flaming debris and scattered body parts, and after the entire left wing was crushed by a plummeting 737, many of them had stayed. 
 
    Mostly because they didn’t know what else to do. The loved ones they were waiting for would never arrive. The connecting flights they were sprinting to would never take off. Life as they knew it had taken a sharp and sudden left-hand turn, and without guidance or direction they just simply…waited. 
 
    In the months since the disaster their numbers had dwindled. Most had just left. Either retrieved their cars from the parking garage and tried to navigate their way out of the city, or just walked off into the distance, never to be seen again. 
 
    Once it became clear that help wasn’t coming and that the city of Denver had been consumed by chaos and fire, the remaining refugees in the airport stayed where they were, scavenging the countless stores and restaurants for food, bleeding the water system dry, and simply trying to survive. 
 
    Three months later, life had not gotten any easier. If anything, it was harder and more dismal than ever before. The group in the airport had dwindled to a few dozen, their food and water supplies running low and their morale even lower. Surrounded by death on every side, vast swaths of the landscape peppered with the charred corpses of planes and their passengers, it would have been easy for the few remaining refugees to simply give up. 
 
    But they hadn’t. Not yet anyway. 
 
    Marc Dixon stood at the western runway, staring off into the horizon at the approaching shape moving through the pouring rain. Three months ago, he’d been a regional manager for a clothing retail company, flying throughout the western states to his various stores. His busy professional life had left little time for family, so beyond his aging mother, whose fate remained uncertain, he’d been a loner, and he was especially glad for that status now. 
 
    While he’d seen the shocked and stricken faces of the heartbroken refugees who watched in stunned silence as the planes carrying their loved ones plunged into the Earth and blossomed into broiling orange fire, he had remained at least somewhat impassive. 
 
    Sympathetic, to be sure, but rational and analytical. He’d been a regional manager for over five years and was in line for a corporate position at some point within the next eighteen months, and he’d made his quick rise because of his sharp mind and decision-making abilities. 
 
    Granted, deciding on the appropriate placement of fall clothes at the end of July was a world away from learning how to ration food so they’d survive an extra month, but every little bit helped. 
 
    Pressing a flattened hand above his eyes, he looked out from beneath the large black umbrella he held, one of the many useful items they’d confiscated from the shops inside the airport. The shape drew closer, rain scattering from its contoured roof and hood, the familiar pickup truck emerging from the storms, flanked by rolling, dark clouds and the occasional streak of lightning. 
 
    He looked to his left and exchanged a glance with Talia Alvarez, a young thirty-something police officer who had arrived at the airport about a month ago, in fear for her life. Downtown Denver had been consumed by riots and looting, the violence so severe that the United States military had withdrawn, basically writing the city off and letting it fall into ruin. 
 
    Like Marc, Talia had no immediate family, at least no spouse or children, and although she was in stark fear for her parents’ safety, she’d come to accept the fact that there was little she could do for them now. They didn’t live in Denver, they were in Salt Lake City, and she hadn’t heard any particularly disturbing reports about Utah, but still, she dreamed of the day she might be able to make the northward trek and be reunited with her mother and father. 
 
    Marc had promised he’d do whatever he could to make that happen, though in her short time here, Talia had become an invaluable member of their small community. With her knowledge of law enforcement protocols, she’d helped them set up a small radio network using handheld walkie-talkies that they’d found in the airport security office. 
 
    She’d helped train them on the weapons they’d scavenged as well, and there had been some throughout the airport, mostly in lockers, but also in the same security office they’d found the radios in. 
 
    Marc didn’t want to see her go, but supported her desires, and he figured at some point within the next month, he’d wake up and she’d be gone. 
 
    Not today, though. Today, she stood by his side, watching the approaching truck, smiling as it roared closer. 
 
    It finally braked, tires locking on wet pavement, the back shifting a bit as its high speed cut down to stopping a bit too briefly for the wet conditions. The truck was one of many they had at their disposal, a vast acreage of parking lots and garages. They’d spent a long time going through some of them, siphoning fuel and putting it into portable cans, and storing the cans within the airport, hoping that would deter looters who might have branched out this far from trying to steal the vehicles. 
 
    Marc was somewhat surprised that the looters hadn’t really ventured too close to the airport. Perhaps they thought it was hallowed ground, being the source of nearly three dozen plane crashes in a short span of time. Marc had been both surprised and impressed that somehow the majority of the airport remained structurally sound, with only the left wing damaged by a crash. They’d barricaded it off and nobody ventured too close, not just out of respect, but because that area of the building had started to smell rotten and putrid from the gathered masses of burned and rotting corpses. 
 
    The driver’s side door opened on the pickup and a large man slipped out, his tangle of beard leading down, almost to his chest, a backwards baseball cap stuffed over an equally bushy mane of copper-colored hair. He held a bolt-action rifle in his right hand, another treasure found in the security office and his broad smile displaced his mustache and beard. 
 
    “I tell you what,” he said, “this Colorado redneck still has the magic touch!” 
 
    “What did you find?” Marc asked, walking toward the truck. The man with the rifle was named Theo, and he’d been at the airport from the beginning, just like Marc. Marc had never found out exactly what had brought him there, and Theo didn’t seem especially fond of sharing. From what Marc gathered, he’d been waiting for someone to arrive home, but of course that person hadn’t made it, and for reasons that Marc wasn’t quite sure of, instead of returning to his own home, Theo had stuck around to help. 
 
    It was a good thing, too. A lifetime hunter, Theo had been invaluable, not just with security, but also with food gathering and preparation. He referred to himself as a redneck, and Marc was glad of it, because he had a certain skillset that Marc never would, and it had probably been a large part of what had kept them all alive. 
 
    Marc and Talia walked to the flatbed and looked in and Marc blew a thin burst of air through pursed lips. 
 
    “Holy shit, Theo,” he said, shaking his head. There were two large deer in the back of the truck. Both had been shot through, clean shots, right through the lungs.  
 
    “Where the hell did you find deer out here?” Talia asked. 
 
    “Wildlife preserve, lady. Just west of here. Place is crawling with critters. I was a little surprised nobody from the city figured it out yet.” 
 
    “They’re too busy shooting at each other and setting fire to the place,” Talia said, shaking her head. She said the words as though it was just a fact of life, but Marc saw something in her expression that told him more than her words ever could. He never did find out why she’d been on the run when she arrived at the airport a month ago, but he could guess. 
 
    “Well, their loss is our gain,” Marc said. “Let’s bring those things inside. I take it you know how to field dress them?” 
 
    “Shit, yeah,” Theo replied with a sideways smile. “I could do it in my sleep, bro. We just need to find a place to do it where the blood’s not gonna spook the rest of the crew. Or the smell.” 
 
    Marc patted Theo on the back. 
 
    “Great work, man. Real great work. Tell you what, let’s bring them inside, find a place to stash them, then I want you on the roof. We’re past due for a little long-range surveillance and you’re by far our best shot. You up for that after your early morning hunting trip?” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss. These deer will have to bleed out anyway.” Theo dumped the tarp back on the carcasses, then walked to the driver’s side door of his pickup. “Hop in, I’ll drive us back. You can put that pansy umbrella away.” 
 
    “I’d rather be a dry pansy than a wet tough guy,” Marc said and opened the passenger door, ushering Talia in first. She closed her own umbrella, smirked at him and got into the middle seat of the truck, with Marc following close behind. 
 
    # 
 
    Marc and Talia stood back and looked at the two deer, Marc wiping sweat from his forehead and slicking back his graying hair. 
 
    “I guess this is another thing I can check off my bucket list,” he said. With Theo’s help, they’d opened a wall panel and stripped out some electrical cables, using the cables to hoist the deer up on ceiling supports. Theo had stabbed a butcher knife they’d found in the kitchen into the base of the animal’s necks, and the blood had started flowing, running down the gray walls and onto the pale floor. They’d decided to do it near the destroyed left wing of the airport, since the current residents didn’t venture too close to that anyway. 
 
    “Saw my dad do it a few times,” Talia replied, “but always outside. This somehow feels…wrong doing it in here.” 
 
    “Not much choice. With all that rain out there, who knows what effect that would have on the meat. We’ve gotta figure out the right way to do this all year round. Winter’s going to be here sooner than we’d all like to admit.” He paused for a moment, then looked at Talia. “What’s winter like in Colorado, anyway? I’m from North Dakota originally, and I’ll tell you what, nobody wants to be outside from October to March up there.” 
 
    Talia chuckled. 
 
    “Colorado’s a train wreck in the winter, just like every season. We’re high altitude here so we can get a lot of snow, but there have been some winters where we’ve had a weeklong stretch of fifty-degree weather. If the winter bugs you, just wait ten minutes, it’ll change.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Marc replied, “but in North Dakota, it usually means it’ll get even colder.” 
 
    “Okay,” a voice said from behind them, “that looks nasty now, but I bet it’ll taste pretty damn good.” 
 
    Marc turned and nodded to Audrey, another woman refugee who had proven most useful in the past few months. A middle-aged mother of three, she’d lost all three children in one of the plane crashes. Her two sons and one daughter had been returning from a vacation at their grandparents’ house in Sacramento when the plane they were in crashed somewhere between there and Denver. Both Audrey and her husband had been waiting and both had been utterly devastated. 
 
    Her husband’s spirit had been completely broken by the events of three months ago, and about a month into their time in the airport, he’d been one of the ones who hadn’t been able to cope with what had happened. His body had been found one morning hanging from one of the rafters. Sort of similar to how the deer were hanging now, Marc thought, then chided himself for going down that road. 
 
    It would have been easy for Audrey to give up, to think of her dead family and simply lie down and never awaken. But if anything, her husband’s suicide seemed to strengthen her resolve and she grew more resilient in the face of tragedy. Along with Theo, she’d started making trips into the city looking for supplies, and had become one of their most reliable runners. 
 
    Marc wasn’t sure what they would have done over the past three months without her, and like Theo and Talia, he thanked God every day that she’d become a part of their merry band of survivors. 
 
    Part of him still held out hope that perhaps FEMA, the Red Cross, or other rescue operations would eventually make their way to Denver. They’d tried at first, escorted by the military, but the results had been disastrous, Denver erupting in riots and fires, first responders attacked instead of thanked. 
 
    They’d never figured out why the population of Denver had reacted in the way they had. Maybe it was being so close to a major airport and seeing all the planes falling from the sky. By all accounts, at least eight of them had crashed into the city itself. Whatever the case, the Colorado capital had swiftly descended into chaos and Marc was glad they remained at least somewhat on the outskirts. 
 
    Theo spent much of the day on the roof of the airport keeping watch, and there had been a few times that some Denver troublemakers ventured toward their place of refuge. They dealt with this accordingly, and by Marc’s last count, Theo had shot fourteen people who refused to turn away. 
 
    There’d been two other instances of fiercer battle as well—at one point Talia had led a small group of weapons-toting refugees on an attack on an approaching mob, killing several and scattering the rest. 
 
    They’d reinforced all entrances to the airport proper and tried to set up as many regular patrols as possible, even if Theo did the lion’s share of the overwatch. 
 
    “Hey, boss?” a voice came bursting through the static on the walkie-talkie at Marc’s belt. Marc furrowed his brow and scooped the radio from where it was clipped, talking into it. 
 
    “What’s up, Theo?” he asked. They didn’t bother with call signs or shorthand—Talia had given them a nice run through on basic functionality, but none of them had bothered going that far. 
 
    “We’ve got company coming,” his voice said, somewhat ominously. 
 
    Marc’s eyes darted to Talia and Audrey, who looked just as worried as he felt. 
 
    “What kind of company?” Marc asked. 
 
    “I, uhh…I think it’s the Army.” 
 
    Marc’s eyes widened. 
 
    “First responders? Red Cross?” 
 
    “Don’t look like any first responders I ever saw. There are four Humvees, three of them have roof-mounted fifty cals. I—I’m not sure they’re friendly, bub.” 
 
    Marc’s wide eyes narrowed into slits below his furrowed brow and Talia’s expression matched his own. 
 
    “What do you mean they’re not friendly?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you for sure, all I know is they’re cruising this way. I don’t see any rescue vehicles or supply trucks, just armor and guns.” 
 
    “Where are they approaching from?” 
 
    “They’re cutting through some of the wrecks to the north. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were comin’ from Wyoming.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Talia asked, resting her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I think we need to go out and greet them,” Mark said. “If they are from the military, we need to figure out what they’re looking for.” He tapped the call button on his radio again. “Theo, keep eyes on them, okay? We’re going out to see what they want.” 
 
    “You sure about that, boss?” 
 
    Marc hesitated for a moment before answering, and ultimately decided to just answer honestly. 
 
    “Nope. Not sure at all. But I’m doing it anyway.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    Marc clipped the radio back on his belt. 
 
    “Talia, I want you to gather everyone together near the United Airlines hangar. That’s just north of the main airport and should give us a good vantage point.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Talia asked. 
 
    “I’m going to go out there and see what they’re after. Let’s all hope they’re friendlier than Theo thinks.” 
 
    Talia nodded, looking back at Audrey, who was already turning around and jogging back into the airport, ready to gather the troops. 
 
    # 
 
    Marc felt more than a little exposed as he stood on the broad tarmac just west of the United Airlines hangar. Where he stood was a vast section of empty pavement, a staging area for aircraft due for repairs or maintenance, and as he looked to the north, he saw the approaching convoy through the hammering rain. 
 
    They had gotten very close, and as he watched, he could see the convoy slowly separating, the five individual Humvees coming into clarity, the rainwater pattering down from above and spraying from the hardened surface of their roofs and hoods. 
 
    Marc’s heart hammered in his chest. Theo was right, this did not look like a rescue or recovery operation. This looked, by all appearances, like a raid. He stood with a raincoat pulled tight over his shoulders and his hood up, wanting to keep both hands free, just in case. He had an AR-15 slung over his back, yet another weapon found in the locked security office. There had been only two of them inside, and now he held one and Talia held the other, watching from the hangar, just in case. Marc knew that if this military convoy wanted something, they could take it, but he wasn’t going to let that happen without a fight. 
 
    He and the others had lived through too much. Sacrificed too much. While the government had all but abandoned them, they’d pulled together and found a way to survive. Now, they were just going to waltz in here and take what they wanted. 
 
    Not on his watch. 
 
    “Still got ’em in your sights, Theo?” he asked into the radio. 
 
    “Aye, aye, Cap’n,” Theo replied. 
 
    Up ahead, the lead Humvee slowed, the other four vehicles behind it doing the same, and as Marc waved them down, they eased to a halt, the front utility vehicle angling right as it swung around. Marc could see soldiers in the roof-mounted turrets of four of the vehicles as Theo had identified. His heart continued to ram inside his chest, accelerating from a fast sprint to a glorified jackhammer. 
 
    He didn’t like this. He didn’t like this one bit. 
 
    The rear driver’s side door of the lead Humvee opened and a soldier stepped out, wearing United States Army camouflage with a dark-colored poncho over his shoulders, the hood pulled tight over a pale face. 
 
    “Well, how do you do?” he asked a in muffled shout over the din of the falling rain. “Wasn’t sure we’d find anybody out here!” 
 
    “Well, you found us, son!” Marc replied. “Wish you’d found us a few months ago—you know, when you guys put your tails between your legs and left us to rot!” 
 
    The soldier looked back at his friend in the gunner’s turret, both of them with cocky grins on their faces. He looked back at Marc. 
 
    “Buddy, I’m not here to start a fight. We came from Chicago, okay? We weren’t even stationed here.” 
 
    “Last I looked that uniform was for the United States Army, not just the Chicago Army.” Marc gestured behind him, toward the airport. “I got forty people in there that could use some help. You here to help?” 
 
    If he’d suspected they weren’t there to help before, he was convinced of it now. One look at that sideways smirk on their faces told him all he needed to know. 
 
    The question was: why were they here? 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry, but we don’t have any extra capacity in our vehicles,” the young man said. “We were actually hoping maybe you could help us.” 
 
    “And why would I do that, considering you left us here to die?” 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble, friend,” the soldier replied, a little too quickly and to abruptly for Marc’s liking. “Just let us take what we’re here for and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “And then what? You’ll send rescue?” 
 
    “Sure,” the soldier replied, nodding. “You give us what we want, and we’ll send FEMA down. They’ll be happy to escort you guys to the safety and security of our nearest recovery center in Cheyenne.” 
 
    Marc looked hard at the young man’s pale face. 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe you, son. You got some assurances of that?” 
 
    The soldier looked around with a shrug. 
 
    “I guess you’ll just have to take my word for it.” 
 
    “Sorry, kid, but the word of the Army means shit these days.” Marc didn’t remember unslinging his AR-15, but it was in his hands, held in front of him. The barrel was down and away, keeping it nonthreatening, but the soldier he was talking to certainly spent quite a bit of time glancing uncertainly at it. 
 
    “Sir,” he continued, “you know if we really wanted to, we could just take what we needed and go.” 
 
    “So what’s stopping you?” Marc asked. 
 
    The soldier looked at the ground for a moment and sighed. Lifting his head, he strode forward, his boots thudding loudly on the pavement as he approached Marc. Suddenly, the young man had his pistol out and lunged forward, grabbing Marc by the collar. 
 
    “Listen to me, you entitled little puke,” the soldier growled. “Our boss has dealt with plenty of pissants just like you in Indianapolis and Chicago, and I’ll tell you right now, if he were here instead of me, you’d already be dead and he’d be loading up the jet fuel right now, you got me?” 
 
    “Jet fuel?” Marc asked. “That’s what you’re after?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what we’re after, shit heel. How about you make this a lot easier and tell us where it is, so I don’t have to put a bullet in your head and find it ourselves?” He lifted the pistol, moving the barrel close to Marc’s temple. Marc swallowed hard and tried to take a step backwards, but the man’s grip was firm. 
 
    “Is that how it’s gonna be?” the soldier asked after a few moments of silence from Marc. “Guess we do this the hard way, then—” 
 
    The swift, loud bark of the rifle shot exploded above them, clearly audible over the driving rain and Marc could see the soldier in the nearest roof turret jerk and slump over backwards. 
 
    “What the hell?” the man with his hand on Marc’s collar asked, wheeling around to look. Marc acted immediately, almost by pure instinct, pulling his knee close, then kicking out with a hard boot, striking the man in the ribs and sending him sprawling. Before he even saw the soldier hit the pavement, he turned and ran, sprinting across the tarmac, heading for the hangar a hundred yards ahead. 
 
    Another rifle shot echoed overhead, and he heard the metallic crack of a bullet striking an armored Humvee, greeted by the abrasive curse of one of the soldiers behind him. He didn’t look back, he just ducked forward and ran, as fast as he could. 
 
    More gunfire rattled and his eyes darted left, watching as Talia emerged from the parking lot to the east, firing her AR-15. Three others were gathered near her, taking cover behind a parked car, muzzle flashes brightening the dim, rain-filled day. 
 
    Marc curled around the edge of the hangar building as the pavement behind him erupted, bullets tearing a ragged gash into the asphalt, throwing puffs of dust and shorn concrete into the air. Bringing his AR-15 up and around, he swung the barrel around the corner and squeezed off four shots back in the direction of the gathered Humvees. 
 
    One of the roof-mounted turrets opened up, a sudden splitting burst of white sending humming tracer fire over the parking lot. Marc threw himself backwards as the pavement and wall of the building burst apart under the impact of hundreds of incoming rounds. 
 
    Pressing his back to the wall, he unhooked the radio and called up to Theo. 
 
    “What do you see up there?” 
 
    “Not much at the moment, boss, tryin’ not to get my ass blown—” 
 
    There was a sudden rattling chatter followed by some muffled grunts, then the line went dead. 
 
    “Theo?” Marc asked. “Theo, call back! You there?” 
 
    He glanced over the parking lot in Talia’s direction and saw her huddled behind a car. Speaking into the radio, he met eyes with her from a hundred yards away. 
 
    “Did you see?” he asked. Looking at her, he saw her reach for her radio and put it to her mouth. 
 
    “I think he’s gone, Marc. They just unloaded on that part of the roof with two fifty-cal turrets. Turned the whole top of the building to Swiss cheese!” 
 
    “Dammit,” Marc said. “Dammit, dammit.” 
 
    “What do we do, boss?” Talia asked desperately. Marc looked at her and lifted the radio to his mouth just as another sudden volley of heavy weapons fire exploded from the Humvees. Tracer rounds hacked through the cars where Talia and the other three were huddled, ripping up metal and showering sparks, throwing jagged glass in a wide, oblong spray. 
 
    “Talia!” Marc screamed, but the lifting smoke from the wrecked vehicles was starting to clear, and he could see the bodies splayed out on the pavement. Marc lowered his head, pressing his eyes tightly closed. 
 
    “Oh, Theo, why did you do it?” he asked nobody in particular. He couldn’t blame him. Not really. The soldiers were obviously here for a purpose and weren’t about to let them get in the way. Violence would have come, sooner or later, whether or not Theo had jumped the gun. 
 
    Jet fuel. That’s what they were after. Why, he wasn’t sure. They had it, of course. Several trucks of it, parked in the hangar he was huddled behind right now. Jet-A, stored safe. Marc hadn’t intended to keep it for any particular reason, but he’d locked it away just so raiders would have one less target to go for. 
 
    So much for that idea. 
 
    Small pockets of semi-automatic fire peppered the morning and he could see more forms moving through the rain, heading from the east to the west, more of his group confronting the soldiers. 
 
    “Stand down!” he shouted into the radio, hoping someone could hear. “We’re outgunned! They just want the fuel! Stand down!” 
 
    But the fifty-caliber weapons growled to life again, interspersed with smaller automatic fire, the sounds of the soldiers’ M4 Carbines, no doubt. Shouts and screams followed behind and Marc took a breath, daring to swing around the corner and take one last look. 
 
    The young soldier he’d kicked was heading his way, and in place of his pistol was his own M4 Carbine, held aloft, stock pressed to his shoulder. 
 
    “You can have it!” Marc shouted, raising his hands as he stepped around the corner. “Cease fire! I’ll tell them to stand down! I’ll tell them to—” 
 
    The M4 burst, a swift, rapid-fire punch and Marc felt white pain lance his chest, the impact of the bullets carrying him back and down to the pavement. 
 
    “Too little, too late,” the soldier snarled as he came up upon him, rifle pointed down at him. Marc gasped, trying to catch his breath, trying to form the words, some sort of dramatic last insult for his killer. 
 
    Nothing came from his lips but bubbling foam as the soldier pointed the rifle at his head and fired. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    F.E. Warren Air Force Base 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you let him get away!” Lancaster screamed, twisting and hammering his fist into the bulletin board mounted on the wall behind him. “One man. Not even a man! He was a damn kid!” 
 
    “If he was a kid, sir, he was a damn resourceful one. Blew up a few of our guys and took off on a four-wheeler.” 
 
    “I heard your report,” Lancaster hissed. “That doesn’t make it acceptable!” 
 
    “I understand, sir. What would you like us to do, sir?” 
 
    Lancaster sucked in a breath through clenched teeth, but then let it out slowly, exhaling to calm his frayed nerves. Finally, he shook his head. 
 
    “What can we do? He’s in the wind. Lots of real estate between here and Malcolm. He could be anywhere.” 
 
    “Are we sure that’s where he’s from?” 
 
    “Did you have another idea, Corporal Shin?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    Shin considered the question for a moment, then eventually shook his head. 
 
    “I suppose not, sir.” 
 
    “I suppose not, too.” 
 
    “We’ve reinforced security around the perimeter. Pulled more of the men from Cheyenne’s downtown detachment.” 
 
    “And we’re sure they’re not loyal to Major Valley?” 
 
    “I feel pretty sure,” Shin replied. “And even if they were, this is part of SOP, nothing they’ll think is suspicious.” 
 
    “Good. You increased the frequency of our patrol rotations?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. No chance anyone gets eyes on this facility again without being stopped first.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “There is good news, Colonel,” Shin continued. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “We’ve found evidence that the one who escaped is likely injured. One of our men is pretty sure he got a shot on him and we found traces of blood in the parking lot, and some in the grass.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Lancaster asked, his mood brightening considerably. “Well, that is good news. Even on a four-wheeler I can’t imagine the going will be easy for him. Maybe we’ll all get lucky and he’ll collapse in the mountains and get eaten by a lion or something.” 
 
    Shin smiled a crooked smile. 
 
    “One can hope, Colonel.” 
 
    “Regardless of what happens with him,” Lancaster continued, turning back to the bulletin board and looking at the documents tacked onto the corkboard, “preparation must continue for our assault on Stone Sword.” As he looked at the board, he felt the telltale flutter in his chest, the anxious twist of fingers around his stomach. 
 
    Images cascaded through his inner projection screen, the buildings of downtown Indianapolis screaming past him as the helicopter went down. Rubble, broken glass, burning flesh and screaming voices. 
 
    A fresh bloom of rage, sharp-edged and jagged, formed inside of him, an agonizing anger and furious energy. He felt his fingers clamp tightly closed on his left hand while goose flesh streaked up and down on his right arm beneath the camouflage sleeve of his uniform. 
 
    It was happening. He was hearing it all again. Seeing it all again. Smelling it all again. 
 
    Sucking a breath through his nostrils, he held it there for a few long moments, tasting the air, trying to ease his nerves. The world was tinged in red, a fiery heat coating the inside of his face. 
 
    In his mind, he saw the raging fury of the mob on the Indianapolis streets, the Molotov cocktail striking Sergeant McAvoy, the skin searing from bones, melting in the gasoline-fueled flames. 
 
    In his mind, he saw the brick conclave in Chicago, the windows scattered about, the gun nests he was certain were just behind the fluttering curtains. He saw his rockets punch through brick, bodies flying, the buildings leveled under a barrage of military might. 
 
    He saw it all, flying through his head like a triple-speed slide show and his guts roiled with the viscera on display, one bloody image after another. 
 
    Insurgents. Criminals. The filth of America had taken over its cities, and it was up to him to clean it out. 
 
    “Colonel?” Corporal Shin asked and Lancaster blinked the images away, turning to face him. 
 
    “Yes, Corporal. Sorry, I was lost in thought.” 
 
    “You were going to go over our attack strategy,” he said, nodding toward the bulletin board. “Our approach for Malcolm. For Stone Sword.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As he looked around the room, he saw that several more men had gathered there, all sitting on folding metal seats, facing forward, watching him at the head of the room, standing next to the bulletin board. They all looked so young, so vulnerable. They reminded him of the squad he’d landed in Indianapolis with, good men and women all of them. Men and women who had been beaten and burned to death, with him barely able to slip away with his life. 
 
    That wouldn’t happen again. Never again. 
 
    “So,” he began, looking at the men and women gathered around him. “First and foremost, we need fuel for the Blackhawks. I sent a team to Denver early this morning to do just that.” 
 
    “Denver, sir?” a voice asked. “Isn’t the city of Denver off limits?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” Lancaster replied, “but, as luck would have it, the airport is just outside of downtown and I was able to make an exception in this case. We sent five Humvees down to the airport very early today, in hopes that we can find some fuel trucks at Denver International.” 
 
    There was some quiet murmuring among the crowd and Lancaster held up a hand in an attempt to quiet them somewhat so he could continue. 
 
    He went to the bulletin board and flipped up the large sheet of paper, revealing more, smaller paper beneath. On one poster-sized sheet was a generic map of Cheyenne, the roads and buildings all outlined in simple black, blue, and red lines. 
 
    A small route heading west out of the city was highlighted in yellow until it ran off the left side of the map and into the surrounding mountains west of the city. 
 
    “This is one of many routes out of Cheyenne and is a considerably more rural route than Interstate 80 or even Route 210.” He moved slightly and pointed to a second sheet of paper. The second sheet was considerably less well-defined and was simply a satellite image of a section of Wyoming mountains. A valley cut south of a wide and jagged range of mountain tops, separating the rocky terrain from a vast pine forest to the south. 
 
    “This is where we believe we will find Malcolm,” he said. 
 
    “Wait—that’s it?” a voice asked. “We don’t have an actual map or anything?” 
 
    “We could not locate anything in public records for Malcolm, Wyoming,” Lancaster reported. “By all accounts, they have worked very hard to keep themselves out of the public eye. Stone Sword as an organization seems to be relatively well-known, but much of that attention was focused on Cheyenne and the outlying areas, not Malcolm itself.” 
 
    “But certainly there must be some record,” another voice said. 
 
    “Perhaps if we still had power and Internet access, we could find something,” Lancaster replied. “I have no doubts there’s information buried in a database somewhere, but we do not have the luxury of those resources, so we have to make do with what we have.” 
 
    “So we’ll be going in blind?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Lancaster replied. “We’re certain that this is where the town lies,” he pointed again to a spot in the wedge between forest and mountains. “And trust me, with our attack plan, we’re not going to need many specifics.” 
 
    More cautious eyes glanced at each other, but then settled back on him, waiting for his next words. 
 
    “You see, based on everything we know, while Malcolm was built for longevity and for self-sustenance, it’s not a military fortress. It’s a rural Wyoming town. We’ve talked to a few people who were turned away at the gates, and they tell us that the entrances are well defended. Brickwork gate houses, iron bars, lots of security at both the east and west.” To punctuate this, he tapped his fingers on a small red circle just east of a widening gap, and then moved his hand, tapping again at the west side of that same widening gap. 
 
    “Going by the looks of that terrain,” another voice spoke, “those are our main entrances and exits.” 
 
    “True—but unlike those who have been turned away in the past, we’re not going in by ground. Those Blackhawks out there aren’t just for show, ladies and gentlemen. Once we get that jet fuel and power up those turbines, we’re going to fly those bastards right down Stone Sword’s throat.” 
 
    “So rather than go through the gates, we go over them?” 
 
    “To a degree,” Lancaster acknowledged. “Make no mistake, we’ll be bringing ground-pounders, too. Loading up six Humvees with full tactical, plus two transports, sixteen infantry in each.” 
 
    There was a soft whistle from the gathered crowd. 
 
    “I am not messing around, ladies and gentlemen. We will raze them to the ground if we have to. Shock and awe, are you with me?” 
 
    Heads nodded throughout the crowd and murmured voices grew a bit louder and more confident. 
 
    “I thought so,” he said with a smile. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    “So when are we doing this thing?” a voice asked. 
 
    “That all depends on what we hear back from Denver. If they strike out with fuel, we’ll have to re-strategize and find another source. But if they find what we need, we’ll start putting the wheels in motion ASAP.” 
 
    Several more nods went throughout the room and a few of the camouflaged soldiers even gave each other high-fives. Lancaster crossed his arms and looked at the young faces, the horrors in his mind muted, if only for a short time. 
 
    # 
 
    Outside on the tarmac south of the hangar, the rain continued its relentless barrage on the pavement, darkening the ground into a deep black. Corporal Shin led him toward the Blackhawks so he could provide some final inspection, and as they approached, several shapes emerged on the horizon. 
 
    “We have incoming!” a voice shouted and Lancaster tensed. 
 
    “Any identification?” 
 
    “Not yet, we’re pinging them now, all open channels!” 
 
    The clatter of weapons being lifted and loaded, of slides being jacked back and rounds locked into chambers, soldiers scattered about, covering the southern flank. 
 
    “Hold fire!” Lancaster shouted, lifting his hands. He turned his head and spoke into a small radio clipped to his collar. “Anyone on overwatch? We got eyes on the approaching convoy?” 
 
    A voice crackled through the radio. 
 
    “Affirmative, Colonel. This is team one on overwatch. Verified identification of the approaching convoy. They’re our guys, Colonel, and they’ve got three fuel trucks with them.” 
 
    Colonel Lancaster smiled broadly and closed his fist, holding it firm against his thigh. 
 
    In the near distance, the Humvees and fuel trucks emerged from the rain, coming into view and as he watched them make their final approach, the red haze faded from his mind and only a clear, crisp picture of victory remained. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Rural Wyoming 
 
    Somewhere west of Cheyenne 
 
      
 
    If Jack had been convinced that a few hours of sleep would cure what ailed him, his awakening to the sharp, stabbing, ramrod agony in his left side convinced him otherwise. Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself upright into a seated position, leaning back against the hard footrest of the ATV at his back. 
 
    He groaned a low, angry growl through his rigid jaw, his fists closed tight and pressed to the ground on either side of him. The rain continued pounding down upon the tarp and hammered the ground around him, the entire section of trees obscured by diagonal curtains of gray precipitation. 
 
    Rolling over slightly, he pressed his palm to the footrest and forced himself upright, getting to his shaky feet and stepping out from under the tarp. He felt as though he were boiling from the inside out and the cool rain felt good on his head and back, though he knew it would do little to heal his injuries. 
 
    Resting back against the ATV, he lifted his chin and tugged up his jacket, searching once again for the source of his pain. He carefully unwound the gauze wrap and tossed it aside, then peeled away the square-shaped sponge, which clung to the dried blood and pus gathered in his wound. Hissing in pain, Jack pried the two squares away from the wounds and dared himself to look down at the flesh of his stomach. 
 
    The bullet wound’s shape was much the same, though there was a slight discoloration of the flesh surrounding the wound. Ragged edges of broken skin were dark, then cascaded into a yellowish tinge, and there wasn’t just blood seeping around the wound, but a thick, clear liquid gathered in crusted clumps. 
 
    “Not—good,” he groaned. Dropping to a knee, he tugged the first aid kit out of his backpack again and unclasped the lid, rifling through it. He found the last packet of antiseptic wipes and used the rest of the water in his bottle to flood the injury and wash out the accumulated debris and fluid. 
 
    With only one antiseptic wipe, he couldn’t clear away the dried gore as much as he wanted to, but he did his best, wincing in pain the whole time. There was one more packet of sponges and half a roll of gauze left and he used it all to pack his wounds and wrap them, taking nearly an hour to complete the agonizing chore. 
 
    That done, he slumped back to the grass with a grunt and rested back against the ATV again, feeling as though what little energy he’d had was completely depleted. 
 
    His breath came in hard, shallow gasps as he tried to draw in oxygen, his head still swimming in a vague fog of semi-consciousness. 
 
    Mentally, he tried to calculate how fast the ATV could travel and approximately where he might be in relation to the compound, and by his hasty math, he could still have nearly a half a day’s hike to get to the eastern gate. As pain rippled up through his body, he came to the quick conclusion that he was in no condition to make a half a day’s hike anywhere, especially not navigating the challenging rocky terrain of the Wyoming wilderness. 
 
    But still—he couldn’t just give up. He had to try. For the next several moments he packed his bag, folded the tarp and stared longingly at the ATV before he turned away from it and limped toward the trees. Finding another long, thick branch, he lifted it and used it as a walking stick as he navigated his way through the trees. 
 
    It didn’t take long before he felt like he was walking through sludge, his heavy legs barely carrying him through the grass and dirt. His mind swam, pain jabbing at his temples and his thighs, a searing slice of discomfort clawing at his entire left flank. 
 
    His knee buckled and he started to lurch forward before barely catching himself and maintaining his balance. His stomach clenched and he stumbled again, but again just barely managed to stay standing. 
 
    But the world blurred around him, the rain smearing into gray blurs of kaleidoscope patterns. He tried to blink it away as he went down to one knee, leaning on the walking stick, almost pitching forward. As unconsciousness dug at him, the darkness creeping into the edges of his vision, he thought he saw an approaching figure. 
 
    Then two. Men, by the looks, weaving through the trees, walking toward him carefully, but with grim purpose. One of them held a rifle. 
 
    # 
 
    “Don’t…come any closer,” Jack gasped, forcing himself upright, using the walking stick as a lever. “I’m—I’m armed.” 
 
    “So are we, friend,” one of the other men said, and he lifted his rifle as if to prove the fact. 
 
    Jack fumbled for his pistol, fingers grasping at his holster until they touched the contoured handle of the weapon. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” the man with the rifle said, lifting it further. He had long, dark hair, a tan complexion and wore a dark-colored flannel shirt over stained blue jeans. “We don’t want any trouble, friend.” 
 
    “I’m not your damn friend,” Jack replied. 
 
    “You definitely won’t be if you keep reaching for that gun,” the man said. “You look like you’re in rough shape. Just tryin’ to help.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “Been—on the run—for three months. Nobody ever just tries to help.” 
 
    The man shrugged.  
 
    “That’s a fair complaint. Let us be the first.” The two men walked closer and Jack stayed where he was, his fingers touching his pistol but leaving it in the holster. His eyes glared out through a haze of pain, focusing on each man as they came nearer. The second man wore a dark button-down shirt opened to reveal a T-shirt with a logo, his pants a darker, dirtier denim. 
 
    “We’ve got a place nearby,” the first man said again. “Just a little village, nothing special. Maybe we can help?” 
 
    “Maybe…you can screw off,” Jack said and took a lumbering stride forward. His fingers twitched, moving toward the clasp of his holster, and his thumb snapped it open. 
 
    The two men moved quickly, more quickly than he anticipated, the first one grabbing his arm and yanking it back, pinning it to his spine. He could feel his AR-15 being ripped from his shoulder, and a wave of fresh dizziness swallowed him whole. 
 
    Clamping his teeth, he lurched forward preparing to yell some obscenity at the man, to curse him for lying, to tell him he was just like everyone else. 
 
    But no sound came out. Darkness hovered, settled in, and soon he was falling into the void. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    South Brisbane, Louisiana 
 
    Six Years Ago 
 
      
 
    A broad swath of blue sky loomed overhead, the dark clouds clear, a round, golden sun peering down like a singular eye, surveying the lush, grass-covered landscape. 
 
    The air was filled with the rich, wet smell of fresh rain-soaked grass, an organic, natural scent, warm and comforting. The low squeak of old, rusted hinges was the eternal soundtrack of the summer day. 
 
    Joel looked at the swing set and smiled, watching as his daughter pumped her legs, guiding the swing back and forth, the grass so long beneath it her heels touched the blades as she swept in gentle, arching motions. 
 
    “You didn’t wake me, Daddy,” she said.  
 
    Joel lowered the bottle of Corona from his lips, the bitter taste of the beer still on his tongue and smiled at the young girl. 
 
    “You were up late last night,” he said. “Still need your sleep, munchkin.” 
 
    “Sleep is stupid,” Tia said derisively, giving her legs a swift forward pump, the swing lurching upward. Joel chuckled and took another sip of his beer. 
 
    “Wait until you get a little older, kid,” he said, “you’ll change your tune.” 
 
    “No I won’t!” Tia shouted. As the swing reached its apex, she released the chains and threw herself from it, leaping into the air and screeching loudly, but with pure joy. She landed in a clumsy crouch, stumbling forward until she rolled into the ground, giggling wildly. 
 
    “Careful, you goon!” Joel shouted, striding toward her, his beer hanging by three fingers at his right hip. “If you break your leg, Mom will kill me!” 
 
    She scrambled to her feet, laughing even louder. Joel swarmed her and grabbed her under her arm with his free hand, picking her up and hugging her close, her screeching even louder as her legs kicked out in a wide arc. 
 
    As he set her down, she scrunched her nose and drew back slightly. 
 
    “Your breath smells when you drink that stuff. Almost as bad as cigarettes!” 
 
    “Sorry, kiddo. Fact of life.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
    Taking her hand in his, they turned and walked back toward the house, the chain squeaking lightly in the background. 
 
    “I’m still mad you didn’t wake me. You said I could see the sunrise.” 
 
    “I said you could see the sunrise some time. I didn’t mean this morning. You were up until after midnight.” 
 
    “So? The storms were really bad last night. The sunlight’s always the brightest after the storms. Ms. Bueford says so.” 
 
    “And Ms. Bueford knows it all, does she?” 
 
    Tia glowered at him and shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. But she’s my teacher and Mommy tells me I have to listen to her.” 
 
    “Mommy’s right,” Joel said. 
 
    “I want to see God, Daddy, and Ms. Bueford says God is in the sun when it shines after the storms.” 
 
    “So you’ve told me.” 
 
    Tia stopped walking, looking at her father. 
 
    “You don’t believe me,” she said. 
 
    Joel stopped and smiled, turning back to look at her. 
 
    “Does it matter what I believe?” he asked honestly. 
 
    Tia’s little brow furrowed. 
 
    Joel sighed and walked toward her, lowering himself into a crouch and, placing his bottle in the grass, pressed calming hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “What you believe in—people call that faith. Do you know what faith is?” 
 
    “Of course, Daddy, I’m not stupid.” 
 
    Joel chuckled. 
 
    “When you have faith in something, when you believe it, it becomes a part of you. Special to you. You should hold on to it and never let it go.” 
 
    Tia’s face looked serious, as if she were taking her father’s words as an indisputable truth. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what other people believe,” Joel continued. “As long as you believe. As long as you hold true to your faith, your faith will get you through.” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy,” she said. 
 
    “Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    “Good,” he said and leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. Joel stood and turned away. 
 
    “But I want you to have faith, too, Daddy,” she said quietly. Joel looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Ms. Bueford says only the people who believe go to heaven. If you don’t believe me—if you don’t have faith—I—what will—” 
 
    Joel swallowed hard, looking at the angst in his daughter’s face. 
 
    “Tia, my sweetheart,” he said, once again crouching next to her and wrapping her in a tight embrace. “You are way too young to worry about that, okay? You and me and Mommy, we’ll be together for a very, very long time.” 
 
    “I want to be together forever.” 
 
    “We’ll be together forever.”  
 
    They remained like that for a long moment, the sun beating down on them, grass gently rustling in the gentle breeze. 
 
    “But you’ll wake me up next time it storms?” Tia asked. “So I can see the sunrise? So I can see God?” 
 
    Joel blinked and patted his daughter on her back. 
 
    “It’s a deal, kid. Like you said, the sun’s always brightest after the storms. We’ll watch the next one together.” 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Joel’s eyes blinked open and as quickly as it had appeared, the memory was gone, the bright, warm sun replaced by the cool, artificial sheen of pale ceiling tiles. He groaned, the waiting room chair uncomfortable against his stiff back, his spine barking in pain over his uncomfortable posture. Looking to his right, he saw Laura curled up in the second chair, her knees tucked tight to her chest, heels resting on the chair cushion. 
 
    Bruiser seemed to sense his awakening, lifting his own tired head and woofing, ears twitching. Joel stretched, running a hand through his dark, thick hair, and slipped from the chair to a standing posture, rotating slightly to work more feeling into his muscles. 
 
    The still, stale air of the hospital waiting room left an acrid taste on his tongue. He hated hospitals—couldn’t stand them, actually, and this one was no better. It didn’t matter that they might be saving Helen’s life just down the hall, just being confined in the building made his skin crawl. 
 
    “Any word?” Laura asked in a small voice, stirring slightly and looking up at him. 
 
    “Not yet,” Joel replied, “but I just woke up myself.” 
 
    “Time is it?” 
 
    “No idea. Judging by the ambient light, it’s definitely morning.” He closed his eyes and could still hear the faint patter of rain falling outside. Joel wondered if he’d ever wake up to a sunny sky again, and the thought of his earlier memory wedged in his gut like a jagged shard of broken glass. 
 
    Bruiser stood and trotted happily over to Laura, resting his head on her thigh. She smiled and rubbed a hand over his head, scratching his ears. 
 
    “You want something to eat or drink?” he asked. “I could walk down to the mess and grab something. Bring it back.” 
 
    “I’m going to need coffee,” Laura confirmed. Joel nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Before you go,” she asked quietly, using the armrests of the chair to push herself into an upright seated position. “Can you…tell me about her?” 
 
    “About who?” 
 
    “Helen.” 
 
    Joel sat down on the edge of his chair, resting his arms on his legs and looked off into nothing. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything. She—she seems to enjoy my company, but she won’t share anything with me. She’s so closed off.” 
 
    Joel laughed. 
 
    “Well, to be honest, she wasn’t exactly little Miss Warm and Fuzzy with me, either. I mostly chalked that up to circumstances.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “I get the impression that the two of you went through a lot to get here.” 
 
    “We did. From what I hear, so did you and Jack.” 
 
    Laura closed her eyes and Joel saw a single tear break loose and run down the smooth surface of her right cheek. 
 
    “I—I hope what you two went through wasn’t as—as awful as that. Please tell me it wasn’t—” 
 
    “Pretty sure it was,” Joel interrupted. He drew in a breath. “I won’t sugarcoat it, okay? I won’t do you the disservice of lying to you about it.” 
 
    Laura nodded and a second tear ran down the other cheek. 
 
    “We both—we crossed some lines,” Joel said seriously. “In the coming months and years, she’ll need your help. Dealing with it. With what we did. Some of those things—they’re the sorts of things that leave scars. Not always visible scars, but scars just the same.” 
 
    “Oh, my poor girl,” Laura said, putting her face in her hands. 
 
    “Hey,” Joel said, resting his palm on her shoulder. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t. If you’re thinking it’s somehow your fault, it’s not. If you’re thinking that she’s somehow damaged because of what happened, she’s a lot tougher than you give her credit for. Hell, she’s a lot tougher than I gave her credit for.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Shortly after we got here, you thanked me,” Joel continued. “Thanked me for saving Helen’s life.” 
 
    “I do thank you,” Laura said, lifting her tear streaked face. “I can’t say how much I—” 
 
    Joel held up a hand. 
 
    “She saved me as much as I saved her. Maybe more. Just make sure, whenever you thank me, you acknowledge her, too. Neither of us would be here without her.” 
 
    Laura sniffed hard, nodding again. 
 
    “You should be proud of her,” Joel continued. “Damn proud of her. I know I am, and I’ve only known her for three months.” 
 
    “I am,” Laura said. “I’m so proud of her. I wish—I should have told her how proud before this all happened.” 
 
    Joel bit his lower lip and looked to the ceiling. 
 
    “We all leave things unsaid. Things we shouldn’t leave unsaid. It happens to everyone. Just keep hoping and praying that she’ll come out of this, then make sure you never leave those things unsaid again.” 
 
    “Solid advice,” Laura replied, smiling and wiping the tears from her eyes. 
 
    “Spoken like a man with experience,” Joel said, not looking at her. 
 
    “I—Helen told me—about—well—” 
 
    Joel didn’t react, he just kept staring at a single point in the distance somewhere beyond the walls of the hospital. Laura reached over and Joel felt her fingers close around his, then squeeze gently. It was a warm feeling. Comforting. 
 
    For a time, he remained there, his hand in hers. 
 
    “I should—you wanted some coffee, right?” he asked, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I did.” Her fingers slipped from his hand and she resumed petting Bruiser’s head. Joel pressed his palms to the arms of his chair and stood, drawing another breath. He stood and turned, then walked toward the exit, leaving Laura alone with the dog in the waiting room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Roxie was starting to hate this laptop. First, it had indirectly cost her father his life. Then Jasmine had forced it upon her, shoving it into their hands before they could say no. 
 
    Then they’d almost lost it in Colorado and had to risk their lives to go back for it. And now, they’d spent more time than she cared to admit staring at its blank screen or looking at a stupid blinking cursor for hours on end, no closer to a solution now than they were. 
 
    Cameron Pike was leaning against the wall not far away, gently rubbing his palms together, while Selanda had her head resting on her hands on the table, her shoulders heaving in a regular, sleeping motion. 
 
    “So, tell me about her again,” Pike said, looking at his hands. “Jasmine, I mean. Anything you can think of.” 
 
    Roxie leaned back and rubbed both hands through her air. 
 
    “She was an engineer,” she said. “Mostly a student of astrophysics, but she had an analytical mind, too. She and Gopal, it was hard to tell where one of them ended and the other began. They both knew software and knew hardware and helped design the operating system for Project: Heatshield.” 
 
    “And the operating system—not homegrown, I assume?” 
 
    “Works of the Linux kernel,” Selanda said, as she lifted her head. “We’ve been through all of this, Pike.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Pike replied. “Still trying to sort this out. Seeing if any knowledge of Jasmine’s personal life might shed some light on how she developed the software portal.” 
 
    “I can’t even begin to guess,” Roxie replied. “I mean—I knew her, but I didn’t really know her.” 
 
    “So tell me where we are,” Pike said. 
 
    “We have access to the satellite we launched from Eagle Atmospheric. We can log into it and we can do a proximity scan to see the network of nanotechnology devices that make up Project: Heatshield.” 
 
    “Right,” Pike agreed, “and that network covers the entire globe.” 
 
    “It does,” Selanda said, lifting her head more, and resting back in her chair. “But it runs off a shared virtual OS. There isn’t a central control system; they all make up parts of the singular whole.” 
 
    “So conceivably we could access that operating system and control the entire network of Heatshield,” Pike replied. “There were reasons for that. Easier to deploy software updates or make repairs. Easier to manage, a single pane of glass, all that.” 
 
    Selanda nodded. 
 
    There was a soft knocking at the door and Pike looked toward it as it eased open, Major Valley and Sergeant Bills walking in. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Major Valley said with a soft nod. “We were actually looking to see if anyone had heard anything from Jack or Trevor.” 
 
    Roxie’s expression darkened and she lowered her eyes back to the computer. 
 
    “Nobody’s heard,” Pike replied. “When was he expected back?” 
 
    “We sort of figured he’d be back last night,” Valley replied. “Even if something went wrong, he was supposed to either check in or come back.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” Roxie asked, leaning forward in her chair, pressing her palms to the table. “Do we need to be worried?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Valley replied, “not yet anyway. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for what might have happened.” 
 
    “Between these storms and Lancaster’s goons, I’m betting there are plenty of unreasonable explanations, too,” Roxie said. “Seriously, Major, can we send out a search team or anything? There’s got to be something—” 
 
    “We don’t have the resources for a search team right now,” he said gently. “But trust me, if more time goes by before we hear from him, we’ll take steps to send a search crew.” 
 
    Roxie lowered her face and twisted her fingers through her hair again. Pike turned and strode toward Valley and Bills, gesturing toward a corner of the room. 
 
    “When was the last report from the kid?” Pike asked, showing little sign of actual concern. 
 
    “Two days ago,” Valley replied. “They don’t have especially reliable communication back to us, though. Almost anything could have happened.” 
 
    “Including being discovered by Lancaster,” Pike said. “If they did catch him, Lancaster will execute them, you realize that don’t you?” 
 
    “Come on, Pike, keep your voice down,” Valley said, his eyes darting over the man’s shoulder to fixate on Roxie, who was still huddled by the laptop screen. 
 
    “She must understand,” Pike said. “She’s not naive.” 
 
    “No, she’s not. That’s why she’s so worried,” Bills said. 
 
    “I wasn’t exaggerating before,” Valley continued, “we don’t have enough people to send search teams all over creation. We need to hope that we hear something from them sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you’ll be the first to know if they show up,” Pike replied. 
 
    Valley turned and was about to walk back out, but the door swung open and Yvonne came in with Kramer Phillips flanking her, both of them looking concerned. 
 
    “Major Valley, I’m glad you’re here,” Kramer said. “We were hoping to get a few of us together to talk some things through.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of our own crisis at the moment,” Valley replied. “Can this wait?” 
 
    “No, it can’t,” Yvonne interjected. “This is pretty serious, Major.” 
 
    “Lay it on us,” Valley said, showing his palms. 
 
    “The crops,” Yvonne started. “I think we all know they’re getting decimated by these rains. We have several harvests that are on the verge of drowning out there and we’re not equipped to finish the harvests before they die. We could be talking about wasting thousands of acres of viable crops that we need to last the winter.” 
 
    Valley sighed and nodded. 
 
    “I think we’re all concerned about this,” Valley replied. “I’m not sure why you’re telling me. It’s not like I can walk outside and shout at the clouds to stop raining.” 
 
    Kramer and Yvonne exchanged a glance. 
 
    “No,” Kramer said, “but we need to divert some of our fuel use to farm equipment. We cannot keep relying on harvesting by hand.” 
 
    “Okay,” Valley replied, noticing as Yvonne’s eyes darted to the laptop. Valley turned, following her gaze. “Ah,” he said quietly. “The generator.” 
 
    “It’s using precious fuel,” Kramer said quietly. “Fuel that we need to speed up the harvest if we’re going to get enough food for the next six months.” 
 
    “Understood,” Valley replied. “We have to do what’s right for the town.” He squared his shoulders and turned toward the rest of the group. 
 
    “Roxie. Pike. Selanda. There’s no easy way for me to say this,” he started, “but we need to shut this down. Our generator is using precious fuel that we need for the equipment that will help supply the entire town food for the winter.” 
 
    “What?” Roxie asked, her face turning pale. “What do you mean? Just—shut it down?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what else to say,” Valley replied. “We need to prioritize our resources, and—” 
 
    “Dammit!” Roxie screamed and lashed out with her left hand. Her hand struck the laptop and sent it tumbling from the table, striking the floor. She gasped and pressed a hand to her chest as the battery popped loose and thudded hard to the wooden surface. 
 
    “Oh no—oh no,” she whimpered, standing and looking down at the laptop. Pike was already walking toward it, lowering into a crouch and picking it up from where it rested. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said calmly, “it’s okay. Screen’s not broken. I think it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “It won’t be,” Roxie replied. “If we shut down the generator, we—” 
 
    “The hospital still has solar power,” Selanda interjected. “Not sure for how long, but they do.” 
 
    “Not that it’ll matter anyway,” Roxie sobbed, looking at the floor. “We have no clue what—” 
 
    Her words cut off in her throat. Everyone in the room stopped, turning to look at her. 
 
    “What?” Pike asked, but Roxie was already bending to the floor. The battery had popped out of the laptop, but something else had popped out with it. There was a narrow pad of note paper, a slim book of bound, lined paper wedged between two cardboard covers. 
 
    “What is it?” Pike asked as Roxie plucked it from the floor. 
 
    “It’s Jasmine’s,” Roxie said quietly, standing and starting to flip through the pages. “She used to carry it everywhere. She—oh my God,” she gasped. 
 
    “What?” Selanda shouted, pushing herself swiftly to her feet. “What did you find?” 
 
    Roxie swallowed hard, holding out the small notepad, the covers bent back, revealing the center paper, two small squares stitched together into the seam. There were words written on the paper that Selanda couldn’t see, but Roxie was pointing to a large, red thumbprint and some similarly colored streaks along the top of the paper. 
 
    “This— this is Jasmine’s blood,” Roxie said meekly. 
 
    “So?” Selanda asked. 
 
    “That means she was writing this as she was dying in the garage. These are software commands, aren’t they? This could be the key to accessing the satellite network!” 
 
    Pike strode forward, holding out his hand to the young girl. 
 
    “Can I see it? Please?” His voice was remarkably even. Roxie nodded and handed over the pad, which Pike took, carefully flipping through some of the pages. 
 
    “Holy…” he said, his voice trailing off. Looking up, he stabbed an index finger against the paper in his hand. “This is it. Right here. This could be exactly what we need!” 
 
    “So—what do we do?” Roxie asked, looking around the room. 
 
    “Hospital,” Selanda said. “Let’s bring this all to the hospital. We can borrow their solar power and do what we need to do.” 
 
    Everyone turned and looked at Major Valley. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” he said. “Pack that shit up and get moving! Let’s do this!” 
 
    # 
 
    Roxie shoved through the door of the medical center, hefting the laptop bag over her left shoulder, Selanda tagging along just behind her. The older woman held a bag with the fold-out satellite dish within it, bulky and heavy, but she was managing just fine. 
 
    They used the normal front door entrance, not the emergency room, and came into the main access hallway, which led deeper into the small building that at one point was a simple family practice, but had evolved into something more. 
 
    Pike came in last, shutting the door behind him, then moved up next to Selanda, offering to take the bag from her shoulder. Selanda brushed him off as they ventured down the hallway. 
 
    There was an opening in the wall to their left, leading to the patient waiting room, but none of them were entirely sure where they should go. 
 
    “Roxie?” a voice spoke from the waiting room area and the young girl turned. Laura was sitting in one of the chairs, steadily petting Bruiser’s head, looking back at her with puffy, weary eyes. 
 
    Apparently recognizing the voice, Pike strode forward, making his way past Selanda and looking into the waiting room. 
 
    “Laura?” Pike asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Laura blinked heavily as if waking from a deep, restless sleep, then ran fingers through her dark hair. 
 
    “Cam? Am I dreaming or something? What’s everyone doing here?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Pike asked. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Laura nodded stiffly. 
 
    “It—it’s Helen. There was an accident last night. She’s hurt.” She sighed heavily. “Still in surgery, last I heard.” 
 
    “My God,” Pike said, walking into the waiting room and sitting down on the chair next to her. He clasped her hand between his and looked her in the eyes. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “I—I didn’t think about it. The whole night was sort of a whirlwind.” 
 
    Pike nodded, and Laura looked out at Roxie, past his shoulder. 
 
    “Nobody answered my question,” she said. “What are you all doing here?” 
 
    Roxie smiled and reached into a zippered pouch on the laptop bag, pulling out a small, bound notepad. 
 
    “We—we found this! It was hidden inside the laptop. I think Jasmine was trying to make sure it stayed safe, but she kept it a little too safe.” 
 
    Laura’s eyes widened. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “A bunch of notes she wrote, some of them right before her death. There’s…blood on some of the pages.” 
 
    Laura pushed herself from the chair, yanking her hand from Pike’s and crossing the floor in two long strides. 
 
    “What’s in it? What did she write?” 
 
    Roxie swallowed hard, trying not to look too enthusiastic. 
 
    “Code. Unique commands written into the operating system for Project: Heatshield. It looks like we could get backdoor access to the core OS.” 
 
    Laura pressed her hand to her forehead. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she whispered. “That’s—that’s huge.” 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “I know—I know!” 
 
    Laura’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “But that doesn’t answer the question.” She gestured around her. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Selanda sighed. 
 
    “They’re rationing fuel. They need to use it for the farm equipment so they can finish the harvest before this rain kills the crops. They asked us to shut down the generator.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Laura asked, looking at the older woman. “Now? We could be right on the verge of solving this!” 
 
    “We’re going to need to get those crops harvested regardless,” Selanda said with a shrug. “I…understand where they’re coming from. Timing is just unfortunate.” 
 
    “But you’re here. You want to use the solar power?” Laura asked. 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “That’s the plan, yeah. We just need a place to set up. To get connected.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” a voice asked from down the hall and Roxie turned, watching as Lindsey emerged from another door. 
 
    “Lindsey?” Laura asked, breathlessly. “Is she—what’s happening?” 
 
    Lindsey smiled tiredly. 
 
    “She’s okay. The doc is still finishing surgery, but she made it through the rough stretch. We’re keeping her sedated for a little while still, and things are still touch and go.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Laura said, putting her hand to her chest. Pike came up behind her and rested a palm on her back for comfort. 
 
    “That’s good news,” Selanda said with a smile. 
 
    “We hope so,” Lindsey agreed. “But that doesn’t answer the question. What’s going on?” 
 
    “They’ve been vacated from the generator over at the town hall,” Laura said. “But we think they might be on the verge of getting access to the satellite system. We’re hoping to leech some of the hospital’s solar power.” 
 
    Lindsey turned and looked nervously over her shoulder, then looked back at them. 
 
    “There’s a conference room down the hall,” she said quietly. “I can get you in there. Just—try and be subtle. There are people here who don’t buy this whole thing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Roxie asked. 
 
    Lindsey gestured to the laptop. 
 
    “They’re not convinced there’s anything in there that can help. Their minds can’t wrap around the fact that a little piece of technology like that could save the world.” 
 
    “Until now, I wasn’t all that convinced myself,” Laura agreed. 
 
    “I’ve even heard people say that we’re…wasting resources on it. That the time you all are spending working on that, you could be helping with the harvest, or with digging the tunnels, that sort of thing. I just—be quiet, if you can. Be careful.” 
 
    Roxie nodded, looking just a little crestfallen. 
 
    “Okay,” Lindsey continued, gesturing. “Follow me.” She walked down the hall with Roxie and Selanda following along behind her, making their way toward the conference room. 
 
    # 
 
    Laura shook her head, turning away from the retreating trio and once again ran her fingers through her hair. 
 
    “Sounds like things are going to be okay,” Pike said, again rubbing Laura’s back gently. 
 
    “I hope so,” she said. “I refuse to get my hopes up too high.” She eased herself back into the chair and Pike sat down next to her. 
 
    “So, what happened? What was the accident?” 
 
    “Apparently she wandered too close to the explosives testing ground,” Laura said. “Nobody really seems to know why she was there, but they set off one of their IEDs and she was too close—” 
 
    “I think I know why she was there,” a voice said and Laura looked up. Joel was standing in the doorway to the waiting room, holding two cups of coffee from the mess hall. Laura looked crookedly at him as he stepped in and handed one to her, exchanging a narrow, menacing glare with Pike. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Laura asked. 
 
    Joel sighed and took a long sip of his drink, wincing slightly at the heat of it. 
 
    “I was—I was planning on leaving,” he finally said. “Was hoping to do it quietly. I left my grandfather’s cabin in a bad state, and, like it or not, Louisiana is my home. I felt like it was time to return.” 
 
    “Joel! Seriously? You’re such a valuable member of this community.” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m really not. Anyone can use a pickaxe or carry a rifle. I’m not really good at anything.” 
 
    “So what does this have to do with Helen?” 
 
    “As I was getting ready to go, she showed up unannounced. We had a little…tiff, I guess you could say.” 
 
    “A tiff?” 
 
    “An argument. She didn’t want me to go, I probably said some things I shouldn’t have said. She stormed off.” 
 
    Laura closed her eyes and lowered her gaze, locking both hands around her cup of coffee. She lifted the cup and took a sip. 
 
    “I—I’m sorry, Laura,” Joel said, his voice soft and wavering. “If I’d known she’d—” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Laura replied, looking back up at him. Her gaze wasn’t angry or even firm, but soft and welcoming. “She’s a kid. They’re unpredictable.” Her gaze drifted. “Or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    “I don’t have much experience myself, at least not with kids Helen’s age, but yeah, over the past three months, I’d say unpredictable just about covers it.” 
 
    “But…you’re staying now, right?” Laura asked. 
 
    Joel took a long sip of his coffee, then nodded slowly, almost carefully. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m staying.” 
 
    There was a look on his face that Laura couldn’t quite translate, but this didn’t feel like the time to talk about it. For a few moments they sat in silence, Laura and Joel taking quiet sips of their coffee, Joel standing against the wall as Pike and Laura remained in their chairs. 
 
    After a time, Pike stood, patting Laura on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going to go find the conference room,” he said quietly. “See if there’s anything I can do to help.” 
 
    Laura nodded and Pike left, giving a curt nod to Joel as he passed, moving into the hallway. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Joel said with a crooked smile, sitting in the chair next to Laura. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Laura replied, shaking her head. “I think he thinks we’re just going to go back to the way things were.” 
 
    “And how were the things?” Joel asked. 
 
    Laura rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That is such a long and tired story.” 
 
    Joel leaned back, drinking more of his coffee. 
 
    “Just had my caffeine, I’m wide awake now.” 
 
    “You’re really going to make me do this?” Laura tried to give him an angry glower, but he could see the sparkle of humor in her eyes. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “We were an item. A long time ago. Actually, engaged, believe it or not.” 
 
    “Wow. He doesn’t seem like your type.” 
 
    “Back when I knew him before, he was. We were both ambitious, smart, thought we knew what we wanted.” 
 
    “And you both worked on Project: Heatshield, right?” 
 
    Laura nodded, her mood souring slightly. 
 
    “That’s where we met. That’s where we fell in love, which only goes to prove just how messed up our priorities really were.” 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t realize you were working on the Armageddon machine while you were there.” 
 
    “No, no we didn’t,” Laura said, shaking her head. “I thought we were doing a good thing. I hope Cameron thought the same. The innocence of youth. Well—if early thirties counts as youth, I suppose.” 
 
    “Everything before this all started counts as youth, if you ask me,” Joel said. “We’ve aged three decades in the past three months.” 
 
    “Amen,” Laura replied. 
 
    “So, how did he end up here?” 
 
    Laura looked down at the floor. 
 
    “Believe it or not, he tried to kill me. Twice.” 
 
    Joel drew back. 
 
    “Clearly I missed a few steps in between.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well—I knew about Project: Heatshield. I was one of the few. Maybe one of the only at this point. His bosses thought I might be a risk. So, he tried to help them mitigate that risk.” 
 
    “And you’re sitting here talking to him like that never happened?” 
 
    “If you believe him, he had a change of heart. Ended up turning on his boss and came out here to help us. He knows the way Willoughby thinks, he claims to know how Lancaster thinks. Since those two will likely be leading any sort of offensive against us, he wanted to help us prepare for it.” 
 
    “And is he? Helping, I mean?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “Honestly, there are times when I wonder if anything any of us are doing is actually helping.” 
 
    “I have those moments,” Joel replied. “Hence my earlier comment about leaving.” 
 
    Laura held him with a firm stare. 
 
    “You’re helping, Joel,” she said, her voice unwavering. “You’ve already helped. Trust me.” 
 
    He nodded, understanding her meaning. 
 
    “While you were gone, Lindsey came out,” Laura said. “Helen made it through the toughest part of surgery. The doctor’s finishing up now, but says she’s looking good.” 
 
    Joel smiled softly. 
 
    “No doubt in my mind. That’s a tough kid you gave birth to, Laura. You should be proud.” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “I gave birth to her, but it was her father that did the heavy lifting.” A tear broke loose and ran down her cheek, which she hastily swept away with the back of her hand. “Give him the credit, not me.” 
 
    Joel didn’t reply to that. He just took another drink of coffee, then the two sat in silence, Bruiser curled up on the floor between their legs, softly snoring. 
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    “Laura?” 
 
    The voice was quiet but Laura’s eyes sprang open, her head turning toward the sound. She didn’t remember falling back asleep and wasn’t sure how she could have, considering she’d just ingested a full cup of black coffee, but the voice had jolted her awake, just the same. 
 
    Next to her, Joel was already standing, moving around her, toward the figures framed in the doorway. 
 
    Dr. Vickland stood shoulder to shoulder with Lindsey, both of them looking into Joel and Laura’s faces in the waiting room. Laura’s eyes immediately moved to the white smock on Vickland’s chest, streaked with drying, red blood. 
 
    “Is she—did it—?” Laura stammered, shooting to her feet so fast that Bruiser sprang up, woofing. 
 
    Vickland smiled wearily. 
 
    “She’s…okay,” he said. “Still heavily sedated, but surgery went well. Relieved some of the pressure in her brain and thankfully, the shrapnel wound didn’t even nick her large intestines or appendix. Some deep muscle scarring, and those sutures are going to hurt like hell, but all things considered, it could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Laura said, putting her face in her hands. She remained like that for a few moments, then looked up at both the doctor and her sister. “Can I see her?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded. 
 
    “She’s asleep and will be for a little while as we wean her off the drugs slowly, but you can see her, yes. We’ve got a couple of chairs set up in her hospital room.” 
 
    Laura nodded and stepped forward, then lurched and wrapped her arms around the doctor’s neck. 
 
    “Thank you!” she whispered in a harsh gust. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Dr. Vickland nodded and patted her shoulder as she released him. 
 
    “She’s not out of the woods,” he said. “She’s got to take it easy for a little while. But considering the severity of the injury and our limited capacity to treat it, I don’t think we could have asked for a better outcome.” 
 
    The two of them stepped aside and let Laura and Joel exit the waiting room, moving out into the hallway, then down toward the room. 
 
    Laura stepped into the small inpatient room first, a different room than where she’d had her surgery. Helen lay quietly in the bed, her eyes closed. It looked like she was simply in a deep sleep, though she had gauze wraps up and down her right arm, which was on top of the sheet pulled up to her chest. Her head was tilted to the side and Laura’s heart jumped when she saw her peaceful face. 
 
    A bandage was adhered to her forehead, and at least part of her hair had been shaved away, though with the right style, Laura thought it would be barely noticeable. 
 
    Moving to the chair nearer the door, she clasped her hands around Helen’s left one and squeezed, lowering her head to her daughter’s knuckles. 
 
    Quietly, Joel made his way around the bed and sat in the opposite chair, Bruiser following along behind him, somehow sensing that mother and daughter needed their alone time. 
 
    “I was so, so worried,” Laura said quietly, pressing her daughter’s hand even more tightly to her forehead. “I just found you—I wasn’t ready to lose you again.” 
 
    Fresh tears broke loose and spilled down her cheeks. 
 
    “You deserved so much better than I could give you,” Laura said quietly. “Such a strong kid. Tough. Smart. Everything I never was.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Joel said from the other side of the bed. “You’re plenty strong. Plenty smart.” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “I play smart on TV, but—how smart can I really be? Giving up my family? Leaving home? All just so I could end up working on a project that threatens to end humanity? I’m living in a nightmare here, Joel.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Joel replied, “you’re pretty far from nightmare status, okay? I’ve been there. I’ve lived it. You did what you felt like you had to do. You did what you thought was right. A damn sight better than most.” 
 
    Laura stayed where she was, almost as if she didn’t even hear him, still clutching her daughter’s hand like it was a precious jewel that she could not fathom giving away. 
 
    “I was working with an intelligence agency,” she said. “Cameron—he told me what they were trying to do, and I just—I was blinded by a stupid schoolgirl crush and I let myself be led down the wrong path.” 
 
    “What exactly were they trying to do?” Joel asked, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    “It was mostly Drydan Willoughby’s pet project,” Laura replied, lowering Helen’s hand slightly, though she kept it clasped in hers. “Once his buddy Edmond Gossett got the contract for Project: Heatshield, they hatched this plan. All on the auspices of national security. They embedded secret software within the operating system of Heatshield. Software that would allow them back door access to a global surveillance network. They could essentially use a system designed to help humanity as a tool for spying on our enemies.” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “That’s exactly the kind of shit my grandfather used to me warn me about. I always thought he was off his rocker.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” Laura continued. “At least I assume it does. Based on what happened with Atlas-01, it seems like it must have gotten worse.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Shortly before I left, Cameron showed me some plans—some rudimentary tests for an embedded weapon system within the Heatshield platform.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Joel asked. “A weapon? Like what kind of weapon?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure about the specifics,” Laura said. “Like I said, I left before we went too far down that road. But from what I gathered, they would quietly activate some sort of emitter within the nanotechnology framework. An emitter that generated power low enough that it wasn’t detectable on its own, but if they harnessed enough of the different components of the Heatshield network, they could actually fire a directed pulse. Likely only good against high-altitude aircraft or incoming missiles—” 
 
    “Or satellites from an enemy nation.” 
 
    “Or satellites from an enemy nation,” Laura agreed. 
 
    “So, let me guess—they fired this weapon? And that’s what caused all of this?” 
 
    “If you listen to Selanda, that’s exactly what happened.” 
 
    “Which one is Selanda?” Joel asked. 
 
    “She’s an older woman who came in with the latest bunch. Shawna and Tristan’s group, who came from Chicago and Kansas City.” 
 
    “What does she know about it?” 
 
    “Well, she was the CEO of Atlas Orbital Technology, the—” 
 
    “Atlas-01?” Joel interrupted. 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “She and Eagle Atmospheric have been in lock-step for years. Competing for a small marketplace. Orbital transportation. She beat Eagle to the finish line and believes that Gossett talked to his buddy Willoughby and convinced him to use the weapon to swat Atlas-01 out of the sky.” 
 
    “Only something went wrong,” Joel said. 
 
    “Something went very, very wrong.” 
 
    Joel sighed, blowing air from his lips. 
 
    “How many lives? Can we even count that high?” 
 
    “Millions,” Laura said.  
 
    “All because of some corporate greed and national security paranoia.” 
 
    “If you ask Selanda and the others from Kansas City, Gossett at least tried to redeem himself. He helped build the satellite that’s now in orbit that they’re hoping to use to shut this down. They’re pretty sure he died in a military attack after they left.” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m not in a rush to erect a statue commemorating his service.” Joel leaned forward, looking at the floor. 
 
    “Believe me, I’m not singing his praises,” Laura said. “Just stating facts.” 
 
    “Remarkably solid ones at that,” a voice said from the doorway and Laura pressed her eyes tightly closed. She didn’t have to see the speaker to know who it was. 
 
    Cameron Pike stood in the doorway, and she had no idea how long he’d been there. 
 
    She pried her eyes open and saw Joel glowering at the man. 
 
    “Your timing sucks, Pike,” he growled. “Not in the best of moods just now.” 
 
    “You seemed pretty eager to forgive Laura for her role. You can’t find it in your heart to forgive me for mine?” 
 
    “Not in this lifetime or the next,” Joel said. “In fact, just looking at you is making me a little nauseous.” He stood up to leave, but Laura held up a hand. 
 
    “No,” she said. “You stay. Stay with her, okay? If she wakes up, she’ll be happy to see you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Joel replied. “Not after the way we left things.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Laura said, pushing herself to her feet. “She’ll be happy.” 
 
    Joel’s eyes remained affixed on Pike as he bent his elbows, lowering himself back down to the chair. Laura moved to the door and ushered Pike out into the hallway, then followed him. 
 
    # 
 
    “I assume you were lurking around eavesdropping for a reason, Cameron?” 
 
    Pike nodded, his eyes scanning the hallway, just in case anyone was listening. 
 
    “I didn’t want to interrupt you. Not with—with Helen’s situation.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. I’m trying to get my priorities straight. It’s only taken me forty years.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Pike said, putting his hands to her shoulders. “I’m not trying to stand in the way of you being a good mother.” 
 
    “Then what are you trying to stand in the way of?” 
 
    “Nothing. But we—I think we need your help.” 
 
    “With the laptop,” Laura said, already knowing what he was going to say. 
 
    “With the laptop,” he confirmed. 
 
    “I thought all the world’s secrets were in that notepad. Roxie seemed pretty sure that she could figure it out.” 
 
    “It’s maybe not quite that easy,” Pike said with a shrug. 
 
    “How did I know you were going to say that?” 
 
    “Shawna came and joined us a few minutes ago. She’s worried. Really, really worried.” 
 
    “Worried about what, Pike?” 
 
    “Yvonne Perez. She’s got a vendetta against what we’re trying to do here. Feels like our time is better spent in the fields or tunnels and not trying to program software.” 
 
    “Why does she care?” 
 
    “The weather is hammering the crops. That much is true. They need all hands on deck to get the harvest in before the winter’s stock is drowned. That was their reasoning for reclaiming the fuel in the generator, and Shawna’s worried they’re going to come for us next. For Selanda, Roxie, me, and probably you. According to her, Yvonne is pretty upset that you’re no longer doing your nursing duties.” 
 
    “Yvonne can kiss my lily-white ass,” Laura growled. “My daughter almost died last night.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Pike said. “But even before that. You were spending a lot of time at the keyboard, like the rest of us.” 
 
    “So what do you want from me now, Cameron? What can I possibly do?” 
 
    “Just…help us. For a few hours, anyway. See if you can get your head around the code, translate Jasmine’s hen scratches.” 
 
    “I’m a meteorologist, Cam, not a software developer. Hell, these days I’m not even much of a meteorologist.” 
 
    “You’ve been exposed to stuff like this,” Pike replied. “You’ve got an eye for it. I saw it myself when we were working together. It’s not all about code and programming. A lot of Jasmine’s notes are about atmospheric conditions, orbital velocity, things like that. Things that I think you can help with.” 
 
    “And my daughter?” 
 
    “We’re in the conference room right down the hall,” Pike said, pointing back the way he came. “We’ll be real close by. If anything happens, they can just stick their head out and yell, and you’ll hear it.” 
 
    Laura closed her fists. 
 
    “I made myself a promise,” she said, looking at Pike. “When Helen came back—that I would make her a priority over everything else. Now you’re asking me to go back to the way I was. To focus on work instead of family, and I’m not sure I can do that.” 
 
    Pike sighed. 
 
    “It’s about more than that, Laura. If we can figure this out. If we can get this working…it could change humanity. It could improve life for everyone on Earth, including Helen.” 
 
    There were a few moments of silence as Laura turned away from Pike, crossing her arms and looking back toward the front door of the clinic. Her fingers drummed on her arms. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally said. “Fine. Take me there. I’m telling Joel to let me know the minute anything with Helen changes, though, do you understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” Pike said. Laura took a moment to poke her head back in and speak to Joel in a low whisper, then the two of them walked shoulder to shoulder down the hall, toward the conference room door. 
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    Jack’s eyes eased open, the light blessedly dim inside the strange, curved ceiling structure he awoke in. The first thing he could sense as he awoke was the deep, pervasive heat inside the building. A layer of sweat coated his entire body, arms, and legs and as he ran his fingers over his limbs, he found that they were uncovered. 
 
    His heart thudded and he sat up swiftly, grunting at the sudden horse-kick of pain in his left side. Wincing, he doubled over, moving onto his left hip, supporting himself with one hand, his eyes stinging with salty sweat. 
 
    The heat radiated inside of the small, dark building, it was as if the air itself were alight with fire, like he’d awoken in a sauna instead of out in the Wyoming mountains. 
 
    “Ah, you decided to wake up,” a voice said, and Jack tensed a bit, not realizing someone else was in the room with him. Sitting upright, he tried to catch his breath, resting on one palm. Beneath his hand was a bed of soft fur and as he looked down, he saw that he was sitting on some sort of animal hide. Looking up to the ceiling of the structure, he saw several wooden supports bent and woven together, more animal hides stretched between them, sealing the gaps and enclosing the space. 
 
    “Where—where am I?” he asked groggily. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “It’s midmorning. We found you last night. Bleeding and injured in the woods. After you attacked us, we almost left you there, but figured we’d be the bigger men.” 
 
    Jack twisted slightly, wincing at the pain, and looked over at the two men who were inside the structure with him. One was an elderly man, a long sleeve of gray hair spilling from his narrow scalp and drifting over his shoulders. The second man’s hair was equally long, but darker, his face at least twenty years less wizened by age.  
 
    Jack could tell immediately the two men were Native American, and like him, appeared to be dressed in nothing but a wrapped cloth from the waist to mid-thigh, their skin glistening with a layer of sweat. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Jack asked, his voice still faint and somewhat weak. 
 
    “You were in a bad way when we found you,” the older man said. He gestured to the strangely shaped building above them. “These sweat lodges, sometimes they help with the healing. They certainly don’t hurt.” 
 
    Jack ran a hand through his damp hair, and started to get up, but winced again and sat back down hard. 
 
    “Hey, hey, white boy, take it easy,” the older man said, getting to his feet and moving toward him. “I gave you a little cocktail,” he said. “Some echinacea for your fever, and we cleaned out your wounds, packed them with some more gauze, added some crushed leaves and clean spring water. Should help keep the wound closed until you can get stitches. We don’t have an actual hospital in this village. We depend on the city for that.” He looked around the hut, glancing back at the second man. “Or we did, anyway. Don’t trust them these days.” 
 
    “Don’t blame you,” Jack said. “Cheyenne’s not a friendly place. That’s where this happened.” He gestured toward the bandaged wound on his left side. “Lucky I made it out alive—” As he said these words, an image of Trevor appeared in his mind, the young man bent over the hood of the Humvee, an older soldier with a pistol pointed to his head. 
 
    “Shit,” Jack hissed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Friend of mine,” Jack replied. “I was in Cheyenne with him. He didn’t make it out.” 
 
    “His spirit flies with the eagle,” the older man said with a nod. “We should all be so lucky.” 
 
    “Didn’t look very lucky from my vantage point,” Jack said. “He was a good kid. Deserved better. I’m going to have to tell his parents when I get back.” 
 
    “Get back to where?” the younger man asked. “The way you were wandering aimlessly through the woods, we figured you didn’t know where you were going.” 
 
    “West,” Jack replied. “I need to head west.” 
 
    “There’s not much out west,” the older man said. “Just mountains, a narrow valley, more trees. This is all Sioux country out here.” 
 
    “There’s a small town to the west,” Jack replied, being purposefully cagey about what he said, not knowing how much he should share with the two men in the lodge. 
 
    To his surprise, they looked at each other after he said these words, a strange, knowing glance exchanged between them. 
 
    “No town,” the older man said, turning toward him. “Nothing out there but rocks.” 
 
    Jack grimaced as he stretched. 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about,” Jack said, meeting the man’s glare. “I could tell by the look in your eyes.” 
 
    The old man laced his fingers together, holding them at his waist as he continued searching Jack with his eyes, the alert, dark pupils scrolling up and down the young man, as if he could detect a lie simply by sight. 
 
    “Who do you seek?” the older man asked. 
 
    “There are a lot of people,” Jack said, “not just one. I have urgent news to bring back to them. I can’t just sit here.” 
 
    “We knew two men who lived in that direction,” the old man said. “The two leaders of this…place you talk about. Tell us their names.” 
 
    Jack looked back and forth between them. 
 
    “Carter and Phillips?” he asked quietly, tensed and ready for some sort of resistance. 
 
    Almost immediately the chiseled expression on the old man’s face softened and he smiled broadly. 
 
    “So you’re from Stone Sword,” the old man said. “We wondered, but did not want to assume.” 
 
    “You know about Stone Sword?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Of course! Carter and Phillips are friends of ours. We’ve helped each other quite a bit over the years. When you get back there, tell Carter that Teetonka and Anoki say hello.” 
 
    Jack looked down at the floor, shifting slightly in pain. 
 
    “What?” Teetonka asked. 
 
    “Colonel Carter—he’s dead,” Jack said quietly. “Killed in an attack a short time ago.” 
 
    Teetonka shook his head, the gray hair sliding from his shoulders. 
 
    “This world,” he said quietly. “It has already taken so much, yet just continues to take and take.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “That it does.” 
 
    “You mentioned,” Anoki said, leaning forward slightly, while sitting on his rock, “that you had to get back. There was something urgent you needed to tell them.” 
 
    Jack nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Yeah. Like, really important.” 
 
    Anoki stood from the rock and strode forward, across the uneven ground of the sweat lodge, extending his hand. Jack took it and grunted as the young man helped him to his feet. Teetonka approached and lowered into a crouch, checking his wounds. 
 
    “What has you so worried, young man?” the gray-haired man asked, still investigating the bandages. 
 
    “The reason we were in Cheyenne—we were doing some surveillance on the military presence there. We have reason to believe that they plan on mounting an attack on Stone Sword.” 
 
    Teetonka looked up at him, concern further weathering his already careworn eyes. 
 
    “What makes you say this?” 
 
    “In the days after the disaster,” Jack said, “in an attempt to foster good will and unity amongst the population, Mayor Phillips started doing some radio broadcasts. The results were good, but we also got on the government’s radar.” 
 
    Teetonka nodded. 
 
    “Since then it’s just gotten worse. Someone with knowledge of the situation sought refuge in our compound, and we brought her in. The government found out and now perceives us as a threat to national security.” 
 
    “The more things change, the more things remain the same.” He looked at Jack. “It is the way of things. Of the establishment, in whatever form it takes. They fear those with different views. Different opinions. Make us out to be inferior. Even evil.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Well, now they’ve got a couple of Blackhawk attack helicopters and I’m pretty sure they’re planning on launching an assault any day now. I only hope they haven’t yet.” 
 
    “We would have heard or seen them had they come through here,” Anoki said. He was packing up a bag and Jack noticed that it was actually his bag. A neatly folded pile of clothes sat on a rock next to it. “We have your gear here,” Anoki continued, gesturing to the backpack. “Weapons, medical kit, blankets, everything we found you with.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said. “I am sorry to get you in the middle of this. That wasn’t my intention.” 
 
    Anoki handed the clothes to Jack. 
 
    “We are already in the middle of this,” he said. “We have been for two hundred years.” 
 
    “Get dressed,” Teetonka advised, nodding to the pile of clothes. “Meet us out in the village as soon as you are able. We can talk about how to get you back home.” 
 
    Jack nodded, watching the two men as they stepped out of the sweat lodge and left him alone with his clothes and his bag. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack stepped from the sweat lodge and looked around him. Rain continued to fall, but there was a bustle of activity throughout the small village. Several small structures were in view from where he stood, a rock-covered clearing with the remains of a bonfire sat in the center of this small section of the village. There were at least a dozen people milling around, some of them in rain jackets, but most of them without, operating in the rain as if it were sunny and seventy degrees. 
 
    He saw a pair of old pickup trucks, one of the men without a raincoat easing a fuel can up into the opened tank near the rear of the bed. Several others were gathered in groups, talking amongst themselves. As he strode out into the clearing, several heads turned, eyes looking in his direction, and he slowed, feeling as though a blinding spotlight had illuminated him against a darkened canvas. 
 
    “Close your mouths, boys!” Teetonka shouted, waving his hand, his gray hair bobbing. “We got us a Stone Sword citizen in our midst!” 
 
    Heads turned and expressions slackened some, murmuring conversation happening throughout the crowd. 
 
    “Quit your gaping and gather around!” 
 
    Everyone in the crowd nodded and stepped forward, building an oblong circle around Teetonka who stood at the center. He was clearly an important representative of the village and a man who commanded respect. 
 
    “Listen to me, boys and girls,” he said, putting a hand on Jack’s back. “This kid might look like your typical soldier boy, but he’s not. He just risked his life to go into Cheyenne and bring back important information for the group at Stone Sword. His buddy was shot and killed in the city, and we’re gonna help him get back, understand?” 
 
    Heads nodded all around and the gray-haired man turned toward Jack. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with a nod. “I barely got out of Cheyenne with my life, and I think you all deserve to know, too: the military detachment seems to be ready to use Blackhawk attack choppers, even in the storms. They were prepping them at the Air Force base in Cheyenne, but haven’t used them yet—” 
 
    “Is that why they attacked Denver?” a voice asked from the crowd. Jack squinted as he looked into the dozens of faces. 
 
    “Denver?” he asked. 
 
    “Heard it on the radio. A few survivors from the airport said they came in there and steamrolled them. Stole a bunch of trucks full of Jet-A fuel and took off with ’em!” 
 
    “Is that trouble?” Teetonka asked. 
 
    Jack nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Big trouble.” 
 
    The old man nodded. 
 
    “All right! Step away from the truck!” He gestured toward the pickup truck that the men were filling with gas. “Our boy here is gonna take this truck. He needs to get west pronto, you understand me?” 
 
    Heads nodded again and the crowd parted slightly, making a path to the truck. Anoki stepped from the group, holding out Jack’s AR-15 and his backpack, and the young man accepted them with a nod. He slung the pack over both shoulders, then hung the rifle from his right on its own strap. 
 
    “Sir, you don’t have to—” Jack started to say, but Teetonka cut him off with a firm shake of his head. 
 
    “If you’re right and they have those helicopters, we are in as much danger as you. If they wipe out Stone Sword, what’s to stop them from coming after us next? We’ve seen it before.” 
 
    Jack nodded and Teetonka gestured to someone, speaking something in a language Jack couldn’t understand. A moment later a hand extended from the crowd and gave the old man a small slip of paper and a pencil, and he bent over, using his thigh as a backboard. Jotting something down, he folded the paper and slipped it into Jack’s chest pocket. 
 
    “We have a ham radio,” he said, looking the young man in the eyes. “We listen on that frequency.” He stabbed the pocket with a withered finger. “You need us, you call us, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll pass this along to Mayor Phillips,” Jack said, nodding. 
 
    “Good boy,” Teetonka said, patting him on the shoulder. “Now go. Get back home. Spread the word. We need to be ready.” 
 
    Jack nodded once again, then turned and strode toward the truck. One of the other men gathered around held out a hand, a set of keys pinched between his fingers. Jack took them and dumped his pack on the passenger seat, then set the rifle on the floor, easing himself into the driver’s seat. 
 
    He slammed the door and looked out through the window, meeting eyes with Teetonka for one more time, then he gunned the old truck’s engine and took off, the tires kicking wet gravel behind them. 
 
    # 
 
    F.E. Warren Air Force Base 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
    Colonel Lancaster paced back and forth inside the large hangar, his chin tucked tight to his chest as his knuckles whitened, the handset gripped tightly in one fist. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Willoughby, I understand,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “I’m not sure you do!” Willoughby replied, his terse words masked by the hiss of static. “The UN representatives embarrassed me in front of the entire assembly. America is a laughingstock.” 
 
    “So you’ve said,” Lancaster replied, “but I’m not sure wiping a small town in Wyoming off the map is going to fix that.” 
 
    “It will take that off our plate so we can focus on other things, Colonel. We need to shift. To start thinking beyond combat operations and toward rebuilding. As long as Stone Sword is stuck in my craw, and as long as Cameron Pike and Laura Park are out there sowing the seeds of discontent, we can’t pay attention to what’s really important.” 
 
    “Do we even know if Pike is still alive?” Lancaster asked. “He’s been MIA for well over a month. For all we know, he could be dead in a ditch somewhere along the way, if he even headed toward Wyoming to begin with.” 
 
    “I’m not taking that chance,” Willoughby said. “I know where he was headed. He’s resourceful. Frustratingly so. I want that entire compound razed to the ground.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lancaster replied. “Our operation in Denver was successful, as I reported. We should have plenty of fuel to top off the Blackhawk tanks, and we’ve cobbled together enough for our ground support as well. We’re just finalizing some logistics, then I think we’re ready to go.” 
 
    “That’s good news, Colonel,” Willoughby replied. “Our nation is at a breaking point. These rains—even among the surviving cities, now we’re dealing with flooding throughout the southeast and along the Mississippi River delta. Our nation has been crippled and for every step we take forward, suddenly we’re stumbling back five.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Lancaster replied. He rolled his eyes, knowing that Willoughby couldn’t see the gesture. Flooding wasn’t his problem. Rain wasn’t his problem. He was doing what he was supposed to be doing. Didn’t Willoughby have other people to deal with the natural disasters? 
 
    “Are you dispatching FEMA to the impacted flood zones?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    Willoughby huffed on the other end. 
 
    “FEMA is in shambles, Colonel. We’ve stretched them so thin trying to assist in the recovery from the plane crashes that there’s barely anything left. We have no money—the stock market is more or less non-existent, and the Federal Reserve has put a hold on spending while we try and calculate the immense cost of rebuilding efforts. FEMA has no supplies and they have no available personnel.” 
 
    Lancaster gently rubbed his temples. The disaster had struck three months ago and there were days that it felt like absolutely no progress had been made in those three months. If anything, there were days that it felt worse now than it was initially. Any progress they were making was reverse progress. 
 
    But that was out of his control. The only thing he could control was the attack on Stone Sword, and by God, he would do whatever he could to make sure that, at least, was successful. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, sir,” Lancaster said, “I need to go continue preparations. We’d like to launch the attack within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, hopefully closer to twenty-four. There’s a lot of work to do before then.” 
 
    “Very well,” Willoughby said. “I look forward to hearing the results of your operation.” 
 
    Lancaster opened his mouth to reply, but the radio signal cut into silence before he could say another word. Drawing in a deep breath, he reached over and set the handset down on its cradle, trying to steady himself for the next day’s work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let me see what we’ve got here again,” Laura said, running her fingers through her hair and looking Roxie in the eye as the younger girl closed the small notepad and handed it over. 
 
    “I hope you’re smarter than I am,” Roxie said, shaking her head. “I’ve read it several times through, and for all the revelations I was expecting—” 
 
    “The answer’s in here,” Laura said. “We know it is.” She opened the notebook and set it on the table, pinning the two covers down with her hands as she tried to focus. 
 
    Thoughts of Helen were almost all-consuming. Every moment the image of her young daughter would solidify in her mind. The bandage-wrapped head, the shaved swath of dark hair, the burns up and down her right arm. 
 
    Her narrow, prone form lying in the too-big hospital bed. A girl, strong, smart and tough, reduced to a hundred and twenty pounds of frail and damaged child. She was struggling to focus, forcing herself to concentrate on what was in front of her, but the images of her broken and burned daughter were nearly impossible to ignore. 
 
    “This is the important part,” Roxie said, pointing to a section on the page streaked with Jasmine’s dried blood. “It’s a—” She turned to Pike. “What’s it called?” 
 
    “IP address,” Pike replied. “It’s basically a series of numbers that represent a network location. We believe it’s the portal to the Heatshield administration software.” 
 
    “Right,” Laura agreed. She looked at the numbers and tapped the keyboard, bringing up a login screen on the laptop. There was a prompt for a username and password and Roxie reached over, flipping the pages backwards until she found a “un” in the upper left corner of a page and a series of characters written beneath. 
 
    “We figure that ‘un’ means username,” Roxie said and Laura nodded, typing that information into the username field. “Then,” Roxie continued, flipping the pages back the other direction until, near the last page of the notebook, there was a “pw” written in the upper corner. 
 
    “Not very sophisticated code-breaking,” Laura said and Roxie shrugged. 
 
    “I mean, Jasmine wanted us to find this. She just wanted to put a couple of small obstacles in the way.” 
 
    Laura typed in the password as written on the page and the login screen froze in place for a few moments. She sat back in the chair, looking at the conference room table. The extendable satellite dish was perched in the center of the large Formica table, the few people around seated in some of the chairs. Along with her, Roxie, Pike and Selanda watched in rapt attention from nearby. 
 
    Footsteps echoed down the hall and Laura lifted her head, watching the door, her muscles tensing. Tristan and Shawna emerged in the opened doorway, nodding as they ventured inside. They were both holding paper bags and they made their way to the table and set the bags down on an empty section. 
 
    “Some late lunch,” Shawna said. “Very late lunch.”  
 
    “Late lunch is better than no lunch,” Laura said with a smile, grabbing one of the bags and pulling it toward her. She glared at the laptop screen, which was still frozen on login. “This is taking forever.” 
 
    “Satellite communication isn’t like terrestrial fiber,” Pike said. “Shooting packets up into orbit then waiting for them to come back takes a little time.” 
 
    Laura reached into the bag and pulled out a small metal container with a cover on it. 
 
    “I need to bring those back to the mess hall,” Shawna said, looking at her. “Don’t lose ’em.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Laura replied and pried off the cover, revealing what appeared to be chicken stock with potato, beans, and tiny shreds of actual white meat chicken in it. She reached back into the bag and retrieved some silverware as others around the table helped themselves. 
 
    As she spooned the third mouthful of stew between her lips, there was a static-filled blip on the screen and suddenly the login screen faded away, revealing a separate window of various controls and text fields. 
 
    Laura’s eyes widened and she dropped her bowl to the table with a metallic clatter. 
 
    “We’re in,” she said quietly. “We’re freaking in!” 
 
    Roxie dropped her own bowl and shot up from her chair, coming around behind Laura and glaring down at the screen. 
 
    “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” she said, fingers curling around the back of Laura’s chair. “We didn’t get this far before! I swear we tried this like twenty times today.” 
 
    “Satellite might have just been out of orbit,” Pike said, joining the two of them, situating himself right behind Laura. 
 
    “Or maybe I’ve got the magic touch, you big killjoy,” Laura said, rolling her eyes. Selanda joined the group, crossing her arms and looking down over Laura’s shoulder at the various fields, buttons and data scrolling by on the screen. 
 
    Shawna and Tristan exchanged a look and decided to stick around and see what the buzz was about. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Laura said excitedly, tapping her fingers on the table. “I can understand some of this.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” Roxie said, “because it might as well be Latin to my eyes.” 
 
    “See right here?” Laura asked, pointing to several lines of text at the top of the screen. Selanda leaned forward, looking more closely. 
 
    “Orbital velocity?” she asked. “How quickly the satellite network is orbiting the atmosphere?” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Then here is their current altitude. One is dependent on the other. They have to maintain a certain speed in order to maintain their altitude and orbit.” 
 
    “Is there, like, a kill switch or anything?” Roxie asked. “Some sort of emergency shut down?” 
 
    Laura shook her head.  
 
    “Not nearly that easy, I’m afraid.” 
 
    For several moments, she scrolled through the screens, patiently waiting as the lagging satellite connection took several seconds to refresh each configuration screen. She sighed and leaned back slightly in the chair, clasping her hands together. 
 
    “So,” she began, “this is—” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to finish what she was saying. The door banged open, drawing all of their eyes toward the opening between the conference room and the hallway outside. Yvonne Perez stood in the door, flanked by Mac, Dr. Vickland, and several other people who Laura didn’t immediately recognize.  
 
    “That’s just about enough of that,” Yvonne said. “It’s time to shut this operation down—for good.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Yvonne, what’s the meaning of this?” Shawna asked, stepping toward the group. “We had this conversation earlier. I thought everyone agreed that we could set up shop in here.” 
 
    “That was your idea, not mine,” Yvonne said. 
 
    “This hospital provides critical services to our patients,” Dr. Vickland said from behind Yvonne. “This infernal machine is leeching solar power from our reserve batteries—power that may not last much longer if this weather gets worse!” 
 
    “Doctor, please,” Laura said, gesturing to the laptop. “We’re on the verge of a breakthrough—” 
 
    “A breakthrough?” Yvonne asked. “Like the breakthrough you were on the verge of when you brought the world to near-disaster?” 
 
    “Hey!” Pike shouted. “That’s not fair—” 
 
    “What’s not fair is two of the people who created this mess doing God only knows what with this laptop, thinking they’re saving the world! That’s what got us here in the first place!” Yvonne’s face was a deep shade of crimson. 
 
    “Laura,” Shawna said, looking at her. “Keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    Laura nodded and returned her gaze to the screen, her fingers navigating the touchpad and keyboard. 
 
    “Yvonne, let’s talk about this outside,” Shawna continued, gesturing toward the hallway. 
 
    “No,” Yvonne hissed. “Enough is enough. We need everyone on the same page. We can’t afford little splinter groups doing their own thing.” 
 
    Shawna leaned to the right, glancing past them into the hallway. 
 
    “I don’t see Mayor Phillips here,” she said. “Does he even know you’re here?” 
 
    “Shawna, look,” Yvonne said, her voice lower, “I know you think you’re helping, but you’re not. We really need you on our side here. You’ve seen the crops. You know what dire straits we’re in.” 
 
    “I do,” Shawna acknowledged, “which is why we need to let them do their work. They’re trying to fix this.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Mac growled from behind Yvonne. “We don’t know these people. How can we trust—” 
 
    “You know me, Mac!” Laura barked, glancing up from the screen. “You know my sister. Remember that concussion you got two weeks ago working down in those tunnels? Who helped you?” 
 
    “Yeah, and what good are you doing now?” Mac demanded. “Instead of helping your sister, you’re shacked up in here with your government boyfriend and that stupid machine!” 
 
    Laura opened her mouth to reply, but Pike put a hand on her shoulder and refocused her on the screen. Her fingers continued their graceful dance on the keyboard. 
 
    Shawna held up her hands. 
 
    “Things are getting a little hot in here. Can we agree to just step outside and—” 
 
    “No, we can’t!” Mac said and pushed his way past both Yvonne and Shawna, bulling his way into the room. “Get off that computer, girl,” he said, pointing a finger. “Get off it, or I swear—” 
 
    Laura ignored him, her narrowed eyes focused, her fingers pounding harder. 
 
    “Buddy, you need to step away,” Pike said, walking around the back of Laura’s chair to intercept Mac as he approached. Mac reacted swiftly and violently, moving so abruptly that nobody could anticipate what he was doing, especially not Pike. 
 
    His right fist swept forward, skimming just over Laura’s head and blasted into Pike’s left cheek, snapping his head around and sending him stumbling. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” Shawna screamed, closing her fists and turning toward him. Yvonne and Dr. Vickland moved into the room, clamping their fingers around Shawna’s shoulders, holding her back. At the same time, Roxie charged around the table toward Mac. 
 
    “Get away from her!” 
 
    Laura stabbed a few more keys, held her finger aloft for a moment, then drilled it down on the enter key, her eyes widening. 
 
    Mac grabbed her chair and swung hard, toppling her out of where she was sitting, throwing the chair and Laura to the floor between him and the approaching Roxie. 
 
    Laura grunted hard as she struck the wood, sprawling to her left in a clumsy roll as the chair thudded down next to her. Mac turned toward the laptop. 
 
    “Dammit, don’t do it!” Shawna screamed so loud, her voice was raw. 
 
    “No!” Laura screamed, reaching up from where she lay on the floor, watching helplessly as Mac reached for the laptop, curling his fingers tight around the edges of the screen. 
 
    “Please!” Roxie shouted, twisting around to look at him. “My dad died for—” 
 
    Mac yanked the laptop from the table and threw it hard, slamming it against the far wall. It struck with a sharp, shattering crack, spraying tiny fragments of black plastic and shards of broken LCD screen in a wide arc from its point of impact. 
 
    The entire room was plunged into a sudden and immediate silence. Spiderweb cracks expanded along the wall as the laptop dropped from where it struck, clattering to the ground, one of the hinges popping, leaving it resting at an oblong angle, surrounded by its own busted fragments. 
 
    “How could you?” Shawna asked, glaring at Mac. 
 
    “Look here, little girl,” Mac snarled, stepping forward and jabbing a finger toward her. Shawna moved immediately, slipping within his range of motion and grabbing his finger with her left hand. She pressed up and back, the bones in his index finger snapping like narrow, dry twigs. He gasped and she wedged her shoulder into his chest, then swiveled, throwing him over her back, and sending him slamming hard to the floor, rattling the shelves. 
 
    “Dammit!” one of the men in the crowd shouted and began to work his way through. Suddenly a figure emerged in the hallway, darkened in shadow, reaching out and grabbing the would-be attacker around the neck. He was dragged back into the hall and as Laura picked herself up, she saw Joel slam him in the gut with a fierce punch, then follow up with a left cross, knocking his jaw out of place and throwing him to the ground. 
 
    “Wrong move, bucko!” another man said, and Laura reached down, feeling the hot burst of fury blossom just under her skin. Grabbing the chair that had fallen to the floor next to her, she wrenched it from its spot and twisted, tossing it into the air. Yvonne scrambled out of the way, but the chair collided with Dr. Vickland, sending him sprawling backwards, crashing into two of the other men in the group. 
 
    Chaos ensued. Voices shouted and screamed, figures lurched back up, Joel waded into the thick of it, trying to hold a man back from bursting back into the conference room. Roxie was huddled over the broken laptop, trying to collect the broken pieces, using her free hand to wipe away tears as she piled together broken plastic with the other. 
 
    Another man broke free from the group and charged in, Shawna latching her fingers around the man’s collar and twisting, sending him sprawling over the conference room table. 
 
    “Stop!” a voice shouted, but it was impossible to tell who. Laura looked out in the hallway, watching as figures scrambled up from the ground, picking themselves up after being knocked down by the chair. Joel leaped in from out of view and tackled another man to the ground as Mac barged out into the hall to confront him. 
 
    “Dammit, Joel! Don’t make me—” 
 
    Joel shoved him before he could finish speaking, knocking him back against a wall just moments before another man lunged toward him and wrapped lanky arms around his neck, dragging him down. 
 
    “Stop!” a voice screamed again, even louder, but still chaos rained out in the hallway and in the conference room. Yvonne loomed over Shawna, descending upon her with closed fists, but Tristan got in the way, standing between them, holding the older woman back. 
 
    “Now then, Ms. Yvonne, I won’t hit a lady, but right this minute you’re not acting like a lady, so I might just make an exception—” 
 
    There was a flat clap in the hallway, an echoing report and everyone inside the conference room halted in mid-swing and mid-motion. 
 
    As the sound’s echo faded, Laura’s eyes widened. It had been a gunshot. She was certain of it. 
 
    “Dammit, I said stop.” The voice was no longer a scream, just a low, firm command, etched in the stone of leadership. Laura froze, looking out into the hallway as people stood, their hands dropping to their sides, slowly stepping back. 
 
    Major Valley approached, coming even with the opened door and Laura could see the pistol held in his right hand, a thin wisp of smoke spiraling up from the barrel. 
 
    “You’re all going to stay calm,” he said firmly, “or the next shot doesn’t go in the ceiling, you got me?” 
 
    Heads nodded all around. Making his way through the open door, he met eyes with Yvonne and held them there for a long, uncomfortable moment. 
 
    “These your friends, Ms. Perez?” 
 
    Yvonne nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t quite catch that,” Valley said. “Are these your friends?” 
 
    “Yessir,” Yvonne said. “They are my friends.” 
 
    “Round ’em up. Get them out of here.” 
 
    Yvonne nodded, though her face contorted into a look of scorn. 
 
    “I will tell Mayor Phillips about this.” 
 
    “Please do,” Valley said. “Trust me, I’ll be having a little talk with him myself.” 
 
    Yvonne set her jaw and stepped back from Tristan, looking around the conference room and out into the hallway. She made her way out, then turned down the hall and the assorted friends and neighbors she’d brought with her followed. The only one of her crowd remaining was Dr. Vickland. 
 
    “Get back to work, okay, Doc?” Major Valley said. “Clearly you don’t have to worry about this tiny little computer using a fraction of your solar energy anymore. Problem solved.” 
 
    Vickland hesitated for a moment, then finally nodded and left the room. 
 
    There was a pervasive, introspective silence within the four walls of the small meeting room, the only sound the soft, sniffing sobs of Roxie, who remained on the floor, staring haplessly at the pile of broken parts that used to be the laptop. 
 
    The shattered remains of her father’s memory. Any trace of his legacy smashed on the hard floor. 
 
    “Roxie, sweetheart,” Tristan said, coming around the table and making his way to her. “I’m so sorry, honey. Is it salvageable?” 
 
    Roxie sniffed hard, shaking her head. Tristan bent low, putting his arm around her back and easing her to her feet, hugging her close. She allowed herself to be comforted, resting her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Major,” Joel said quietly, massaging one of his fists. “That got a little…out of hand.” 
 
    “Seems to me that trouble has been brewing,” Major Valley said. “Hopefully that little skirmish got it out of people’s systems and we can all be on the same side again.” 
 
    “Computer’s wrecked,” Shawna said. “Hopefully that makes them happy at least.” 
 
    “Screw them and their happiness,” Roxie said, an uncharacteristic amount of venom in her voice. “They just took my father’s legacy and pissed all over it.” 
 
    She glowered down at the broken laptop and closed her eyes, balling both hands into fists. 
 
    “All of this work. This effort. All for nothing.” Fresh tears broke loose and tracked down her cheeks. 
 
    “Well,” Laura said, her voice soft. “Maybe not totally nothing.” 
 
    All heads turned and looked at her and she looked back at everyone, a crooked smile on her face. 
 
    “Before he grabbed the laptop, I had the chance to enter a few commands into the management suite.” 
 
    “You what?” Roxie asked, her eyes widening, the narrow tracks of her tears drying on her face. 
 
    “I accessed the orbital velocity settings. I, uhh—I think I slowed down the speed at which Heatshield moves across the Earth’s orbit.” 
 
    “Get the hell out of here,” Shawna said. 
 
    Laura shrugged, her eyes darting to the laptop. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t have a way to confirm that, though. With the…uhh…laptop destroyed and everything.” 
 
    Selanda gaped at her, walking over to Laura. 
 
    “Wait,” she said quietly. “If you slowed down the orbital velocity—” 
 
    “It could degrade the orbital altitude,” Pike finished. 
 
    “And what exactly does that mean for us stupid people in the audience?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “If the orbit degrades and the satellites re-enter Earth’s atmosphere at a steep enough angle,” Selanda explained, “they could burn up on re-entry.” 
 
    “Burn up?” Shawna asked. “Like—poof?” 
 
    “Like poof,” Laura replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Do you really think it worked?” Roxie asked, looking up to the ceiling as if she could somehow see the satellites in orbit. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Laura replied honestly. “And we may not know. Not for a while anyway.” Her eyes once again moved to the smashed laptop on the floor. “But I’m not sure there’s anything else we can do about it at this point.” 
 
    The room was silent for a long moment, the people uncertain if they should celebrate or mourn. 
 
    “Look,” Major Valley finally said, “it’s getting late. It’s been a crazy day. Let’s disperse for the night. Try and get some rest. We’ll get together tomorrow at some point and talk about this again when our adrenaline is a little lower and our minds are clearer. How does that sound?” 
 
    The assembled group nodded their agreement and Roxie swept her hand over her eyes again, wiping away fresh tears. Tristan came up next to her and guided her back out into the hallway, disappearing around the corner. 
 
    Laura eased herself down into the chair and swiveled, looking at the smashed laptop, then she bent over and began picking up the pieces. 
 
    “I’ll stay in here with her,” Pike said. “We’ll see if there’s anything salvageable here.” 
 
    “Get some rest,” Valley insisted, giving them a hard stare. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pike said. 
 
    The rest of the crew dispersed. Joel branched off, walking down to Helen’s room while the others walked out the front door and into the rainy evening. 
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    Shawna, Tristan, and Roxie ventured out into the rain, cinching their ponchos over their shoulders. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Tempers are hot,” Tristan replied. “Nerves are frayed. I’m not sure how else to explain it.” 
 
    “I thought this place was going to help us,” Roxie snapped. “They just seem like—I don’t know—so insular. We’re outsiders to them.” 
 
    “Well, we are outsiders,” Tristan said with a shrug. “They’ve existed as their own self-contained community for so long I’m not sure they really know how to be accepting of others outside their circle.” 
 
    “What about Jack and Laura? Joel and Helen? Even Major Valley? They seem to be accepting them.” 
 
    “Laura is Lindsey’s sister. She has a connection. And from what I’ve heard from Jack, he was definitely an outsider when he first arrived. Joel’s grandfather was practically a founding member of this place.” Shawna shrugged. “I don’t like it any more than you do, Roxie, but we have to play the hand we’ve been dealt.” 
 
    Roxie didn’t answer, but she looked up toward the sky, the rain spattering down on top and around her. Her slender frame was silhouetted in the darkness, a low rumble of thunder growling in the clouds overhead. Lightning streaked in the distance, a bright, white vein pulsing against the indigo horizon. In the reflection of the bright flash, Roxie looked very small. Almost withdrawn into herself. 
 
    “Do you think it worked?” she asked in a low voice. “What Laura did?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shawna replied, coming up next to the young girl and standing shoulder to shoulder with her. “I’m not sure we can know, at least not right away.” 
 
    “We still don’t even know what’s causing these storms. It might not even be Heatshield at this point, or maybe the damage has already been done.” Roxie’s voice was as small as her silhouette, quiet, almost inaudible against the slashing rain. 
 
    “There are things we can control and things beyond our control,” Tristan said, coming up on Roxie’s other side. “Trying to use technology to control God’s gift is what got us here—on that point, I sort of agree with what they were saying inside.” 
 
    “Tristan!” Roxie hissed, turning toward him. Tristan held up a hand. 
 
    “Hey, now, I didn’t say what they did was right. All you were trying to do was use technology to fix something that technology broke. I’m with you, okay? I just—I can kind of understand where they were coming from.” 
 
    Shawna chuckled, shaking her head. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Roxie asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “I used to watch all these videos online. People who got into fights—you know, Black Friday, stuff like that. Always thought it was so ridiculous. Yet here we are.” 
 
    Roxie smiled softly. 
 
    “Dude. You totally flipped that asshole right over the table. That was awesome.” 
 
    Shawna’s light chuckle got louder. 
 
    “Are you celebrating violence?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Shawna replied. “Sorry if that offends you.” 
 
    Tristan’s steely resolve broke and he started laughing as well. 
 
    “Sheeeit, lady, you were kickin’ ass in there. That deserves some celebration!” 
 
    They laughed harder, their jubilation lost among the sounds of the heavy rains. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Shawna said, finally catching her breath. “Yvonne is going to make my life freaking miserable from now on, I suspect. Not looking forward to that.” 
 
    The laughter eased a bit at that comment. 
 
    “Are—are you sure we should stick around?” Roxie asked. “I mean…we came here for the laptop’s sake, right?” 
 
    “And for Tristan’s sunrise over the mountains,” Shawna clarified, nodding to the man. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t seem like either of those things are happening right now,” Roxie said. 
 
    Shawna brushed a stray lock of hair from her forehead, tucking it back under her soaked hood. 
 
    “Community is important,” she said. “I’m not sure I realized how important. When the Stronghold was attacked, I wasn’t just upset about the loss of our supplies or the deaths of our friends, I was upset because they broke apart our community. It would be way too easy to withdraw from society, to hunker down in a cave somewhere and just worry about ourselves. But I think part of what helps rebuild humanity after a disaster like this is neighbors looking after neighbors. People helping each other. Towns coming together and pooling their resources. The feeling that you’re working for something, not just your own survival, but the future of the entire group that surrounds you.” 
 
    “I gotta say,” Roxie said with a shrug, “didn’t feel much like a community an hour ago when they were in there throwing punches.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “That happens. But, you know, part of being in a community is recognizing your differences and accepting that there will be conflict. You can’t measure strength by looking at your weakest moment. You need to look at what happens afterwards. How you react to it.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Roxie replied. “Running away isn’t the right reaction?” 
 
    Shawna shook her head. 
 
    “It never is,” she said. “Lord knows, I’ve tried. Even before all this happened. All it ever got me was back where I started.” Shawna extended her arm and placed it over Roxie’s shoulders, pulling her close, giving her a half-embrace. The young girl rested her hood-covered head on Shawna’s shoulder. 
 
    “Your dad would have been so proud of you, kid,” Shawna said. Roxie sniffed hard and nodded, wiping away at her nose with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I hope so. Even if it was all for nothing.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Tristan said. 
 
    Roxie gestured at the air around them. 
 
    “It’s raining harder than ever. Lightning’s still striking every few minutes. Whatever Laura did didn’t work. Or maybe she didn’t do it like she thought she did.” 
 
    “Give it time,” Tristan said. “Just give it time.” 
 
    Voices suddenly carried over the rain-hammered air. Roxie lifted her head from Shawna’s shoulder and looked out toward the source of the noise. 
 
    “Did you guys hear that?” she asked. 
 
    Shawna nodded almost absently. 
 
    “Something’s happening over there,” she said. “I think that’s over by the eastern gate.” Instinctively she brought her hand to the small of her back, touching the handle of the pistol she had slipped in her waistband. Tristan checked his raincoat pocket and looked at her, nodding, confirming that his trusty Beretta M9 was in easy reach. The three of them took off at a jog, running down the street cutting through downtown Malcolm, making their way past the town hall and residential dwellings, moving toward the eastern entrance. 
 
    Headlights were visible through the bars of the iron gate and Shawna could make out the shape of a pickup truck. 
 
    “Someone get Major Valley!” a voice screamed in the night, one of the sentries calling back to someone. For a moment, Shawna considered following the order, but she saw another shadowed figure near the brush by the entrance stand, rifle in hand. He turned and sprinted off at a full run. 
 
    More excited voices murmured from the gate, four shadows illuminated by the headlights, one of them gesturing wildly. A sentry broke free from the group and went to the barrier, unlatching it and sliding open the access door. A second shadow moved back to the pickup truck and a moment later the vehicle gunned to life, then rolled through the entrance, coming to a slow, rattling halt just on the other side of the gate. 
 
    As the sentry closed the gate behind the truck, the driver’s side door opened and a figure stepped out. 
 
    Roxie gasped, pressing a hand to her chest. 
 
    “Jack!” she shouted. The figure straightened, then turned, craning his head forward. 
 
    Roxie ran, breaking loose of Shawna and running across the grass-covered ground. She hit Jack at a full sprint, wrapping her arms tight around his neck, and he reciprocated, hugging her close. He stumbled slightly and drew in a sharp, pained breath. 
 
    Roxie stepped back, letting him go. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, looking at him. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Jack nodded as Shawna and Tristan approached. 
 
    “Good to see you back,” Tristan said, slapping Jack on the shoulder. 
 
    “Glad I made it, Big T,” Jack said. 
 
    Shawna craned her neck, looking into the cab of the truck. 
 
    “You took Trevor with you, right?” she asked. The sentries were approaching from the other side, two young men in camouflage carrying AR-15s. 
 
    Jack lowered his head and shook it. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Roxie said, putting a hand to her lips. “Trevor?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “They saw us. I barely escaped. Trevor was—” He closed his eyes. “They executed him. In the street, like a damned dog.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Shawna hissed. Jack gestured toward his left side. 
 
    “I took a shot, but thankfully it went through clean. Hurts like crazy, but I’m a lot better off than him.” 
 
    “Come on,” Roxie said, putting a hand to his back and guiding him along. “Let’s get you to the medical center. Have Dr. Vickland look you ov—” 
 
    “I don’t have time for that,” Jack interrupted. “I need to talk to Major Valley. I need to talk to him right now.” 
 
    # 
 
    Less than fifteen minutes later, the conversation reconvened inside the town hall. Roxie hugged herself, her eyes scanning the large room where they’d spent so much time trying to solve the puzzle contained within the laptop. Jack sat on one of the tables, gingerly favoring his left ribs while Major Valley and Sergeant Bills leaned against another table, watching him. 
 
    Valley’s arms were crossed over his broad chest and Bills hovered nearby, using the crutches that Laura had used at one point to hold up her weakened frame, still recovering from shrapnel wounds. 
 
    Mayor Phillips had joined the group, standing off to the side, giving Jack and Valley the opportunity to lead the conversation. 
 
    Shawna and Tristan had followed the group into the town hall as well, mostly because they weren’t sure what else to do. 
 
    Jack sighed, rubbing his wet hair with his hands. 
 
    “Can you start by telling us a little more about Trevor?” Kramer asked. “I’m going to need to talk to his family.” 
 
    Jack nodded, clearing his throat. 
 
    “We approached Warren Air Force Base from the west, finding most of the compound abandoned. We witnessed two large items covered by tarps on the tarmac of the center section, near the main hangar. Even with the binoculars we couldn’t get a clear view, so we decided to move a bit closer.” 
 
    Valley met eyes with Kramer for a moment but remained quiet so Jack could speak. 
 
    “We made our way around, just east of the tarmac, and took up position in a row of trees where we could get a better angle. In retrospect we were probably a little too close, and they spotted us, forcing us to make a hasty exit.” 
 
    “Did they catch Trevor at that point?” Valley asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “We ran north, toward the street, and they converged on our position with military vehicles. I managed to slip by, but Trevor didn’t quite make it. They caught and held him while I continued to move north.” 
 
    “But you’re sure they killed him?” Kramer asked. 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “I had my rifle and I was turning around to figure out what was happening—to decide what to do next. I didn’t want to just leave him. As I was watching, one of the soldiers pinned him to the hood of a Humvee and shot him. In the head.” 
 
    Valley closed his eyes, his jaw tightening. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Then I ran. I’d taken a shot,” he gestured toward his injury, “but I knew if they caught me, they’d do the same thing to me. I ran north through a prairie and stumbled upon a City of Cheyenne maintenance shed. Set an ambush and managed to escape on an old four-wheeler in the shed. Just barely made it out.” 
 
    “Impressive work, son,” Kramer said. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “I—I should have found a way to help Trevor,” he said quietly. “He didn’t have to die. There had to have been a better way.” 
 
    “You can’t beat yourself up about that,” Valley said. “Things happen in combat. Some things you can control, some things you can’t. You both did what you thought was right. Trevor made the choice, too. You didn’t force him to do anything. He knew the risks.” 
 
    Roxie moved closer to Jack and rubbed his back gently. 
 
    “Were you prepared to die?” Roxie asked. 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “I—don’t know. Is anyone my age ever prepared to die? I mean, as soldiers, I guess you’ve always got that in the back of your head, but it’s always some vague thing. A shadow. Not reality.” 
 
    “Trevor didn’t blame you,” Roxie said. “Trust me, okay? He was willing to give himself up to make sure at least one of you got away.” 
 
    “So talk to me about what you saw on the tarmac,” Valley continued. 
 
    Jack shifted uncomfortably on the table, grimacing in pain as he tried to move his injured side. 
 
    “The items covered under tarps were two UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters. Each one had door-mounted fifty calibers and rocket pods under the wings.” 
 
    Valley stroked his chin, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’m not even sure where he found those,” he said. “Even if he did, though, there was likely no fuel for them around. Or limited fuel, anyway.” 
 
    “That brings me to the second part of my story,” Jack said and Valley nodded, falling silent. 
 
    “The ATV ran out of gas, I don’t even remember exactly where. I had to shelter in place there for a night, then ventured out on foot. Ran into a couple of Native Americans—part of the local Sioux tribe.” 
 
    “Teetonka?” Kramer asked. “He’s the village elder.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “He said—he told me to pass on his greetings.” 
 
    Kramer nodded, but remained silent. 
 
    “Anyway, while I was there, they said they heard a radio broadcast out of Denver. There was a military raid on Denver International—they stole a few trucks worth of Jet-A.” 
 
    “Shit,” Valley said, his eyes closing. “Blackhawk turbines take Jet-A,” he said. “If they’ve got enough fuel to take off and enough ammunition for the weapons systems, they could effectively launch at any time.” 
 
    “Realistically,” Kramer said, looking at Valley, “if they come at us with two Blackhawks, what can we do?” 
 
    “With two Blackhawks they could raze this entire compound,” Valley said. “They could come at us from almost any direction, and those Hellfire rocket pods would decimate any ground forces, not to mention the door-mounted fifties.” 
 
    “Eastern gate won’t mean a damn thing either,” Bills said. “Not when they can fly right over it.” 
 
    “They had a bunch of Humvees, too” Jack continued, “and plenty of infantry. I counted at least two dozen men while I was there. I don’t know if they’re sending them all at us, but—” 
 
    “Blackhawks can hold a dozen men each,” Valley said. “They could attack us from the air, then set down and drop twenty-five soldiers right in the middle of town.” 
 
    “They could,” Shawna said. “Does that mean they would?” 
 
    Valley considered the question for a moment. 
 
    “If it were anyone else,” he began, “I wouldn’t be so sure. I mean—Blackhawk attack choppers against a rural American town? It seems ludicrous. But this is Colonel Lancaster we’re talking about, and he has a track record of being ludicrous. I would not put it the least bit past him to throw the kitchen sink at us in a last-ditch effort to wipe Stone Sword off the map.” 
 
    “But why?” Tristan asked. “What are they so afraid of?” 
 
    “It’s not so much Lancaster as it is Willoughby,” Valley replied. “Lancaster’s just the tool; Willoughby’s the one wielding it.” 
 
    “This is still about Laura, I’m guessing,” Jack said. “And, to a degree, Pike as well.” 
 
    Valley nodded his agreement. 
 
    “I can tell you during the last strategy session in Omaha that was a big focus of Lancaster’s ire. Willoughby was, for whatever reason, petrified of what Laura and Pike might reveal to the world. And he’s willing to wipe a few hundred American citizens from existence to deal with that problem.” 
 
    “So it’s up to us to not let that happen,” Shawna said. 
 
    Valley drew in a breath through flaring nostrils. 
 
    “Easier said than done, Shawna. But yes, it’s up to us not to let that happen.” 
 
    “So where does that leave us now?” Jack asked, looking around the room.  
 
    Valley looked over at Kramer. 
 
    “Mr. Mayor?” 
 
    Kramer nodded. 
 
    “We’ve been talking about this for a while,” he said quietly. “And especially in light of the…difficulties at the hospital earlier”—he looked at Shawna and Tristan—“we need to get the town on the same page. I think we’re well overdue for another town meeting. We need to get everyone in the same place together to talk through strategies and options, because the longer we wait to come up with some, the fewer available ones we’re going to have.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” Valley said. 
 
    “The town hall isn’t nearly large enough for everyone,” Kramer said, “but the old church—we should be able to fit everyone in there.” He stepped away from the wall where he’d been leaning. “I’ll start spreading the word. Town meeting at the church tonight. Everyone has to know what’s coming and we’re going to need everyone’s help to prepare.” 
 
    Valley nodded, his eyes following Kramer as he walked the length of the building, grabbed his raincoat, and exited into the storm. 
 
    There was a moment of silence throughout the meeting room, nobody speaking, the tension a thick, palpable object, filling all of the empty space. 
 
    “So, what does this mean for us?” Jack asked. 
 
    Valley’s brow was furrowed, his eyes narrow, deep in thought. He gently stroked the rigid contour of his chin. 
 
    “You, me, and Bills are the militia representatives,” Valley finally said, then his eyes lingered on Jack’s ribs. “If you’re up for it.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “I’ll power through it. The way I see it, I don’t have much choice.” 
 
    “Indeed you don’t,” Valley said. “The war is coming to us, whether we want it or not, and everyone’s going to have to do their part. Something tells me, this time tomorrow, probably sooner, the landscape of this town will have changed, and we need to be sure we’re ready for that change.” 
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” Jack said, easing himself down from the table, wincing again as he moved into a standing position on the floor. 
 
    “Head to the barracks,” Valley said, “grab the troops, tell them what’s going on. Don’t answer any of their questions, don’t offer any advice or direction. Not yet, anyway. We need a unified front. I want them at the church tonight along with everyone else. If the Army is coming, we’ll need every man, woman and child in this town to be a part of the action.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jack replied. As he walked toward the exit, Valley looked around the room. 
 
    “That means you, too,” he said, scanning Roxie, Shawna, and Tristan. All three of them glanced uncertainly at each other, then looked back at Valley and squared their shoulders slightly, as if accepting this new responsibility. 
 
    “Tonight,” Valley reiterated. “At the church. We put our plan in motion.” 
 
    “Plan?” Shawna asked, curious. “We have one of those?” 
 
    Valley smirked. 
 
    “Hopefully we will by tonight.” 
 
    The group dispersed, vacating the town hall and venturing out into the storms. Outside, the rain fell harder than ever, the lightning brighter, the thunder louder. There was no sign of the storm’s easing. 
 
    If anything, the storms were just beginning. 
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    Laura’s vision was blurry as she looked at the pile of computer equipment scattered on the table, the parts and pieces they’d collected from the floor set up like a strange jigsaw puzzle with no edges and no picture on the box to help lead them toward the solution. 
 
    The mood was quiet and pensive as she and Pike sat in their chairs, looking helplessly at the pile of technical debris, as if willing it to coalesce. Pike held a small 2.5-inch hard drive in his hand, turning it over and looking at it morosely. 
 
    “If this was six months ago, I’d slave this to a serial ATA cable and have the data off in an hour.” 
 
    “It’s not six months ago,” Laura replied. 
 
    Pike tapped the edge of the hard drive on the table. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth.” He looked at Laura for a moment. “Sometimes I wish it were six years ago.” 
 
    Laura glanced over at him. 
 
    “It’s not six years ago either,” she said flatly. 
 
    “I know,” he replied. “Imagine if it were. If we could have stopped this all from happening.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced anything would have stopped you from doing this, Cam. You were pretty dead set on it. Heatshield was your life’s work. You felt like your entire career had culminated in that.” 
 
    “Maybe in what I thought it could be, but—” 
 
    “Don’t put lipstick on a pig, Cam. You knew damn well Willoughby was hiding some secret shit in the Heatshield network. Obviously, you didn’t know this was going to happen, but you knew it wasn’t as altruistic as he claimed.” 
 
    Pike moved his eyes back to the hard drive, moving it around in his hands. 
 
    “Am I a bad person, Laura?” he asked, his voice low and earnest. 
 
    Laura didn’t respond for a few moments, seeming to consider her next words. 
 
    “Are you? No, I don’t think you are,” she finally said. “Have you done bad things? Yes, I think you have. I think we all have. Lord knows when I heard what you guys were doing, I could have done something about it. I could have reported it. Turning a blind eye to it is no better than what you did.” 
 
    Pike tapped the hard drive on the table again, his jaw set and firm. 
 
    Laura relaxed somewhat, then leaned forward. 
 
    “Cameron, listen. It’s clear you have regret for what happened. For how this all transpired. And for that reason, you’re already a step ahead. I know you didn’t realize what Heatshield would do to the Earth. None of you did. And I can tell you with true honesty the way you’ve reacted in comparison to people like Willoughby and Lancaster—there’s hope for you yet, okay?” 
 
    “How I reacted—you mean after I tried to have you killed?” 
 
    “I was choosing to gloss over that little period in our shared history.” 
 
    Pike chuckled. 
 
    “Well at least you can maintain a sense of humor about it. That’s a hell of a lot better than I can. I just keep chewing over it again and again in my head, reliving those decisions I made. These isolated points in time where if I’d gone a slightly different way, things could have turned out better. Or perhaps at least not quite as badly.” 
 
    “You’re not alone,” Laura said. “And you know, if it wasn’t you, it would have been someone else. You’re a smart guy, Cam, but don’t think for a minute that if you didn’t take that job in the NSA, somebody else wouldn’t have been slotted in.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “This is Willoughby’s disaster, not yours.” 
 
    Pike nodded. 
 
    Outside in the hallway, footsteps echoed softly as someone approached. Laura looked toward the door as Sergeant Bills leaned in, nodding to the pair. 
 
    “Hey, Pike? Major Valley wants to see you. We’re prepping for a big town meeting tonight and he’d like some of your input.” 
 
    “My input? About a town meeting?” 
 
    “I’d better let him explain it,” Bills said. “He’s in his quarters.” 
 
    Pike nodded and set down the hard drive, pushing himself up from his chair. He walked past Laura, squeezed her shoulder gently, then continued onward, squeezing past Bills and down the hallway beyond. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Laura asked. 
 
    “Trouble,” Bills replied. “Not sure if you heard or not, but Jack’s back.” 
 
    “He is?” Laura asked, her voice raising an octave, as she jumped to her feet. “Where is he? Is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Bills replied. “Unfortunately, Trevor’s not.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Laura said, lowering her chin. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a tough one.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Laura asked. “I need to see him. Jack, I mean. He’ll need someone to lean on.” 
 
    “He’s doing okay,” Bills said. “He’s with Major Valley now. They’re planning some strategy based on the new information he brought from Cheyenne.” 
 
    “What sort of new information is that?” 
 
    “They’ve got Blackhawk helicopters, and apparently every intention of using them.” 
 
    “In this weather? With the satellites causing havoc?” 
 
    “Blackhawks can fly nap-of-the-earth. Low altitude. They may not even be impacted by the atmospheric disturbances. Nobody really knows what’s going on up there now. If the Blackhawks stay low enough, Valley is pretty sure they can make it the small stretch between Cheyenne and here without issue.” 
 
    “If those Blackhawks make it here,” Laura said, “they could level this town in minutes.” 
 
    “Now you understand why we’re having the town meeting.” 
 
    Laura did understand. She wasn’t entirely sure what good it would do. But she at least understood. 
 
    “Is there a plan?” she asked, easing herself to her feet. 
 
    “If I know Valley, he’s putting something together,” she said. “Only thing is, he’s looking for your friend to help.” 
 
    “My friend?” 
 
    “Joel. He’s asleep in your daughter’s room right now. I figured that qualified him for friend status.” 
 
    Laura smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I suppose that qualifies,” she agreed. Stretching her arms above her head, she groaned. “I’ll send him on his way in just a minute.” 
 
    Bills smiled and nodded, then stepped back out into the hallway, her footsteps getting quieter as she ventured toward the exit. 
 
    Laura paused in the doorway, looking back into the conference room, her eyes scanning the broken pieces of laptop. She could picture the configuration screen in her mind, the fields and images, the controls for the Heatshield satellite network. It had all happened so fast and the configuration changes she’d made were swift and choppy, as she scanned Jasmine’s notepad for the appropriate commands. 
 
    The truth was, she had no idea if what she did had actually worked. Or if she’d actually even gotten the commands in on time. She had a sinking, jagged-edged rock in her gut, but didn’t have the courage to tell Roxie of her fears. 
 
    There was nothing she could do about it now, regardless. When Mac had thrown the computer against the wall, he’d done a good job of it, smashing the plastic housing, busting the screen, and breaking several of the internal connections to the motherboard. It was, essentially, beyond repair. 
 
    Pressing her teeth together, Laura walked back out into the hallway and nearly bumped into an approaching figure. She stumbled back, looking at Dr. Vickland, who loomed above her in the dimly lit hall. 
 
    “Dr. Vickland?” she said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    Dr. Vickland shook his head. 
 
    “I’m the one who’s sorry,” he said, his voice low and morose. “What happened earlier—it never should have happened. I let myself get all whipped up by the fury of the crowd and—” 
 
    “Please,” Laura said, holding up a hand. “I know. I’ve worked with you for a while now. I know what kind of person you are.” 
 
    “I just—I want what’s best for the town and Yvonne had me believing that you were just leeching power. Stealing life-saving energy from potential patients. I started seeing red. I lost control.” 
 
    “It happens to the best of us,” Laura said. “But please don’t let it bother you. I didn’t take it personally. I’m sure Roxie didn’t either. I mean, you just saved my daughter’s life. I can hardly hold a grudge after that.” 
 
    Vickland nodded, then looked past her into the room. 
 
    “Is the laptop salvageable?” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “So, the work you were trying to do—it’s gone?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “I was able to do some things, but I don’t know if it was enough. I can’t tell you for sure if all our efforts were for nothing or not. The important thing is, we did salvage the hard drive, so if there’s ever an opportunity to use a different computer, we might be able to do something.” 
 
    “Ah,” Vickland said. “Well, that’s good news.” 
 
    They stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment, until the doctor finally seemed to notice where she was heading. 
 
    “Oh, you want to go see your daughter,” he said. “I apologize. I’m going to retreat to my bed for a little while. Lindsey, she’s in the break room now, catching a few hours rest.” 
 
    “I’ll let her sleep,” Laura said. 
 
    “Have a good night, dear,” Vickland said, then walked back down the hallway. 
 
    Laura collected herself, then ventured the short distance down the hall and looked into Helen’s hospital room. There was a low, flickering candle on a table, sending vague shadows dancing along the walls and corners of the small room. 
 
    She saw Joel in the chair on the opposite side of Helen’s bed. Her outstretched hand was clasped in his and he was resting at an odd, uncomfortable angle, his head only about six inches from hers. They both looked still and content, both of them at peace, and for a long moment, Laura just stood framed in the doorway, watching them. 
 
    # 
 
    South Brisbane, Louisiana 
 
    Six Years Ago 
 
    The touch of his daughter’s hand was like smooth cloth, a sheer, sleek shirt, and he never wanted to let go. 
 
    “Daddy, come on,” Tia protested, acting like she might tug her fingers free of her father’s grasp. 
 
    They stood in a vast meadow, a short distance from their house in rural Louisiana. It was an open pasture, the grass stretching nearly to knee height, the narrow blades shifting under the soothing summer breeze. 
 
    A short distance away, he could see Winnie standing in the grass watching him, her hand pressed flat above her eyes to shield the sun. Golden hair blew gently in the wind, nearly transparent against the bright, early morning sun. She wore a pale yellow sundress, Joel’s favorite, the ends of it blowing in rhythm with her hair, the low rustle of leaves from somewhere around them. 
 
    “Mommy did it because you couldn’t,” Tia derided him. 
 
    “And now you’re punishing me with it?” Joel asked, releasing Tia’s hand so he could block the sun from his eyes. 
 
    “It’s not punishing, Daddy,” Tia said, shaking her head. “It’s the sun! After the storm!” 
 
    The grass was wet against Joel’s legs and he could feel his pants soaking through with collected rainwater, his boots sinking into soft dirt in the meadow. 
 
    “I asked you to, Daddy, but you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Kid, I was up until one in the morning,” Joel replied, though his face held a crooked grin. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, smokin’ your stupid cigarettes on the porch!” 
 
    Tia clasped two of his fingers in her tight fist and dragged him forward, moving through the long grass. 
 
    “C’mon, Joel, don’t disappoint your daughter!” 
 
    Joel laughed and rolled his eyes, watching his wife as they approached her, the mother of his child standing amid the shining sun of near dawn. It was early enough that the oppressive summer heat and humidity had not yet settled into place within the swamplands of south Louisiana. 
 
    The breeze whisked over the grass and blew along Joel’s exposed flesh. It felt surprisingly nice. The air was clean and crisp, the organic, natural smells of earth and trees and grass and leaves a welcome distraction from the motor oil and gasoline of his days spent at Beuchene’s fixing cars. 
 
    “Glad y’all could join us,” Winnie said, leaning close and kissing him softly on the cheek. “We should do this together more often.” 
 
    Winnie took one hand and Tia took the other, both of them leading him forward. 
 
    “Look at the sun, Daddy,” Tia said. “It’s God. Just like Ms. Bueford says. Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
    Joel looked up into the brightening sky, the pale blue horizon peppered by soft, cotton clouds. Low above the trees, making its steady trek skyward was a thick sphere of yellow-white, so bright it was almost painful. 
 
    But it wasn’t painful. Joel could almost feel the warmth from here. The comforting, soothing glow of energy from the swirling ball of fire. 
 
    “Come on, Daddy,” Tia said. “Let’s go. Don’t you want to see the sun?” 
 
    “I can see it,” Joel said. He could feel Winnie curling her arms around his left, tugging him tight, the warmth of her skin. The smell of wet grass filled his nostrils, the cool, calm breeze prickling his flesh. 
 
    “Let’s go, Joel,” Winnie said. “Let’s go see the sun.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23  
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “Joel?” 
 
    “Yeah?” his voice was groggy, his eyes struggling to pry themselves open in the candlelit hospital room. 
 
    “You with me?” the voice asked. A female voice, but not his wife’s. 
 
    His wife’s. His eyes blinked, the memory already fading. Part of him longed to reach back through time, to reach into the memory, to feel his wife’s arms in his one more time, to feel his daughter’s hand clasped in his one more— 
 
    He looked down and saw that indeed there was a small hand clasped in his. But it wasn’t Tia’s, it was— 
 
    “Joel? You with me?” 
 
    He slowly released Helen’s hand, easing himself up in his chair, wincing at the lingering pain in his shoulder and back. 
 
    “Yeah, Laura, yeah,” he said, finally putting the pieces together. For a moment his eyes fixated on Helen, who was lying on her side, her face pointed in his direction, a soft smile creasing her lips. He looked at her open palm, the steady movement of her shoulders with each breath, and he felt a warmth blossom in his chest. 
 
    She was alive. She was okay. Or she would be, anyway, as soon as she woke up. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” he asked, pressing his hands to the arms of the chair and easing his way to his feet, grimacing at other aches and pains in his stiff limbs. 
 
    “Major Valley is asking for you.” 
 
    “He is? Why?” 
 
    “Trouble,” she said quietly, then turned to usher him out into the hallway so they could talk without disturbing Helen. Joel followed her lead and went out into the candlelit corridor. Laura’s face was masked in shadow, but he saw a strange, solemn beauty to her accented features, her long, dark hair pulled down over one side of her face. She brushed it away, as if she sensed him looking at it. 
 
    “What’s up, Laura?” Joel asked. “You said trouble?” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Jack returned from Cheyenne,” she said, her voice ominous. “Unfortunately, Trevor didn’t make it.” 
 
    “Shit,” Joel said. 
 
    “Yeah. Exactly. Shit.” Laura sighed a deep, lingering sigh. “It gets better.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “According to Jack, an attack is imminent. And Lancaster’s got a pair of Blackhawk helicopters he’s planning on attacking with.” 
 
    “What?” Joel barked, his voice echoing in the tight confines of the hallway. “Blackhawks? Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “I wish I were,” Laura said. “But no, I’m not. According to Sergeant Bills, they stole some fuel from Denver International and are getting ready to fly those bad boys right down our throats.” 
 
    “And what exactly does Major Valley expect me to do about that?” Joel asked. 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, but he asked for you, so I’m just relaying the message. There’s going to be a big town meeting tonight, he wants absolutely everyone there. I told Bills that I’m staying with Helen no matter what, but that I’d let you sneak away if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like I have much choice.” 
 
    “Bills did not make it sound optional, no.” 
 
    Joel nodded, then looked back over her shoulder, his eyes focused on Helen’s sleeping form. He remained in that position for several seconds, just watching her sleep, following the gradual movements of her shoulders as she breathed in and out. 
 
    Laura put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll watch over her, okay?” she said. “I’ll let you know the minute she’s awake.” 
 
    Joel nodded, still looking at the young girl. 
 
    “Thank you,” Laura said quietly, then leaned forward and kissed him gently on the cheek. 
 
    Joel felt warmth in his face and turned to look at her. 
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    “Everything,” she said quietly. “For bringing her to me. For caring about her. For just—being there.” 
 
    “I almost wasn’t.” 
 
    “But you were. And you are. That counts for something.” 
 
    Joel nodded and swallowed hard, finally stepping forward. He took a few steps down the hall, then stopped and turned back toward Laura. 
 
    “You’re a good mother, Laura,” he said. “I would trust you with her any day.” 
 
    Laura rolled her eyes and glanced away, then turned back to thank him, but the hallway was empty, the door clicking shut against the falling rain. 
 
    # 
 
    The church was nearly packed full by the time Joel stepped through the double front doors, his eyes scanning the rows of pews, seeing the dozens of heads directed forward, a few of them turning to look as he entered. 
 
    There were scattered faces throughout the crowd that he recognized, but he realized with some surprise that there were many people there he didn’t know. He wasn’t sure what the capacity of the church was, but nearly every square inch of pew was full and many people were standing around the perimeter of the large building. 
 
    Shawna and Tristan both gestured to him as he moved farther into the area and he nodded, veering off in their direction. At the front of the room, Major Valley stood behind a podium with Sergeant Bills flanking him, his eyes searching the crowd. 
 
    Joel settled in, nodded to the two but didn’t speak, noticing that Roxie and Jack were just on the other side of them. Roxie’s arms entangled with one of Jack’s, the couple clutched tightly together as they looked on. 
 
    Watching the crowd, his eyes locked with Mac Huron, who looked decidedly less enthusiastic to see him now than he had earlier when Joel had volunteered to help dig the tunnels, and he was sitting next to Yvonne, whose sour expression was a mirror image of his. 
 
    Low murmurs rippled throughout the gathered crowd, the tenor of the voices brimming with angst and uncertainty. 
 
    Shortly, Major Valley stepped forward to the podium and folded the microphone down away from his mouth. He cleared his throat loudly and the murmuring grew quieter but didn’t cease. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said in a loud voice. “I apologize, normally I’d use the sound system, but—well—you know.” 
 
    Low chuckles greeted his attempt at mild humor and the general conversation further dwindled. 
 
    “Thanks to you all for coming tonight. I know it was short notice and I apologize, but we felt it was critical to get as many people together as soon as humanly possible.” 
 
    He stepped back somewhat, his fingers curled around the edge of the podium. 
 
    “First, before we go any further, I would like to take a moment to pay my respects to Trevor Denton.” 
 
    The conversation throughout the church ceased at that and Joel saw an older couple in the front row of pews hug each other gently. 
 
    “Trevor made the ultimate sacrifice for the benefit of this town, and I would like to have a moment of silence for him. Please, each of you, take this moment to reflect on people in your own life who have been impacted by this disaster and let’s try and focus on the important things.” 
 
    Major Valley bowed his head and others throughout the church did the same, the building sinking into silence. Joel bowed his head as well, thinking not of those he’d lost in the past three months, but those he’d lost five years ago, trying to look past the pain of remembering and to honor the spirit of Valley’s request. 
 
    “Thank you all,” the major finally said after what felt like an eternity of quiet. “I don’t want to keep you long, and in fact, time appears to be of the essence, so we need to get through this quickly.” 
 
    He cleared his throat again and looked toward Jack, who remained standing against the wall. 
 
    “Jack Prescott returned to town earlier this evening, bringing sad tidings of Trevor, but also bringing words of warning. We have every reason to believe that the United States military is planning an imminent attack on our compound, and Jack believes they have two Blackhawk helicopters in their possession with which to attack us.” 
 
    There was an audible gasp throughout the seats of the church, several heads turning, hands moving to parted lips in shock and surprise. Voices raised and questions began shooting back at the major, so many at once, the individual words were lost in a jumble of noise. 
 
    “Please! Please!” Major Valley said, holding up his hands. “I know there are plenty of questions and even more concerns, and believe me, I share all of them. As you are all well aware, we are not equipped to repel a full-blown military incursion and as you might expect, the Stone Sword militia are scrambling to put together a defensive perimeter and a plan that will not only keep us alive and safe, but hopefully reduce the potential casualties as well.” 
 
    “What chance do we have?” a voice cried out. 
 
    “Can’t we reason with them? Can we make a deal?” 
 
    “What do they want?” 
 
    Jack couldn’t tell where the shouted questions were coming from and by the looks of his face, neither could Major Valley, but he remained calm. 
 
    “These are all good questions, and I don’t have any good answers. At least not yet. But please know we are putting together a plan.” 
 
    “A plan? They have attack helicopters and we’re putting together a plan?” 
 
    “That’s the best we can do,” Valley replied. “In fact, I’d argue that’s all we can do.” 
 
    “What is this plan?” another voice cried out. 
 
    Valley drew in a deep breath, his eyes closing slightly as he worked to compose himself. 
 
    “Everyone in this building will have a role to play,” he said. “After this meeting, I will be sending various leadership and militia members to talk to each and every one of you so we can put this plan together. Please know that we do not do this lightly or without consideration. Everybody in this room will be expected, and should be prepared, to fight!” 
 
    Murmuring voices got louder. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say every single citizen of Malcolm, Wyoming lives here because you love your nation and you love your freedom! Since the events of three months ago, our nation has turned its back on its own citizens, and our freedom is being directly threatened. This cannot stand! This will not stand!” 
 
    The murmuring voices quieted somewhat. 
 
    “You all have values and beliefs intrinsic to your way of life. I ask you to remember those now. To think about them now. To look back and try to recall what you love about this group and this town, because you’re going to need to find those core beliefs to latch on to over the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “Twenty-four hours! That soon?” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” Valley was quick to reply. “But yes, we believe they are preparing to launch an attack very shortly and we need to be ready to hold our ground and to respond in kind.” 
 
    “How are we going to respond in kind to attack helicopters?” 
 
    “The same way brave Americans have always responded to adversity,” Valley replied. “Together. As one. Planning, preparation, strategy.” 
 
    At that, the voices quieted somewhat, the crowd paying a bit more attention to Valley’s words. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you,” he continued, “we are outgunned. We are likely outnumbered. The odds in this conflict are not in our favor. But where their strength lies in their bullets, their bodies, and their armor, our strength lies in our beliefs, our faith, and our unification. The bond we have is far stronger than any bonds these attackers might have. They fight because they’re ordered to fight. We fight because we have something to lose and something to fight for! Remember what you’re fighting for. Remember what you’ve lost and what you have to lose. Tap into that.” 
 
    The church was now completely silent, all eyes focused on Valley, the extraneous conversation easing into quiet. Valley lowered his head, looking at the podium in front of him. 
 
    “Everyone in this room has lost something,” he finally said. “Some people have lost almost everything. In some cases, this town, this organization, and this community is all they have left. To everyone in this room, if we let Colonel Lancaster and his group of well-equipped thugs bully us into submission, tread on our rights, and take what is rightfully ours, then we will have truly lost everything! I cannot let that happen. I will not let that happen. And I stand here before you, not a citizen of Malcolm, Wyoming, but as an American, and I promise each and every one of you here, I will die for this town and I will die for your freedom!” 
 
    His voice echoed from the rafters. 
 
    “I look into this crowd and I see brothers, sisters, parents, and children. You are my family just as you are all of your own.” Voices began rising in unison as he paused to collect himself. Still looking at the podium, he drew in a breath, steadying his shoulders. “I never knew Colonel Carter. Never met him. But I feel like, through you all, that I lost a brother when we lost him. I am not Colonel Carter—I wish to God sometimes that I were—but know this: I will do whatever’s in my power to make him proud. He is watching us now from wherever he might be, and by the time this is all said and done, he will be standing and shouting our praises, content in the knowledge that we stood our ground and did not let them take what is rightfully ours!” 
 
    That final comment resulted in an eruption of cheers, people standing in the pews, pumping their hands, the enthusiastic jubilation a physical, resonating energy filling all empty spaces. Even Joel, a notoriously reserved and pessimistic man, felt a swell of pride in his chest. 
 
    “Now, before we disperse to go through our plan over the next forty-eight hours, I’d like to welcome Tristan to the podium.” He gestured toward the man, who nodded and stepped away from the wall, walking slowly toward the front of the room. Shawna and Joel exchanged a curious look toward his back. 
 
    Major Valley stepped away, making room for him and Tristan stepped to the podium, looking out over the assembled crowd. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said quietly. “I’ve seen some of you at the weekly services I’ve been doing—but not this many, that’s for sure.” He smiled crookedly, and a low chuckle rippled through the audience. 
 
    “First of all, I want to take a moment to recognize all of you in the room who have lost your way. Lost your faith. Felt that connection to God drifting lighter and weaker over the past few months. It’s understandable. I lived much of my life without a relationship with Him. It took tragedy and darkness to show me the light, and now, as we face more tragic and darker times than ever in our shared history, I hope that leads others toward the light as well.” 
 
    Heads nodded throughout the crowd and Joel thought he saw Tristan stand just a little taller and more rigid. 
 
    “Things look bad out there right now,” he said. “Even without the Army breathing down our necks, things look bad. But just remember, God’s will is in all things. Consider what the scriptures teach in Job 37:5. God thunders with His voice wondrously, doing great things which we cannot comprehend. For to the snow, He says ‘Fall on the earth’, and to the downpour and the rain, ‘Be strong’.” 
 
    He looked out at the crowd, who looked back in rapt attention, though Joel and Shawna couldn’t help but make eye contact, looking at each other somewhat dubiously. 
 
    “From the breath of God ice is made, and the expanse of the waters is frozen,” Tristan continued. “Also with moisture He loads the thick cloud; He disperses the cloud of His lightning!” 
 
    Tristan’s voice echoed in the cavernous room. 
 
    “We have seen the lightning,” he said, closing the Bible he’d opened on the podium. “We are living it every day. But there is brightness after the darkest storms, and we are on the verge of witnessing the brightest days in our history, we have to be, because none of us here have seen such darkness.” 
 
    Approving voices spoke their acknowledgement, heads nodding throughout the crowd. 
 
    “I’m not going to stand up here and tell you everything is going to turn out perfect. It’s not. Trouble is coming our way, and we have no choice but to face it head on. It won’t be easy. It won’t be without sacrifice. But at the end of the day, we will do what’s right, in spite of what stands before us, and if we should fall, we do so with pride, knowing that God is in our heart and will welcome us home!” 
 
    A few murmurings of “amen” came back at him from the crowd and there was a rustling mumble of approving commentary. Tristan turned and looked at Major Valley, who smiled back at him, patting him on the back. 
 
    “All right,” Valley said. “It’s time. You should all be familiar with the emergency response plan at this point. Gather with your designated groups. We’ll have militia representatives meeting with you all so we can start preparations. Each and every one of you have my thanks and my respect.” 
 
    Those seated in the pews stood, starting to mill together, talking amongst themselves, and sorting into small groups as militia members filtered out into the gathered crowd. Tristan walked back over, joining them again, and Shawna stepped forward, giving him a warm, friendly embrace which he happily returned. 
 
    Near the front of the room, Major Valley reached a hand up, waving it to get Joel’s attention, then he called him over. 
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Valley said as Joel approached, Sergeant Bills joining the two of them. 
 
    “I’m not sure why you asked to see me,” Joel said. “Sounds like you’ve got things pretty well covered.” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Valley asked. “You’ve got a mind for this stuff, Joel. By all accounts you almost single-handedly kept yourself and Helen alive against unimaginable adversity. That’s the kind of resiliency we’re looking for now.” 
 
    “Helen was just as much a part of that as I was,” Joel said. “Honestly, I’m nothing special. Just a normal guy.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I need you,” Valley said. “Look at this audience.” He gestured toward the crowd, who had all stood up and were collecting in small, isolated groups throughout the interior of the church. “They’re not soldiers. They’re not warriors. They’re just—people. Survivors? Yes. Prepared? Yes. But they’re not expertly trained operatives, or even members of a militia who have, at least, a modicum of military training. They’re civilians, nothing more, and I need the perspective of a civilian to show them what’s possible when their backs are against the wall.” 
 
    “Are you sure I’m the right person to help teach those lessons?” Joel asked. “Yes, Helen and I made it through some scary shit, but we had to do some scary shit to make it this far. We had to go to some dark places, Major. And I’m not sure any of these people are prepared to hear what we had to do in order to survive.” 
 
    Valley nodded, his expression faltering somewhat. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t think that sixty-year-old grandmother over there who tends to the cornfields needs to know how many people you killed. But she needs to know what odds you faced. What your mindset was. How you forced yourself to look past the odds. I think you underestimate your ability to motivate these people, Joel, and I hope you’ll work with me to show them what they can accomplish.” 
 
    Joel clenched his jaw but nodded softly. 
 
    “Whatever you want, Major,” he said quietly, “I’m with you.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to hear you say that,” Valley replied. “Now let’s get these people ready. We’ve got a fight on our hands.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    F.E. Warren Air Force Base 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Everywhere Colonel Lancaster looked there was a frenetic bustle of activity. His heart raced and he immediately felt a sort of clammy dampness across his palms. Suddenly, inexplicably, he was hurtled back in time, surrounded by the jagged, broken Indianapolis skyline.  Shouts and screams, rage from the surrounding mob, fear and pain from his men and women. Lancaster closed his eyes, his throat clenching as his hammering heart threatened to burst free of his chest. 
 
    No.  This was not Indianapolis.  This was not his team.  He had the upper hand, not the mob.  Not the enraged or entitled.  Him.  His men.  His Army. Exhaling, he eased his eyes open again, the thrashing of his heart slowing to a more manageable rhythm. 
 
    The two Blackhawks had been wheeled into the large hangar and were currently being fueled by the trucks stolen from Denver. A half-dozen Humvees had been parked on the opposite side of the hangar and several men and women in camouflage toiled over them, hoods raised, bags packed, boxes of belt-fed ammunition being stacked in neat piles around the perimeter of the vehicles. Just within eyesight there were at least thirty men and women soldiers, voices echoing within the confines of the hangar, all preparations for a field operation in full effect. 
 
    “Corporal Shin,” Lancaster shouted, gesturing to one of the men huddled by the Blackhawk.  
 
    “Yes, sir?” he asked, his voice echoing above the others. 
 
    “Grab Garrido and LaRue; bring them here.” 
 
    Shin nodded, gesturing to two other men who had clearly heard their names spoken. All three of them gathered together and walked across the concrete, approaching the colonel as he retreated to a more isolated corner of the building. 
 
    Lancaster stood in the shadows where two corners met and waved the men over. 
 
    “What’s the status on the UH-60s, Shin?” he asked. 
 
    “Topping off the fuel tanks. Still need to finish loading the rocket pods and stashing away the crates of ammunition for the fifty calibers.” 
 
    “How much room we leaving in the cargo hold?” 
 
    “Eleven ground-pounders plus the two man crew, so thirteen per.” 
 
    “And we’ve got the insert plans covered?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “As much as we can without having a good map of the area,” Shin replied. “We’ve blown up the only satellite images we could find, and they weren’t the best, but mapped out a general LZ within the compound’s walls. Idea is to fly over the east gate, set down within the downtown area. If the sat photos are accurate, there’s an open stretch of grass northwest of the town center which should give us space to land one UH-60 at a time, disembark, take off, then land the second. Then the plan is for the two Blackhawks to provide air cover for the troops.” 
 
    “So we’re making sure we’ve got enough fuel for not just the trip out and back, but also for some sustained air cover while we’re there?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Shin replied with a nod. “Granted, those calculations are a little dicey, but we’re doing the best we can with what we’ve got.” 
 
    “That’s all I can expect,” Lancaster said. He turned and looked at Sergeant Garrido. “Sergeant?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “First of all, I put you in command of the Humvees based on the word of Corporal Shin. Tell me why that’s the right choice.” 
 
    “Well, sir, I was part of the land operation in the battle for Denver a month or two back. Granted, we were forced to pull out, but I managed to get my men out safely without a single casualty.” 
 
    “And what about the citizens who attacked you?” 
 
    “Citizens, sir?” Garrido asked. 
 
    “I’m assuming there were citizens in Denver who fought back? Who forced the retreat?” 
 
    “I don’t consider them citizens, sir. They’re insurgents. Criminals. Terrorists. We dealt with them appropriately.” 
 
    Lancaster’s mouth tilted into a narrow, crooked smile, and he nodded. 
 
    “I like your perspective, Sergeant,” he said. “I take it you saw some things in Denver that led you to this conclusion?” 
 
    “Absolutely zero respect for authority,” Garrido growled. “Pushed back at every turn. Couldn’t see or chose not to accept that we were there for their protection and safety. They broke curfew, got violent, and eventually brought full-blown revolt. We were forced to withdraw and refocus our efforts.” He smiled slyly. “But I got my pound of flesh, trust me.” 
 
    Lancaster nodded. 
 
    “Are you hungry for more?” 
 
    “Starving, Colonel.” 
 
    “And what about you, Corporal LaRue? Shin tells me you served under Valley in Cheyenne, is that right?” 
 
    “Technically Sergeant Sausito was the one I reported directly to,” LaRue replied. “But he’s dead, along with a few other guys I served with. Some of the best guys I ever knew, and it was Valley’s shitty leadership that got them killed.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s so. Not only that, but when Sausito and Marks were found murdered in the woods by the mall, Valley didn’t do a damn thing about it. Neither him nor his little sergeant. Matter of fact, if you asked them, Sausito and Marks were the bad guys. I don’t buy it.” 
 
    “You knew them well?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Served with them both for almost five years. I would have died for them, and I know they would have died for me, too.” 
 
    “Well, Valley’s dead now,” Lancaster said firmly. “We blew up his Humvee on the way out of town. If this is personal for you, I’m not sure you’re going to find the revenge you’re looking for.” 
 
    “I don’t need revenge,” LaRue spat. “Just point me in the direction and give me someone to shoot. We need to get control of this situation, and if taking the fight to these Stone Sword pukes is going to do that, I’m on board, and I’m pretty sure most of Cheyenne will be, too.” 
 
    “Good,” Lancaster replied. “That’s what I wanted to hear.” He turned and looked over toward the helicopters and Humvees. “As we just discussed, the tip of the spear will be the two Blackhawks. We’re going to fly those over the eastern gate and straight down the throats of this compound. Hellfire missiles and fifty-caliber weapons fire up and down main street if necessary. Our own version of shock and awe.” 
 
    “I like it,” Shin said with a nod. 
 
    “We land the UH-60s, unload the twenty foot soldiers who will take up position in downtown and continue the assault at ground level. Blackhawks will get in the air and provide support.” 
 
    “Are we worried about resistance on the ground?” Garrido asked. 
 
    “We must be prepared for it, but I’m not worried about it,” Lancaster replied. “Two of the men dispatched to the ground will bleed off and head to the eastern gate. They’ll take out the sentries there and open the gate, allowing our six Humvees and two troop transports clear passage into town. Once that happens, we should have as many as sixty infantry, with reinforcements from the Humvees, four of them with turret weapons.” 
 
    Garrido nodded, smiling. 
 
    “It’s gonna be a blood bath,” he said, looking enthusiastic about the upcoming conflict. 
 
    “We are doing what we have to do,” Lancaster interjected, “in the interest of national security.” He took a few steps toward a small table resting against the wall of the hangar and removed a manilla file folder from its surface. Opening the folder revealed a pile of documents, two black-and-white photographs on top. 
 
    “Commit these faces to memory,” he said, handing the photographs to Garrido, who took them immediately. “The woman is Laura Park. Ex-contractor for the NSA who was involved in Project: Heatshield. We believe she is taking refuge in the Stone Sword compound, and before we withdraw, we need to confirm that she’s been either captured or killed.” 
 
    Garrido nodded, handing the woman’s photo to Shin, who took it and stared at it as well. 
 
    “That man is Cameron Pike,” Lancaster continued, gesturing to the single photo Garrido still held. “He was a full-time employee of the NSA and also involved in Project: Heatshield. At one point in time, he was romantically involved with Ms. Park and we believe he may have traveled to Wyoming to assist her in planning the dismantling of our national security footprint.” 
 
    Garrido nodded. 
 
    “Mr. Pike killed one of Willoughby’s advisors before he left and is suspected in the disappearance or death of the President of the United States.” 
 
    “Holeeee shit,” Garrido said through clamped teeth. “Public enemy number one.” 
 
    Lancaster nodded as Garrido handed Pike’s photo to Shin, who retrieved it and looked it over. 
 
    “Both of them are believed to be in Stone Sword as we speak,” he said, “and both of them need to be either captured or killed. This is not optional, it is our prime directive. Do you understand?” 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    “Anything we do, whatever damage we cause, whatever blood is spilled, it all must lead us to those two targets.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Garrido said more firmly.  
 
    Lancaster looked at Shin, then at LaRue. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Shin said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” LaRue echoed.  
 
    A moment later the photos were handed back to Lancaster and he slipped them back into the folder he’d retrieved them from, slapping the folder back down on the table. 
 
    “Make no mistake,” Lancaster continued, “we believe Stone Sword to be a militant organization. They very likely have weapons and have the intrinsic desire to do harm to our nation. They will not listen, they will not obey, and they will not put down their weapons voluntarily. We must approach them the same as we’d approach any terrorist organization in a foreign land. We shoot first, ask questions later.” 
 
    “Understood,” Shin replied. 
 
    “Before we go any further, I need to make sure none of you has an issue with this. I need to make sure none of your men have issues with this.” 
 
    “You can count on us, sir,” Garrido replied quickly. 
 
    LaRue nodded. 
 
    “Those of us in Cheyenne saw firsthand what Stone Sword could do. Two of my buddies got injured in the battle at the Clover Hills Mall, and those two people we took prisoner left a trail of bodies on their way out. Far as I’m concerned, this is a sleeper cell within the United States border and we are free and clear to wipe ’em out.” 
 
    “Indeed we are,” Lancaster acknowledged. “So let’s get ready. We’ve still got a lot of work to do. It’s time we do it.” 
 
    The men all spoke their agreements, then dispersed, heading back to their posts to continue preparing for the upcoming battle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack grimaced, his teeth clenching tightly together as Lindsey bent down, threading the needle through his raw flesh. 
 
    “We should have done this a few hours ago, tough guy,” she said quietly as she worked to close up the bullet wound. The sterile needle punched through skin, pulling the surgical thread through the opened wound. Lindsey had spent several minutes cleaning and disinfecting both sides of the injury, then had closed the exit wound near the rear of his ribs first, before moving back to the front. 
 
    “You were pretty damned lucky,” she said. “This could have been a whole lot worse.” 
 
    “You’re a hell of a lot better at this than your sister,” Jack said with a forced chuckle as he tried to make light of the pain. Lindsey’s eyes darted upward. 
 
    “Laura sewed you up?” 
 
    Jack nodded, patting his shoulder. 
 
    “Took a bullet outside Seattle,” he said. “Wasn’t pretty. Your sis probably saved my life.” 
 
    “Well, from what I hear, you returned the favor a couple times over.” Lindsey bent over and went back to work. 
 
    Jack hissed a pained breath, drawing in a slice of cool air between his teeth. 
 
    “We helped each other,” he said. “One hand washed the other.” He felt Roxie’s hand on his shoulder and he turned and nodded to her, acting as if he weren’t in agony. 
 
    “I’ve got to go in a little deeper with this one,” Lindsey said. “Sutures in the muscle. You’re going to want to bite down on something.” 
 
    Jack firmed his shoulders. 
 
    “I got this,” he said, sitting on the hospital bed. 
 
    Lindsey rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” She pushed the needle deeper. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” he shouted and flinched, his muscles suddenly clenching. 
 
    “I gave you fair warning, macho man!” Lindsey said, looking up at him. “You move like that again, and I’m going to have to start over!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he groaned. “Roxie, can you grab me that towel?” he asked, gesturing toward a counter where a towel hung on a hook. 
 
    “Ew, no, not that,” Lindsey said, then pointed to a row of drawers built into the counter. “Pull one out of one of the drawers. A bit cleaner than the ones hanging there.” 
 
    Roxie nodded, walking across the smooth floor and sliding open the top drawer. She slipped out a white towel and brought it over to Jack, handing it to him. He unfolded it and twisted it, then clamped it between his teeth, his fingers curling into the sheets on the hospital bed he was sitting on. 
 
    “Take two?” Lindsey asked and Jack nodded, closing his eyes. 
 
    The nurse focused on her work again, pressing in the needle. Jack groaned and grunted, the tendons on his neck bulging as his shout of pain was barely muffled by the bunched-up towel in his teeth. Roxie squeezed his shoulder harder. 
 
    For several excruciating minutes Lindsey worked, slowly suturing the torn muscle and flesh in Jack’s side. Just when Jack thought he might pass out from the pain and the strain of clamping down on the towel, she snipped the thread and dropped the needle in the metal pan, standing upright to look for some gauze and bandages. 
 
    “Nice job, champ,” she said, finding a bandage and pressing it over the stitches, then using gauze to wrap it in place, both on the front and the back of his side. After she was finished, she patted his shoulder and nodded, then turned and left the room, disappearing down the hall. 
 
    “That was fun,” Jack said groggily. 
 
    “She did offer you pain killers,” Roxie said. “Or what passes for them around here.” 
 
    “Without knowing when Lancaster’s going to show up, I don’t think I can afford to be off my game,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Oh? Are you going to singlehandedly save Malcolm?” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. 
 
    “No, but—I don’t know. I just don’t want to risk anything happening.” 
 
    Roxie smiled, looking sheepish. She leaned forward and gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to you, either.” 
 
    Their eyes met and locked for a few moments, and Jack’s cheeks flushed with a low, constant heat. 
 
    “So…what’s going on here?” he asked, gesturing to her and him. “I mean, between us.” 
 
    Roxie shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean—I thought we kind of had a connection ever since I first arrived. But then, when you were gone to Cheyenne, and I thought maybe you might not be coming back. It got me all twisted up inside, you know?” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Jack said. “I made myself a promise when I was gone. I…” His voice drifted off somewhat. “I made Trevor a promise. That when we got back, I’d tell you how I really felt. He was getting sick of me moping around like a schoolboy.” 
 
    This time it was Roxie’s turn to get flushed cheeks, her pale skin turning a vibrant pink in the dim light of the hospital room. They sat there quietly for a few minutes, Roxie looking at him expectantly. 
 
    “Well?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Well, what?” Jack replied. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, her hair swinging as she shook her head. 
 
    “How do you feel about me, you dumbass?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jack said abruptly. “Right. That.” 
 
    Roxie punched him lightly in the arm. 
 
    “Hey, careful, I’m delicate!” he said, withdrawing from her. He moved himself back upright, his eyes drifting away, not wanting to meet hers. “I…care about you,” he said quietly. “More than a ‘let’s be friends’ kind of thing.” 
 
    Roxie smiled, leaned forward and kissed him again, this time gently on the lips. 
 
    “Good,” she said, pulling back. “I was getting sick of you moping around like a schoolboy, too.” 
 
    Jack grimaced as he slipped off the bed, landing on the tile floor. 
 
    “You know what?” Roxie asked and Jack turned back, looking at her. “He’d be proud of you,” she said. “Trevor, I mean. You did the right thing.” 
 
    “Leaving him there?” Jack asked. 
 
    Roxie shrugged. 
 
    “Doing what was best for the town. Putting them above him—and above yourself. I’m sure it wasn’t an easy choice.” 
 
    “I should have stopped. Gone back for him before they grabbed him.” 
 
    “It sounded like it happened really fast,” Roxie said. “Like, too fast for you to really do anything about.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jack replied with a shrug. “Maybe not.” 
 
    “You need to stop beating yourself up over things you can’t control.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Jack replied. “You do it and I will, too.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I see your face every time you talk about that laptop that got smashed. I can tell you feel a piece of your father’s legacy died with it. But just like what happened with Trevor wasn’t my fault, what happened to the laptop wasn’t yours.” 
 
    “I know,” Roxie replied quietly. “I’m more upset about the fact that we didn’t solve the problem long before then. It shouldn’t have ever come to that.” 
 
    “But it did, and you can’t change that now.” 
 
    “I get it,” she replied. 
 
    “Besides,” Jack said as he walked across the floor. “Laura’s smart as hell. Maybe she actually did what she said she did?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Roxie replied, “but the rain sure as hell hasn’t broken yet. The world looks as bleak as ever.” 
 
    Jack gave her a sideways glance and took a step toward her, reaching out and taking her hands. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” he said quietly. “I’m starting to see at least a little sunlight at the end of this stormy tunnel.” 
 
    Roxie rolled her eyes, blushing again. They kissed quickly, then made their way to the door, walking back out into the hallway. At this hour, the hospital was quiet, the halls scarcely illuminated by solar-battery-powered emergency lights. Their foot falls echoed in the hall and Jack looked ahead as they approached the passage to the front door. 
 
    “Let me stop in here real quick,” he said, and nodded toward an open door leading to a hospital room. Moving to the opened door, he leaned in. 
 
    “How she doing?” he asked. 
 
    Laura looked up from where she’d been sitting and her face lit up when she saw Jack from across the room. 
 
    “Jack!” she said. “I heard you made it back!” She stood and strode across the floor, suddenly and unexpectedly embracing him, throwing her arms around his neck and pulling him to her. 
 
    He winced slightly in pain and Laura’s grip slackened. 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry,” she said. Stepping away, Jack could see Laura’s eyes meet Roxie’s and her smile hitched a bit but regained its upturned corners. “Hey, Roxie,” she said. 
 
    “Hi,” Roxie replied.  
 
    Jack thought he saw a shadow pass over Laura’s face, but couldn’t tell for sure as she turned away quickly and walked back into the room, angling toward the chair next to her daughter’s bed. Jack took another step closer, leaning to look at Helen’s prone form. 
 
    “She’s okay?” he repeated. 
 
    “That’s what they tell me,” Laura replied, settling back into the chair. “Dr. Vickland is trying to wean her off the medications they’ve been using to induce her coma.” 
 
    Jack reached out and touched the girl’s shoulder. 
 
    “From everything I’ve heard, she’s a tough kid,” he said. “I’m sure she’ll pull through fine.” 
 
    Laura nodded, then wiped a glisten of tears from her eyes. 
 
    “She is,” she finally said, her voice soft. “Honestly, she’s a lot tougher than I am, I sometimes think.” 
 
    “Well, she’s got your genetics,” Jack said, stepping back to the opened doorway between the hospital room and the corridor outside. 
 
    “Jack?” Laura asked as he and Roxie started to step away. “Are we in trouble? I’ve been so focused on Helen that I haven’t attended any of the meetings or anything. I’m not even sure what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” Jack replied. “It’s not pretty.” 
 
    Laura looked at her daughter in bed, the small, covered form almost frail in the cascading shadows. Jack could almost smell the worry coming off her like a smoky aura, lingering in the air, a strange acrid taste on his tongue. 
 
    “Please,” she said, resting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Tell me.” 
 
    Jack did. He told her about their trip to Cheyenne, about what they’d seen beneath the tarps. He told her about the hangar, the Humvees, the two dozen soldiers in camouflage. 
 
    He told her about them being almost spotted, about Trevor’s execution, about his own gunshot wound. He told her about setting the trap with the fuel can, about his narrow escape and his rescue by the local Sioux. 
 
    Listening to what he said, Laura was motionless and without visible reaction, just taking in what he was saying, the outline of his trip to Cheyenne and the events following. 
 
    “That sounds—bad,” Laura said, the word feeling completely inadequate. 
 
    “Worse than bad,” Jack said.  “The number of soldiers.  The Blackhawk helicopters and ground vehicles. This isn’t a group, Laura. It’s not a gang. What I saw in Cheyenne, what they had on that airfield—that was an Army. Mechanized forces, a company of well-trained men and women. Attack helicopters, Laura. I—I don’t know how we fight this.” 
 
    Laura blinked hard, looking back down at her daughter. 
 
    “Hasn’t there been enough fighting?” she asked. “Enough violence? When does this all end? Haven’t we all suffered enough?” 
 
    Jack didn’t reply immediately. All he could think about was his short time in the Army directly following the disaster. He remembered being given the orders to open fire on innocent civilians, he remembered being told to bring Laura in dead or alive. He remembered being the only one in his entire squad who seemed to be legitimately concerned about what they were doing. 
 
    “We have suffered,” Jack replied honestly. “Every one of us.” 
 
    She had listened to every word in silence, her eyes affixed to Helen, her face barely changing expression as he went through each moment in horrifying detail. After taking it all in, she finally looked up at him. 
 
    “So, what’s our plan?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Jack asked in shocking, blunt honesty. 
 
    Laura considered his response, then nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it does,” she replied, the tone of her voice changing slightly.  Hardening. “We had plenty of times during our trip from Seattle to Wyoming where things looked pretty damn bleak. When we weren’t sure there would be a way out. When we were nearly certain our lives would end just like the thousands of others across the world.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Yet here we are. Alive and kicking, in spite of all the assholes who stood in our way.” 
 
    Jack smiled a thin, crooked smile. 
 
    “That’s all these people are,” Laura continued, leaning back. “Lancaster and his little army. Just more assholes standing in our way.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s one way to put it,” Jack said. 
 
    “Let them try,” Laura said, then she moved forward again, taking Helen’s hand in hers. “Just let them try.” 
 
    Jack and Roxie exchanged a glance, then both took the hint, leaving Laura alone with Helen, walking down the hallway toward the stormy night. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel stood in the soldiers’ barracks, looking out at the gathered group of twenty men seated on beds and standing on the floor, all facing him. He tried to remember exactly how he’d gotten into this position. 
 
    It had been all Major Valley’s fault. They’d all been bombarded with weapons training, tactics, explosives, any manner of combat-oriented rigors that they possibly could be. Valley had wanted Joel to take a different approach. 
 
    “Okay, listen up!” he said, his voice echoing inside the building, eyes all turning to focus on him. “Everyone in this room knows what we’re up against, correct?” 
 
    Heads nodded in response. 
 
    “We’ve got two UH-60 Blackhawks, a half-dozen Humvees, and potentially an entire platoon of United States Army, and all of them, for all we know, could be heading this way right now.” 
 
    The faces of the young men and women around him were stoic and solemn. 
 
    “Be honest,” he continued. “Does that scare anyone in the room?” 
 
    To his surprise, a few heads actually nodded, the normally blindly macho male soldiers giving in to rational thought and acknowledging the threat they were up against. 
 
    “Good. I’m glad. It means you’re smart. You should be afraid. I’m afraid. But fear is good. Fear is one hell of a motivator, right?” 
 
    There was no response to that, but he just let the words hang in the relative silence. 
 
    “But, you know, we’ve got everyone running around, saying how we’re outgunned and outmanned and how we’re all screwed, right? Everything’s lost? We’ve got no chance against the big bad Colonel Lancaster who’s going to roll him and his boys in here and tear us up.” He paused for a moment, pacing in front of the gathered men and women. “You know what?” he asked, looking back out at them. “That’s bullshit. It’s them who should be afraid of us.” 
 
    This statement drew some curious looks among the crowd and Joel let the words settle in for a few moments. 
 
    “Just think—what if you were in their shoes? Strapped into the back of a Blackhawk, screaming along at low altitude, lightning and thunder exploding right outside the door, heading to a town you know absolutely nothing about. An insert behind enemy lines into a defensive situation you haven’t been briefed on against an enemy force you have no intelligence on. They’re the ones at a disadvantage here, not us.” He strode toward a chalkboard that had been set up at the front of the barracks. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you a little bit about situational awareness,” he said. “When you talk about preparation, having the gear is only part of the story. You also have to know where you are at all times and how you can use your environment in the event of a disaster or confrontation. Or, in our case, in the event of an all-out firefight.” 
 
    He scrawled several words on the chalkboard. 
 
    “There are three elements to situational awareness,” he continued. “Perception of the environment, comprehension of the situation, and projection of future status.” He underlined those three terms on the board. “Does everyone understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Heads nodded again, along with some quiet mumbles throughout the crowd. 
 
    “Situational awareness is a ‘state of knowledge’,” Joel continued. “Knowing what’s around you and how you can use it to your advantage. These concepts are critical in battlefield situations, which is why our military is so dependent on intelligence in combat operations. But we all know Colonel Lancaster’s group doesn’t have that intelligence. We know how this town is built, we know what all of these structures contain. We know the territory, the bottlenecks, the chokepoints, and best of all, we know the people. Colonel Lancaster doesn’t know any of that, and we can use that to our advantage.” 
 
    Joel looked out over the crowd and his eyes locked on the door which had just opened, revealing the shadowed form of Jack and Roxie, who were making their way into the building. Just behind Roxie, Sergeant Bills entered as well, lowering her hood and meeting Joel’s eyes. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked. 
 
    “Come on in,” he said, beckoning her over. She squeezed past Jack and limped toward the front of the room. She had foregone her crutches, but still showed signs of being slowed by her injuries. 
 
    “We’ve got another group who needs the rundown,” she said quietly. “How much longer you got left?” 
 
    “I was just finishing the introduction,” he said, then gestured toward a stack of folders on a table. “Then I was going to hand out the ops plan.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bills replied, looking over at Jack. “Jack, can you take it from here, by chance? We need to get Joel over to a second group. We’re trying to get everyone briefed as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He patted Roxie on the shoulder and she smiled as he stepped forward, following the wall of the building until he came around to the front. 
 
    Joel looked out to the crowd. 
 
    “Guess that’s a wrap. Jack will take it from here. Try not to be too hard on him.” Joel slapped his shoulder as he walked past and Jack stopped by the chalkboard, shaking his head as he read the words on it. 
 
    “Where we headed?” Joel asked as he drew near to Sergeant Bills. She opened her mouth to respond, but never got the chance. The door banged open, the loud crack echoing over the heads of the assembled militia soldiers. Everyone spun and glared toward the door, rain lashing the sky behind the silhouette. 
 
    Lindsey swept the hood from her hair, her eyes wide, glaring at Joel. 
 
    “Joel!” she gasped, out of breath. “Come to the hospital! Helen’s awake!” 
 
    # 
 
    “Helen? Sweetie? Are you with me?” 
 
    Helen ran a hand over her hair, wincing slightly as she touched the wound on her forehead. 
 
    “Wh—what happened?” she asked in a low, meek voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “There was an accident, honey. An explosion. You’ve been asleep for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Asleep?” 
 
    “The doctor knocked you out so he could do some surgery. He needed to reduce the swelling in your brain and get some shrapnel out—” 
 
    Helen’s eyes pried wide and she started to push herself up, though she grimaced in pain and struggled to do so. 
 
    “Joel,” she gasped, turning toward the door to her hospital room. “Where’s Joel? Did—did he—?” 
 
    “He’s here, honey,” Laura said, setting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “He’s still in town. Lindsey ran to get him when you started stirring.” 
 
    “He didn’t leave?” Helen asked, looking back at her mother. “He’s still here?” 
 
    Laura nodded, seeing the relief in Helen’s eyes. 
 
    “Yes, honey. When you got hurt—he spent almost the whole time here by your bedside. He refused to leave.” 
 
    Helen smiled wanly. 
 
    “He said he was going to leave,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I’m a grown man, kiddo. I have the right to change my mind, don’t I?” 
 
    Helen swung around, looking back toward the door as Joel arrived, standing in the opening, Lindsey just behind him. 
 
    The young girl struggled to smile, forcing a grin full of warmth and thanks. 
 
    “Hey, Joel,” she said, and he took two long steps across the floor, leaning over the young girl to give her a soft, nonforceful embrace. They hugged each other for a few moments before Joel withdrew, stepping away to get a better look at the girl. 
 
    “How you feeling?” 
 
    “Like shit,” she replied. 
 
    “Helen!” Laura gasped, drawing back. 
 
    “I’m afraid I wasn’t the best role model when it came to that,” Joel said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m fourteen, Mom,” Helen said, rolling her eyes. “You’re lucky I didn’t say worse.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Laura said. 
 
    Helen turned and looked at Joel, rubbing the burns on her arm with her opposite hand. 
 
    “How long are you staying?” she asked. 
 
    Joel lowered his chin a bit as he eased himself down into the chair next to her bed. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere anytime soon,” he said. “We’ve got trouble coming. Malcolm needs all the help it can get.” 
 
    “What sort of trouble?” Helen asked, looking over to Laura. “I mean, I know we were expecting Colonel Lancaster to send his soldiers after us, but—” 
 
    “Two Blackhawk helicopters,” Joel said quietly. “At least six Humvees and potentially a full platoon of foot soldiers. They’re hitting us hard.” 
 
    “What—what are we going to do?” Helen asked. 
 
    “What else can we do?” Joel replied. “We’re going to hit back.” 
 
    “Against helicopters? And Humvees? I bet they’re going to have those big guns everywhere, too. Those Humvees we saw in Cheyenne? They fired bullets as long as my forearm.” 
 
    “We’re going to do what we’ve been doing for three months, kid,” Joel said, his voice flat and firm, as if he were talking about the weather. “We’re going to stand up to the bullies and knock their teeth out for them.” 
 
    Laura couldn’t help but smile and Lindsey chuckled a bit from the hallway behind him. Helen nodded and started to feel a little more confident than she’d been moments before. 
 
    “Sorry I had to pull you away from your pep talk,” Lindsey said. “Sounds like you had your hands full.” 
 
    “That was my second to last one,” Joel replied. “I’ve taught them all I’m going to teach them at this point. We’re in the sink-or-swim stage of this little fiasco, I suspect.” 
 
    “You were teaching?” Helen asked. “Like what? How to make beer with nothing but leaves and dog pee? Or how to smoke a tree branch?” 
 
    “Will you listen to this kid?” Joel asked, gesturing toward her. “Everything I did for her, and this is the respect I get.” He reached over and tousled her long hair. 
 
    “Careful, klutz,” she said, moving away, “don’t touch my boo-boo.” 
 
    Tears gleamed in Laura’s eyes, and she wiped at them again as she leaned forward and gave Helen a gentle squeeze. Somewhere in the building a door creaked open and slammed shut, footsteps thudding down the entry hallway. 
 
    Everyone turned as Sergeant Bills burst into the hospital room, her eyes wide. 
 
    “It’s time,” she said. “One of our runners spotted them taking off from Cheyenne. The helicopters are on their way.” 
 
    The jovial mood within the walls of the hospital room evaporated in an instant, eyes glancing at each other, the sharp-edged blade of tension slicing neatly through the thin fabric of humor. 
 
    Joel’s jaw clenched, and a look of stoic determination carved his rugged features. The time for joking was over. 
 
    “Shelter,” he said simply, looking at Laura. “Take Helen. Go out into town, there are emergency response groups set up. They’ll take you to shelter.” 
 
    “Shelter?” Helen asked, looking at him. “Like hell. You’re going to need all the help you can get.” 
 
    “You just woke up from a coma, for crying out loud,” Joel growled. “This isn’t a request. It’s an order.” 
 
    Helen opened her mouth to reply, but Joel had clamped his hands around the arm of the chair and thrust himself up and out, charging through the door and out into the hallway, Sergeant Bills close behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Rural Wyoming 
 
    Somewhere between Cheyenne and Malcolm 
 
      
 
    The world was swallowed in the rapid chop chop chop of helicopter rotors. Rain continued hammering around them, the open cargo doors looking out into a storm-blasted sky. Against the horizon, Colonel Lancaster saw the ragged, blinding vein of lightning pulsate against the indigo flesh of the horizon, thick, dark clouds accented by the momentary brightness. 
 
    The steady, constant sound and feel of the helicopter rocked him as they moved over the Wyoming wilderness, flying straight and true, heading west toward Malcolm. 
 
    Lancaster closed his eyes, steadying his breathing, trying to ease the rapid beat of his heart, hammering along with the pace of the lashing rain. He could feel cool sweat chilling his brow, his stomach clenching with nervous tension. 
 
    He’d never had these nerves before, these strange pre-op jitters. Not until Indianapolis. 
 
    In the darkness behind his closed eyes he could see it all over again. Lightning raking the sky, the buildings hurtling toward them, getting larger, thicker, more tightly clumped together. Huge 737s plummeting earthward alongside them as the glass-covered skyscrapers filled their entire field of vision. 
 
    Lancaster could almost feel the helicopter plummeting, its momentum hurtling downwards, gravity clamping its gnarled, angry fingers around the body of the aircraft and yanking it toward the hard pavement. 
 
    No pavement. Mountains. Trees. Dirt. All of that here, but no pavement. 
 
    Thunder roared and his stomach lurched. Lightning etched a slashing cut through the darkness just outside the open bay door, so bright and sudden that it forced his eyes open. 
 
    In the dimly lit opening, he saw the door gunner shield his eyes briefly against the flash, but Lancaster could see the sky beyond, could see the darkened shapes of mountains and hills, and knew that they were not falling. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why. Something to do with altitude, most likely. They were flying close to the Earth tonight, unlike their approach to Indianapolis, and perhaps they were low enough that the Heatshield satellites weren’t playing havoc with their electrical systems. 
 
    Clearly the lightning was still striking. Not just striking, but searing the sky, yet it seemed more…normal somehow. Just another part of Mother Nature, not the vicious, violent weapon erupting from the barrel of Heatshield’s gun. 
 
    His eyes opened, he allowed himself to scan the interior of the Blackhawk, looking at the other soldiers gathered within, little more than dark shapes against a slightly less dark backdrop. 
 
    The interior cabin was painted in a faint, luminescent red, the emergency lights looking almost sinister as they set the interior aglow in crimson. Voices murmured amongst themselves, head-shaped shadows talking to each other, asking questions, probing for information that none of them had. 
 
    The lack of on-the-ground intelligence was a concern, Lancaster couldn’t argue that. But unlike Indianapolis, they were prepared for violence on the ground. They were equipped to deal with a local mob that hated them and wanted them dead. 
 
    In Indianapolis they’d been taken by— 
 
    Images flashed in his mind. Breaking glass, rending metal, the helicopter barreling through the building, shattering concrete. The bloodied and broken bodies of the two soldiers in the pilots’ seats, twisted in awkward, fatal angles. 
 
    They’d gotten off easy. 
 
    Not like Sergeant McAvoy. Not like Corporal Klieger. 
 
    Not like him. 
 
    Red rage exploded within him, a piercing, agonizing stab of pain ramming hard into his head. He closed his eyes again, trying to force out the anger, trying to soften the edges of memories. 
 
    His fists balled on his thighs and instead of his anger softening, it seemed to further harden, to crystalize into a narrow, focused point, drilling into his sternum. 
 
    His men. His women. Brave soldiers willing to put their lives on the line, and this was the thanks they got? This was what they were forced to deal with? An incursion into an American town because the filthy traitors of this fine nation would rather tear it down than help build it back up? 
 
    These people were just like the ones in Indianapolis. The crazed, manic mob throwing Molotov cocktails and swinging baseball bats. A furious anarchy, ripping and clawing at the delicate flesh of democracy. 
 
    Not on his watch. Not anymore. They would bring the hammer of God Himself down upon Malcolm, Wyoming, raining hellfire and stinging hornets of hot, hardened steel. 
 
    His teeth pressed together, his jaw clenched, and for a moment, he could actually feel his lips turning into a soft, satisfied smile. The red emergency lights had brightened in his mind, coating reality itself in a layer of blood and fury. 
 
    He’d harness that fury. Bottle it up, press it down, and focus it, unleashing it upon those Stone Sword traitors in a hail of gunfire and storm of anti-personnel air-to-ground rockets. 
 
    They’d never even see it coming. 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    “Give me the good word, Granger!” Valley shouted, storming toward the eastern gate entrance to the Stone Sword compound. Two young men glanced at each other, confused. “You!” Valley said, pointing to the Granger on the right. 
 
    “J—Jackie, sir!” he sputtered. “Good word is we’ve got the gate all set to go. Everything’s done just like you asked. Tell ’im, Burt.” 
 
    Burt nodded, looking back at his brother, then back at Major Valley. 
 
    “Jackie’s right, just like you asked. We should be set.” 
 
    “And you’re absolutely certain about that?” Valley said. “The outcome of this battle could depend on this.” 
 
    Jackie cleared his throat uncertainly, glancing toward his brother, then back at Valley. 
 
    Valley drew a deep breath, sensing the uncertainty between them. Like it or not, he’d been used to working with professional soldiers for his entire career, men and women who had been groomed and trained to follow orders to the letter. These boys were not professional soldiers. 
 
    “Okay, good,” he said, taking a step forward and slapping Jackie on the shoulder. “You boys did good, okay?” 
 
    Burt’s eyes drifted away, not wanting to meet the major’s. 
 
    “Get back to your barn,” Valley said and the boys nodded eagerly, stepping away and heading back toward town. “Oh, by the way,” Valley said toward their backs as they walked away. Both of them slowed, and Jackie turned back toward him. 
 
    “The girl’s out of surgery. She’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Jackie and Burt seemed to visibly relax at this comment, then both nodded back toward Valley. 
 
    “Thank you,” Burt said with a soft smile. “I’m—I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “Now go back to your barn. You do this right, and nobody will remember what happened to her. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jackie said. The two boys exchanged another glance, then tucked their hoods over their heads and took off into the rain. 
 
    Five more soldiers in dark ponchos were gathered around the gate, three of them holding rifles in two-handed grips, the other two conversing with each other. 
 
    “Major!” one of the men without a gun shouted. 
 
    “Huron, you holding things together up here?” 
 
    “Yessir!” Mac replied. Manning guard duty at the gate was a far cry from leading the tunnel digging project, but he was happy for the change of venue. 
 
    “No word yet?” Valley asked. 
 
    A large man with the firm bill of a baseball hat jutting out from under his hood shook his head. 
 
    “No signal yet, boss,” he said. 
 
    Valley stepped toward him, looking at his face, barely illuminated in the low light of the setting sun. His face was weathered and worn, hard lines and sharp edges curving the wrinkled flesh. A tuft of white hair stuck out from beneath the bill of his cap. 
 
    “Olson, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    “You’re a vet, if I remember right?” 
 
    Olson nodded. 
 
    “Ninth Infantry. Vietnam. Served in the Mekong Delta from ’67 to ’69.” 
 
    Valley set his jaw and placed a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I know what we’re asking of you.” 
 
    “Proud to do it, sir,” Olson replied. “I’m one of the oldest militia here and one of the few vets who has seen combat operations. I go where I’m needed.” 
 
    “You’re needed,” Valley said. “What you do here could define our survival.” 
 
    He saw the man swallow hard, nodding his head, and Valley looked at the rifle which extended beyond the raincoat the man wore. 
 
    “Old school, huh?” 
 
    Olson lifted the rifle so Valley could get a better look. 
 
    “Fully restored M16A1, same weapon I used in ’Nam, sir. I know it like I know my own body.” 
 
    “Full auto?” 
 
    Olson nodded. 
 
    “I’ve kept it well hidden, sir. Colonel Carter knew about it, but we tried to keep it under wraps.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad you’ve got it now,” Valley said. “Our little secret.” Turning away from Olson he found himself looking at a woman’s face, someone younger than him, holding her own rifle across her chest. 
 
    “Name’s Winston, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied. As she nodded, the hood fell away a bit and Valley could see the pasty, pale color of her skin pulled taut around her boney jaw. She looked thin, something beyond thin, like someone wrapped parchment paper around a skeleton. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “I’ve—the cancer’s terminal, sir,” she said. “I’ve got six months at the most, and the world’s not exactly equipped for chemotherapy these days. Seems to me I’d rather go out doing something useful than wasting away, sir.” 
 
    “And your family?” 
 
    “They—they understand, sir.” 
 
    Valley nodded solemnly, understanding the tone of the woman’s words. He patted her shoulder as well and turned to a third figure holding a rifle, this one another older man, the AR-15 slung from one shoulder. 
 
    “Parnham?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s me, sir.” 
 
    “What’s your story?” 
 
    “Got no family, sir. It’s just me and the dog. My wife had a heart attack shortly after this all happened, and—well—the doc couldn’t save her. Not with what we had to work with here.” 
 
    “No other family?” 
 
    The man drew in a deep breath, looking back toward the access road making its way to the eastern gate. 
 
    “My kids and the grandkids came to visit three months ago. They were scheduled to fly out of Denver International the day—that day—you know.” 
 
    “Dammit, Parnham, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t know if they made the flight or not, but even if they didn’t, from what I hear about Denver, they—I don’t know whether they’re alive or dead, and to be honest, sir, I’d like to go out thinking that they made it. I have faith that they somehow survived and if I die with that lie in my head, I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Valley replied. 
 
    The last member of the group stood a short distance away, a younger woman not holding a weapon. 
 
    “Montgomery, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said curtly.  
 
    “You know what to do?” 
 
    “I do, sir. Mayor Phillips went over it with me. Several times.” 
 
    “He’s rather thorough,” Valley said. 
 
    “Indeed,” she replied. 
 
    Valley turned away from the group, taking a step toward the gate. He paused and turned to face them. 
 
    “All of you,” he said, “I know what you’ve volunteered for here. What we’re asking you to sacrifice. Whatever the outcome of this fight, your names and actions will be remembered forever, do you understand?” 
 
    The heads all nodded, though the younger woman with cancer turned away, unable to look him in the eyes. 
 
    “In a very short time, you’ll be the tip of the spear for Stone Sword in our attempt to drive back an attack by men and women who claim to serve our nation. I think you all know that they do not. They represent the twisted desires of men who have corrupted America’s ideals. We cannot allow that to stand. For your bravery and sacrifice, I thank you and will personally see that you are remembered as long as—” 
 
    There was a sudden, streaking light in the sky, a twisting trail of pale yellow soaring up through the trees. 
 
    Valley’s words ceased, his eyes moving to the faint track carved in the night, barely visible through the rain. The group saw his attention diverted and turned to look where he was looking. 
 
    As they all turned and focused on that point in the distance, the faint yellow tail exploded into a vibrant white bloom in the sky, the blinding blossom of a small sun bursting open the darkness. 
 
    “That’s it,” Valley said quietly as the bright blast of the flare hung in the sky. “That’s the signal.” 
 
    “They—they’re coming.” Mac said, his voice low, as if he’d never really believed it might happen, as if he’d been holding on to some small nugget of possibility that it was all some grave mistake. 
 
    Valley swallowed hard, his eyes affixed on the flare, the surrounding, cloud-filled sky starting to darken again as the firelight dimmed. 
 
    “Mac, get to the church tower. Sound the alarms.” 
 
    “Yessir,” Mac barked and took off into a sprint, dashing back toward town. 
 
    “Montgomery. Radio.” 
 
    “On it, sir!” the young woman exclaimed and plunged forward, dashing past him and running back toward the buildings behind him. 
 
    “Olson, Winston, and Parnham.” 
 
    The three remaining sentries stood a bit straighter, looking at him, their weapons lifted. 
 
    “You know what’s expected of you.” 
 
    “We do,” Olson replied as the other two nodded. 
 
    “We don’t expect you to win this battle, just keep them distracted. Slow them down. Whatever you can do.” 
 
    “Whatever we can do, sir,” Parnham said.  
 
    Valley stood straight-backed and snapped off a firm, crisp salute. All three of them saluted back. The major turned on his heels and charged into the darkness, refusing to let himself glance back in their direction, not wanting to see them even one more time. 
 
    # 
 
    The barracks were full at this late hour, three dozen men and women in camouflage going through weapons, organizing ammunition and magazines. Tactical vests were all strapped to their bodies, various rifles leaning up against the far wall of the interior of the structure. The weapon load out was a smorgasbord of types, everything from bolt-action hunting rifles to AR-15s, to old-school twelve-gauge shotguns.  
 
    Ammunition was stacked and sorted, each of the men and women in the barracks already briefed on which weapons were theirs and which ammunition they would grab to go along with them. The pouches on the tactical vests had been prepopulated with standard gear, field dressing kits, flashlights, combat knives, and even two specially built grenades courtesy of the Granger brothers. 
 
    Nobody felt one hundred percent comfortable about the functionality of the grenades, but they carried them anyway. Everyone was also equipped with a sidearm, though they were a mix of calibers and types, some revolvers, some semi-automatics and some automatics, each one in a holster strapped to a soldier’s leg. 
 
    There was a chorus of quiet conversation throughout the barracks building as they all chatted to themselves and each other, talking about everything but what dangers might await them. 
 
    The quiet conversation was interrupted by the swift bang of the barracks door pounding open. Everyone whirled around, eyes widening as they saw Major Valley burst inwards, rain slashing down through the opened door. 
 
    Immediately and instantaneously the murmured conversation halted. 
 
    Valley paused for a moment, looking at the floor as he drew a breath, steadying himself. Somewhere in the distance, the church bells started to ring. 
 
    “I don’t have you tell you all what’s happening,” he said, lifting his head to look at the gathered men and women. “We’ve gotten the signal. The helicopters are incoming.” 
 
    Nobody spoke. 
 
    “Men,” he said firmly. “Women. Soldiers. Every last one of you, regardless of your age.” His eyes settled on a trio of figures a full head shorter than most others around them, figures that looked barely old enough to shave, and were barely thick enough to fill out their uniforms. “This isn’t just the fight of our lives, this is the fight of your children's lives. Of their children's lives. The men and women who are on their way here will be wearing the uniforms of the United States Army, but make no mistake, they do not resemble the men and women I used to serve with. Whatever ideals or philosophies have shaped these soldiers, they are not the same ideals I swore my life to defend, I will promise you that right here and now.” 
 
    He swallowed hard, looking out into the faces, knowing that many would be dead within the next several hours. Many? All? He didn’t want to think about it, but he couldn’t be an effective military leader if he didn’t. 
 
    “I don’t know about any of you, but I didn’t risk my life defending the freedom of this nation’s peoples only to see the men in charge corrupt everything about this country, twist it, and turn it rotten. Because that’s what’s happened here. The men in charge have decayed this nation, taking something I was proud of, and turned it into a violent dictatorship, all within the span of ninety days. We cannot let this stand. This is not a battle for Stone Sword. This is not even a battle for Malcolm, Wyoming. This is a battle for the future of America. For democracy. For justice and liberty!” 
 
    Heads were nodding around the crowd and a few men had grabbed rifles from the wall and were thrusting them up into the air. Somewhere outside, the church bells continued ringing. 
 
    “You hear those bells? Those bells don’t toll for us, those bells toll for the future of America. Those are America’s funeral bells and it’s up to us to not let that happen! Are you with me?” 
 
    The barracks erupted into a loud, raucous shout, more rifles thrusting up in the air, men and women’s voices shouting in unison. 
 
    “Strap in!” Valley shouted. “Load up! Weapons and mags for everyone. We’re in this together. I’ll see you on the battlefield!” 
 
    He turned toward the door, listening to the deafening din of cheers behind him. 
 
    # 
 
    The church bells continued tolling. Laura, Helen, Jack, and Roxie huddled inside the small structure that had served as Laura’s quarters for the past months that she’d been in Malcolm. It had been fine for her, though it had been a little cramped for her and Helen both. With all four of them in there it felt downright claustrophobic. 
 
    “What are we doing in here?” Helen asked. “You hear the bells, right? That means they’re coming. They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why we’re in here,” Laura said. “This house is off the beaten path. Out of the line of fire. Major Valley wanted us to hole up here until we got the word to—” 
 
    “To what?” Helen asked. “Bury our heads in the sand? I can’t just do nothing while people are out there dying to protect us.” 
 
    “Helen, you’re hurt,” Laura said. “You were in a drug-induced coma just a few hours ago.” 
 
    “I feel fine,” Helen replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s possible,” Jack replied. “I just got my bullet wound stitched up and I feel like dog shit.” 
 
    “Not helping,” Helen sneered. 
 
    “Just a few more minutes,” Jack said. “Major Valley should be here soon—” 
 
    Swift rapping echoed at the door and Jack was on his feet in seconds, wheeling around and striding toward the entrance. Flinging the door open, he looked out at Valley, standing in the rain, gesturing for them to come out. 
 
    “It’s time!” he shouted, the sheets of rain pouring down around him. Jack reached toward the wall and plucked his AR-15 from where it was leaning, tucking it close as he swept the hood over his head and jumped down the squat flight of stairs to the mud outside. Roxie, Laura, and Helen followed him out into the storms. 
 
    “We got the signal from the look out!” Valley shouted above the rain. “The Blackhawks are on their way.” His eyes focused on Jack first. “You know what to do. You’re on the first team, right?” 
 
    “As we agreed!” Jack replied. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you,” Valley said, “it’s going to be dangerous. People are going to die, do you understand?” 
 
    Jack nodded solemnly. 
 
    “We just need to try to last as long as we can. Draw them in, move around, take our shots, just survive. That’s it, that’s our primary responsibility!” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “Major!” Helen said, stepping out from behind her mother. “What can I do?” 
 
    “You can go with your mother and stay safe,” he said. 
 
    “With all due respect,” Helen started, “go to hell. I can help.” 
 
    “Helen!” Laura shouted. “You cannot talk to him like that!” 
 
    “She learned it from Joel,” Valley said, smiling crookedly in spite of the circumstances. 
 
    “You stay right here behind me,” Laura said, looking hard at the young girl. Helen opened her mouth to respond but saw her mother’s intense gaze and did as she was told. 
 
    “Be careful, Jack,” Roxie said and stepped forward, leaning into him and giving him a soft kiss. He returned her kiss, hugging her tightly to him, then watching as she stepped away, turned, and sprinted off into the darkness. 
 
    As soon as she left, Laura took a few steps forward, getting close to the young man. 
 
    “Jack,” she said quietly. He smiled at her. “I’m glad you’ve found some happiness here. You deserve it.” 
 
    “I—” he started to say, but Laura shook her head and put two fingers to his lips. 
 
    “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have protecting us. I would trust you with my life, Jack. With both of our lives.” 
 
    Jack fought back tears as he nodded his appreciation. Laura reached forward and wrapped her arms tight around his neck, giving him a hard, enthusiastic squeeze. He reached around with his free hand and returned the embrace. 
 
    “All right, Casanova,” Valley said, slapping him on the back. “We need to get the hell out of here. That flare went off almost ten minutes ago, they could be on us any moment.” 
 
    Jack nodded, following along as Valley jogged back toward town. 
 
    Laura let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. 
 
    “All right, Helen,” she said, turning toward her daughter “now, let’s—”  
 
    Helen was gone. 
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    They could hear the approaching helicopter blades, even with the pouring rain. 
 
    “You hear that?” Parnham asked, his voice breaking a bit as he swallowed. 
 
    “Used to love that sound,” Olson said quietly, looking out into the night. “Back in ’Nam, those sounds meant incoming Hueys. Air support, evac. They were the good guys.” 
 
    “These aren’t the good guys,” Winston said firmly. Olson only nodded. To their right, the trees shifted slightly and Parnham turned toward them, shouldering his AR-15. 
 
    “Don’t shoot! It’s me, Flintock!”  
 
    “Holeee shit, Flintock, I almost blew your head clean off!” Parnham choked. “You got that flare off just in time, huh, kid?” 
 
    Flintock nodded. 
 
    “Sprinted the whole way down the damned hill,” he gasped. “I was hopin’ I’d beat them here.” 
 
    “Spill it,” Olson said. “What are we dealin’ with?” 
 
    Flintock swallowed, still breathing hard. 
 
    “Just like Prescott said. Two UH-60 Blackhawks in the air. I couldn’t get a handle on what weapons they had or who was in the cargo hold, but I saw ’em.” 
 
    “Valley was here,” Winston said. “He saw the flare.” 
 
    “I can hear the church bells,” Flintock said, then turned toward the access road, clearly hearing the increased velocity of the helicopter rotors.  
 
    “Go on,” Winston said to Flintock. “Get back to town. We’ll handle this.” The three of them stood at the gate, lifting their weapons, creating a makeshift phalanx between the access road and the east gate behind them. Flintock looked toward them, then turned and looked at the gate. 
 
    “I’m with you,” he said flatly, unslinging the bolt action rifle from his shoulder. “If you guys can do this, so can I.” 
 
    “Kid,” Olson said, “we volunteered for this duty. We’ve all got our reasons. You don’t need to do this.” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” Flintock said, “but I’m gonna.” 
 
    The rotor sounds grew louder and the vague shapes of the approaching Blackhawks emerged beyond the horizon, sweeping in from the east. 
 
    “They’re here,” Parnham said. 
 
    “Cover in the rocks,” Olson replied. “It’s time.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster, we’ve got eyes on the target, repeat, we’ve got eyes on the target!” 
 
    Lancaster sat up straight in his seat in the rear of the Blackhawk, snapping out of his drifting thoughts. The Blackhawk moved forward through the air, slicing neatly through the night sky, though a sheer curtain of rain continued falling just outside, visible through the opened side door. Lancaster could see the gunner perched behind the fifty caliber, looking out into the darkness beyond. 
 
    Lancaster triggered his headset. 
 
    “What do you see?” he asked. There was a low hiss of static before the copilot reported back. 
 
    “We’ve got the eastern gate in view,” he said. “The road looks clear—” 
 
    His words cut off as the low chatter of gunfire came from somewhere outside. 
 
    “Hold up, hold up!” the copilot reported. “We’ve got hostiles on the ground! Counting four separate areas of engagement. Sheltered in the rocks near the east gate!” 
 
    Lancaster could hear the low scatter of ricocheting bullets pelting the exterior of the helicopter as they approached. 
 
    “Colonel, do we have clearance to engage, sir?” another voice chirped in and Lancaster looked over, seeing that the gunner was now looking at him, a finger pressed to his headset. 
 
    Lancaster adjusted the settings of his headset, opening up the broadcast to all channels. 
 
    “Attention, Bravo one-nine, Bravo two-zero,” he said, referring to both Blackhawks. “We have four hostiles engaging. This is your go order. Weapons free, we are weapons free!” He clicked off the headset and nodded toward the gunner, who he could have sworn he saw smirk back in his direction. 
 
    “Let’s do this, boys,” he said quietly, making sure the comms were turned off. “Strike a blow for America.” 
 
    In the gunner’s seat across from him, he saw the man swivel the fifty caliber left and point it toward the ground just as it erupted in a deafening chatter of weapons fire. 
 
    # 
 
    “Open fire! Repeat, open fire!” Olson shouted as he shouldered his M16 and sighted on the first Blackhawk’s shadow. Aiming for the cockpit window, he rattled off a burst of automatic fire, punching 5.56-millimeter rounds up toward the approaching aircraft. Even from the ground he could see the scattering dance of sparks against the rugged hide of the Blackhawk. The nose of the large transport slowed and began coming around. 
 
    Olson ducked behind the rocks, looking across the access road in the direction of the rocks on the opposite side. Flintock perched there, his long-range rifle pointed upward. There was a swift crack of fire, then the racking clack of a second round loading, followed quickly by a second shot. Olson was pretty sure he was aiming for the door gunner. 
 
    Winston was crouched by the rock next to Flintock, grasping her AR-15 before lifting it and firing as quickly as she could. It was a semi-automatic, so it was limited by her trigger pulls, but she fired as quickly as she could, sending rounds hurtling up toward the big-bellied transport copters. 
 
    Suddenly the night exploded in an abrasive chorus of metallic bursts. Blinding muzzle flashes ripped open the darkened sky as the door-mounted fifty caliber opened up. White tracer fire seared the sky, arching downward before striking the rocks where Winston and Flintock huddled. Ragged chunks of broken stone blasted upward and Olson saw Winston thrown back under the impact of a high-caliber bullet, rocks showering down around her. 
 
    Beneath the young man with the bolt action, rocks chewed apart and broke away, sending him tumbling down to the access road, landing awkwardly on his shoulder and lying still. 
 
    “Winston and Flintock down!” Parnham shouted, moving right and getting a clear shot with his own AR-15. He fired wildly up at the second helicopter, trying to fire into the opened side door. Another barrage of the fifty caliber blasted from that side of the second copter, tracer fire walking along the road until it tore through Parnham, sending him sprawling under a cloud of red mist. 
 
    Olson pressed his back to the hard rock behind him, clutching his M16 tight. For most of his time in the Army, he’d welcomed the sights and sounds of helicopters, but right now he thought it sounded like the evil, haggard laugh of a demon. 
 
    Ejecting his spent magazine, he retrieved a spare and rammed it home, glancing over toward where Winston and Flintock had been. The young man was in the road, but clearly still alive, pushing himself to his hands and knees, his head looking around, searching for some kind of weapon. 
 
    Olson lurched upward, firing again, sending another burst of sparks across the near side of the Blackhawk’s body. Another round of the fifty caliber exploded from the side of the transport and the rocks he hid behind blasted apart, shooting hot fragments in all directions, the momentum of the destroyed cover throwing him backwards against the trees running alongside the access road. 
 
    His spine struck one of the trunks and bent him awkwardly around it just before he tumbled hard to the ground, his entire body alight in white-hot agony. Crimson pain hazed his vision as he lay in the grass looking over at Flintock, who was crawling along the hard surface of the road, groping for a weapon, trying to find something, anything to use. 
 
    The wind beat down around them, throwing dirt, grit, and fallen rainwater as the backsplash of the helicopter blades blasted the narrow valley. Olson closed his eyes against the abrasive barrage, the world suddenly consumed by the wind and rain. Glaring up through the narrow slits in his eyelids, he could barely see the Blackhawk hovering overhead, tail slightly lifted as it retained its position, holding just east of the gate. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Olson asked, knowing nobody was there to reply. But he heard the low throttle of diesel engines approaching, and knew the Humvees would be coming in soon, and suddenly he knew exactly what was happening as the blunt nose of the helicopter settled at its low angle, facing the gate. 
 
    Flintock continued his uncertain crawl, sprawling back toward the destroyed rocks, searching the ground, though Olson knew he wouldn’t find what he was looking for. Rotor wash drowned out everything, and the Blackhawk eased forward, set its position, then unleashed a sudden torrent of hellfire rockets from its wing mounted rocket pod. 
 
    Olson gritted his teeth, as the dozen swirling contrails twisted down toward the ground. The rockets struck, the ground burst free, and flame and smoke consumed them. 
 
    # 
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    “Shit,” Major Valley said, lowering the binoculars. Through the twin circular receptacles he’d seen the eastern gate explode under the swift barrage of hellfire rockets. The twin concrete supports had blown apart like dried twigs as the bent and twisted remains of the iron gate burst inwards and broke apart, spilling into the compound’s perimeter. 
 
    Through the haze of twisting columns of smoke, the vague shape of the two Blackhawks emerged, pushing through the thin, gray wall and coming out the other side. 
 
    “They’re in!” he shouted, turning to the gathered group behind him. “The Blackhawks are in!” 
 
    At least thirty men looked back at him, with Jack and Sergeant Bills standing at the front of the group. 
 
    “You know what to do!” he said, and he knew they did. All at once, the group suddenly dispersed, scattering like roaches under a bright light, charging apart and forward, separating so they wouldn’t be clumped too tightly together. 
 
    Valley moved forward immediately, taking shelter behind the thick wall of the town hall, three others coming in just behind him. He looked to his right and saw several others taking cover behind another building, another group sprinting toward the hospital. 
 
    His eyes lingered on the hospital building. They’d cleared the patients out, as well as the doctor and Lindsey, to ensure the building was empty, but even without anyone inside, the loss of the structure would be catastrophic for the small community. 
 
    Even if they won the battle, he knew it would be a big loss. 
 
    The Blackhawks swept into town, cruising over the roofs of the buildings. 
 
    “Go!” Valley shouted. “Engage! Now!” 
 
    Gunfire roared from the ground, pelting the helicopters with small arms fire. Valley aimed his barrel on the cockpit and squeezed off several shots, praying for at least one of them to get lucky. Rotor wash pounded down around him as the transport swung its tail around, moving with a sort of large, awkward grace, opening up with one of the door guns. 
 
    Bullets chewed apart the town hall, breaking it open and smashing windows, throwing shards of broken wood and ripped-up shingles into the air. 
 
    “Cover, get cover!” Valley shouted ducking low and bolting forward as heavy-caliber rounds blew up the ground just behind him, sending fountains of hard dirt and broken stone up into the air. His eyes focused on another building just ahead and he took off toward it, throwing himself into a clumsy roll. As he tumbled, he looked behind him just in time to see two of the men who had been with him chewed up by fifty-caliber fire from the helicopters, both of them out in the open as a searing volley ripped through them, sending them to the ground amid a shower of shorn dirt. 
 
    “Dammit,” Valley hissed, hauling himself up to one knee and aiming his rifle at the Blackhawk. He fired again, already knowing it would do no good. He saw a figure to his right and looked as Jack charged past him, head low, tracer fire arcing just behind him. 
 
    “Lost three in my squad already!” he breathed. “God, Major, this is a blood bath!” 
 
    “We just have to get them to the north of downtown!” Valley breathed. “Remember the plan. Do you remember?” 
 
    “I remember!” Jack gasped, nodding. “But what about the Humvees?” 
 
    “We can’t worry about that. We need to stick with our part of the plan.” 
 
    Jack nodded, but Valley could see the fear in his eyes. For all of the horrors he’d seen, all of the violence between Seattle and here—it was nothing compared to a full-blown combat operation. 
 
    “Follow me!” Valley said, curling around the back side of the building. He could hear the overwhelming roar of the automatic fire from the Blackhawks, peppered with the smaller-caliber return fire from the ground, the noise echoing all around him with each passing second. 
 
    Focus, Major. Focus. 
 
    “Go, now!” he shouted and charged forward, Jack coming tight to his heels. The tracer fire shot scant light throughout downtown, partially illuminating buildings and Valley could see figures running from building to building, backlit by a soft orange glow. Somewhere in town a building was on fire, hungry flames curling out from a smashed hole in the wall, smoke billowing up into the rain-soaked night. 
 
    As he watched, the second Blackhawk eased its way around, pointing toward the ground and unleashed another volley of air-to-ground hellfire rockets. There was a scatter of light bursts at the launcher, then the ground blasted upward, craters opening in the neatly paved downtown road. Three running figures scrambled desperately out of the line of fire, but one of them wasn’t quite fast enough and was thrown up and backwards by an explosion, twisting in midair before crashing hard to the ground and lying still. 
 
    “Come on, Prescott!” Valley screamed, looking over his shoulder at Jack, who was struggling to keep up. Jack nodded, tucking his rifle close and keeping his head down as more gunfire rained down from the skies. 
 
    Up ahead, Valley could see who he thought was Sergeant Bills, also running toward the western edge of downtown, broken chunks of structures and road raining down on top of her. 
 
    “Just keep moving!” he shouted, and veered swiftly right, diving behind the cover of another house as the ground blew open just behind him. Jack hesitated, peeling back somewhat as bullets stitched across the dirt before him, then he waited a moment, and lurched forward again, making his way to the building where Valley had been huddling. 
 
    Both of them pressed their backs to the wall, listening to the chaos of helicopter blades and fifty-caliber weapons, all mixed with the faint shouts and screams of the frightened and injured on the ground. 
 
    “They’re chewing us up, Major,” Jack said. 
 
    “We knew there would be costs,” Valley said. 
 
    “Costs, yes,” Jack agreed, “but this bad? This plan only works if someone is alive to keep drawing them back.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s up to us,” Valley said. 
 
    “Not just you,” Sergeant Bills barked, swinging around the opposite corner of the building. “I’ve got six members of my squad behind me. We got this!” 
 
    Major Valley nodded, turning and looking over his shoulder, wondering how many members of his and Jack’s squads were still out there, in town, running for their lives. Maybe this had been a mistake. Maybe the gamble was too much. Too risky. Maybe he played his hand too soon? 
 
    It was too late to do anything about it now. 
 
    He leaned back against the wall, closing his eyes and forcing his hammering heart to slowly settle its beat. 
 
    Finally, he set his shoulders and ejected his magazine, retrieving a fresh one from his vest and loading it. 
 
    “We ready?” he asked. Those gathered around him nodded. “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet, whispered a noiseless prayer, and took off at a full sprint. 
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    Tires roared along the access road, kicking up dirt and gravel as the Humvees drew closer, screaming through the darkness, rain scattering down around them. Their headlights splashed against the walls of rock and trees as they screamed closer, a group of five Humvees with two troop transports flanking them. 
 
    Nobody was there to see them, to watch for them, or to report on their progress as they hurtled ever closer to the Stone Sword compound. 
 
    # 
 
    “We’ve got them on the run, Colonel!” the pilot shouted into his headset. Colonel Lancaster smiled from where he sat in the rear of the lead Blackhawk, nodding at the good news. 
 
    “I don’t want them on the run,” he replied, “I want them dead! Bleeding in the streets! Take them down and out!” 
 
    As if to punctuate his desires, the fifty-caliber rifle exploded, shell casings bursting free and clattering along the floor. 
 
    “They’re using the buildings as shelter,” the voice called into the headset. “We don’t have an effective targeting solution.” 
 
    “Well, find one!” Lancaster shouted. “We need to keep them bottled up! Pen them in and gun them down or hold them in position and await our reinforcements.” 
 
    “Speaking of reinforcements, Colonel,” a man sitting next to Colonel Lancaster said, leaning over slightly in his seat. “Just got word the Humvee squad is coming upon the eastern gate. They’ll be through in moments!” 
 
    Lancaster nodded and opened up the communications channel on his headset. 
 
    “Attention, Bravo one-nine and Bravo two-zero! Humvee convoy is nearly at the eastern gate. They will be providing ground support, ETA five minutes! Let’s give them a warm welcome!” 
 
    His call cut off in a low squawk of static and he nodded his thanks to the soldier next to him. Switching to the pilot’s channel, he clicked the call button again. 
 
    “Can you get us a good firing position?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “They’re using the buildings as cover, keeping the structures between us and them. It’ll be tough to get a clear line of fire without having boots on the ground, sir!” 
 
    “Do the best you can! There’s a clearing north of town. Once the Humvees have breached the gate, we can set down there and deploy infantry.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” the voice in his headset reported back. 
 
    As the voice in his ear hissed to quiet, Lancaster’s fingers clamped around the edges of the seat he perched upon. The sky seemed to swirl into a coalescent hurricane of sights and sounds, but not the sights and sounds of the present, the sights and sounds of three months ago, the skies above Indianapolis. He could hear every word being spoken, see every building during their descent. Ripping spears of lightning carving the sky wide open, the encroaching dark clouds that had seemingly come from nowhere. 
 
    A radiant heat pulsated through his body and it felt like a fist of icicle fingers clamped around his heart. He closed his eyes, willing the rapid palpitations of his heart to slow and steady, trying to focus on the chattering of the door guns and the occasional chunk of firing hellfires. 
 
    He couldn’t afford to not have his head in the game. Not now. His stomach lurched as the Blackhawk eased right, swinging around, the eagle-eyed pilot searching for targets on the ground. 
 
    # 
 
    Engines roared as the line of Humvees barreled toward the eastern gate, darkened shadows against the dull gray of dusk, their throttled engines reverberating off the rocky cliffs to the north. 
 
    They moved swiftly, bumping over uneven ground, spraying loose gravel and dirt from their thudding tires as they moved quickly toward the gate, which was now little more than cracked and broken concrete supports, the gate ripped free and thrown several feet inside the eastern wall as though an angry child had kicked it down. 
 
    The opening drew closer, the lead Humvee picking up speed, moving faster, swerving to avoid chunks of rock that had been tossed into the road from the helicopter assault, rolling over loose pieces of the brick supports that had been blasted outward by the attack. 
 
    “Into the breach!” the driver screamed, his eyes wide, foot hammered down to the floor, the diesel engine growling like a hungry animal. Rain slashed at the vehicle as it came up on the gate and charged through the space where the barricade used to be. 
 
    Somewhere, strung between the rocks, a wire snapped, unseen and unnoticed by the lead Humvee. Somewhere, nestled near the ground, where the mountains met the soil, a trigger snicked and the ground beneath the lead Humvee erupted in a furious blast, the concealed explosives detonating with a sudden, blinding burst of fire and concussive force. 
 
    The shockwave obliterated the front of the lead vehicle, shredding metal and punching up through the underside of the vehicle, sending its charred carcass into the air and lurching to the right. The second Humvee rammed headlong into the exploding first, then careened left, smashing hard into the brick support structure, already damaged by the Blackhawk’s missile strike. 
 
    The driver of the third Humvee rammed hard on the brakes, but not hard enough, and the third vehicle pounded into the smoldering wreckage of the first two, its hood diving down, the rear kicking up. The vehicle went airborne for a brief moment before it crashed down roof-first, slamming into what was left of the first vehicle. 
 
    The fourth and fifth Humvees swerved right and left, tires locking, shooting chunks of dirt and loose stone in a scattering spray, but the vehicles stopped before colliding with the wreckage that filled the gap between rocks at the breach into the Stone Sword compound. 
 
    Two transport trucks squealed to a halt as well, air brakes hissing as they drew to a shuddering stop just next to the only two Humvees left undamaged. 
 
    Fingers of angry, bright fire clawed at the night, smoke twisting up into the darkened clouds above, and the falling rain hissed as it struck scalding, molten metal. 
 
    # 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Valley shouted triumphantly from behind the building, his voice raised so it could be heard above the rain and thudding helicopter rotors nearby. 
 
    “Hell yeah, I did!” Jack shouted. “Those Granger boys did it! They actually did it!” 
 
    Their smile and good humor was short-lived as one of the Blackhawks came around for a better angle and unleashed a volley of fifty-caliber fire from its door gun, sending them scrambling farther back for cover. 
 
    Ground punched up in thick clouds of broken dirt from a few feet away as they moved around the far corner of the brick building, hugging tight to its rough-walled surface. 
 
    Ducking low, Bills came around shortly after them, the ground ripping up just behind her. 
 
    “We’re going to run out of places to hide!” she shouted. From the ground somewhere nearby, they heard a faint cry of pain and the staccato crash of semi-automatic fire. At first, they’d heard a chorus of weapons fire from the ground, shooting back up at the Blackhawks, but as the minutes wore on, the ground fire became softer and less frequent, a fact that frightened Valley to no end. 
 
    This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Jack shouted, moving forward in a low crouch. Valley followed the direction of his eyes and saw a small shape huddled near a building across the way from where they crouched. Bullets from the helicopter had torn a ragged gash in the ground between them and the shape, which had apparently only just escaped certain death. 
 
    Jack came to the corner of the building and glared out around it, looking up at the darkened shadow hovering in the sky. He could see the second Blackhawk moving in behind it, the two massive aircraft just waiting to shoot the fish in the proverbial barrel. 
 
    “I need to get to her!” Jack shouted. 
 
    “Who is it?” Valley asked, pressing his back against the wall again. 
 
    Jack didn’t answer. He simply ducked his head and charged forward, drawing in a deep breath and holding it tight. A few hundred meters to his right, the Blackhawk opened fire. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen tucked her knees to her chest, willing herself to be invisible as she heard the rotors whipping not far from where she hid. The mad dash she’d made from one building to the next had almost been the last thing she ever did, but she’d barely made it behind the second structure. Movement out of the corner of her eye had told her that others were sprinting through the darkness, too, and the helicopter had suddenly changed its trajectory, firing upon them instead of her, a fact that likely spared her. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she tried to steady her breath and her nerves, then looked to her left, eyes wide as she saw one of the figures that had just almost been ripped apart now sprinting across the bullet-riddled ground toward her. 
 
    “No!” she screamed, shaking her head. The Blackhawk opened fire again, the roar of the door gun shouting over the rotors thudding. Orange tracers lit up the dim sky, punching hard gouges into the ground just behind the running figure. One round slammed into the building he’d just been hiding behind, ripping a large, jagged chunk of the wall out and throwing it into several smaller pieces. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” the running figure shouted, gesturing to Helen and she sprang to her feet, turning right and lurching forward just as he caught up with her. It was Jack—she recognized him now—and he hooked an arm around her waist and lifted her, leaping forward into a wild, uncontrolled dive. 
 
    Soft, piercing whistles sliced through the night and the building where Helen had just been hiding erupted into a huge, smoke-filled explosion as a handful of hellfire rockets pulverized the small residential structure she’d been using for cover. 
 
    “Holy shit!” she screamed as she was yanked back to her feet from the wet grass and shoved forward, Jack running tight to her side, not letting her slow. Helen felt dizzy and sick, waves of pained nausea rippling through her. 
 
    A sharp, spearing agony rammed into her right temple, and her arm felt as though layers of flesh were still searing off. 
 
    “Just keep moving!” Jack shouted, looking over his shoulder. The Blackhawk had shifted somewhat, trying to get a different angle on them, but Valley and Bills had lunged out from cover, firing up at the helicopter, drawing it back toward them. 
 
    “Don’t die, don’t die, don’t die,” Jack hissed as he watched them both scramble back into the darkness as another volley of Blackhawk fire ripped at the brick wall of the building they were using for cover. 
 
    “Jack—I—Jack!” Helen gasped as they ran, heads down, feet thumping on the rain-soaked grass. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be in the shelter with your mom!” Jack shouted. 
 
    “I can help!” Helen cried back. “I can shoot! I know how to—” 
 
    Blackhawk rotors drowned out Helen’s voice as the lead helicopter swept down and forward, looming just above the roofs of the nearby buildings. Ahead of them there were sprawling farmlands, fenced-in pastures, and old farmhouses. 
 
    “This way!” Jack shouted, thrusting his fingers to the north. “We need to go this way!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just trust me!” 
 
    Helen did. She stuck with him as he juked right, then sprinted forward, moving behind a small family home, running as quickly as their tired legs could carry them. 
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    “Come again?” Lancaster shouted, leaning over to Corporal Shin who was sitting next to him, the headset pulled over his ears. 
 
    “The Humvees!” Shin shouted back. “They booby-trapped the front gate! IEDs wrecked three of the Humvees and blocked entry into the compound!” 
 
    “Dammit!” Lancaster hissed. “Now they’re using IEDs on Army soldiers? These scumbags are terrorists in every sense of the word!” 
 
    “They’ve moving the wrecks now—they think they can get the last two Humvees through shortly, but the transports won’t fit.” 
 
    “Get the men in the transports on the ground!” Lancaster replied. “We still outnumber their militia three-to-one, and we still have two Humvees! Get them into the compound!” 
 
    Shin nodded and turned away, activating his headset to call down to the ground forces. 
 
    Lancaster switched his channel to the pilots’ again. 
 
    “Bravo one-nine, Bravo two-zero, this is Lancaster, do you copy?” 
 
    Voices replied in his headset confirming that the pilots of both helicopters did, indeed, copy. 
 
    “We’re moving north of downtown. There’s a section of grass by the red farmhouse just south of the mountains. We set down there and unload our infantry! Get boots on the ground, then get the birds back in the air for air support! Do you copy?” 
 
    More acknowledgements came in his headset and he felt the Blackhawk lurch around him, the nose coming around as it moved toward the designated landing zone. 
 
    # 
 
    “Keep moving!” Jack shouted, pressing his hand to Helen’s back and forcing her along. Several yards ahead, he could see the shadowed outline of a large barn, its dark silhouette delineated against the darkening sky. The falling rain drew a sheer, diagonal curtain across its surface, and as they approached, a slash of lightning ripped open the sunset sky beyond. 
 
    Thunder crashed, but the echoing sound was quickly overshadowed by the rapid spin of helicopter rotors. 
 
    “Shit!” Jack hissed, craning his neck around. A Blackhawk lumbered toward them, angled slightly forward, trying to bring its nose around to expose them to the port-side door gunner. 
 
    “Keep running toward the barn!” Jack shouted. 
 
    “The barn? Why the barn? That old place looks like a strong wind could take it down!” 
 
    “Trust me!” Jack replied. As he looked over his shoulder toward the Blackhawk, he could see more figures moving through the darkness, others heading this way, trying to lead the Blackhawks away from downtown. Just to the north of the barn there was a wide expanse of unmown grass, a pasture connecting the barn with the mountains beyond. 
 
    As they ran forward, Helen hesitated. 
 
    “I recognize this place,” she said, her eyes widening. “No! We can’t—” 
 
    “We have to!” Jack said, grabbing her left arm, the one that wasn’t riddled with burns, and dragging her toward it. 
 
    “We can’t! That’s where—” 
 
    The wash of rotors drowned out her words as the lead Blackhawk came around, the gunner moving the barrel of the fifty caliber, drawing it on them as they retreated. They were still a long ways from the barn, caught out in the open, and he knew they had nowhere to run, nowhere to shelter or hide. 
 
    They were exposed. 
 
    He threw Helen roughly to the ground and lifted his AR-15, desperately hoping he could get a clear shot at the gunner but knowing his chances were as good as zero. 
 
    The silent tension seemed to freeze everything in place, the film of reality grinding in slow motion as Jack braced himself for the inevitable explosion of heavy fire from the door of the helicopter. 
 
    # 
 
    Then the explosion happened. 
 
    But it didn’t come from the helicopter. It came from the barn, a sudden burst of cloud-twirled flame, a twisting contrail of smoke chased by a second as glowing twin projectiles burst free, screaming from the upper loft area of the barn. There was no time for the Blackhawk to react, nowhere for it to go, as the first projectile slipped just over the rear rudder of the copter and streaked off into the night. 
 
    The second projectile, however, plowed headlong into the rear tail section of the transport copter, exploding in a vibrant shower of white light and yellow sparks. Metal sheared and the narrow tail of the transport tore free, twisting away from the main body as smoke churned from the wound gashed in its metal hide. 
 
    Suddenly the UH-60 pitched forward, yawed left, and threatened to capsize in midair. Somehow the pilot maintained control, keeping the Blackhawk upright, even as the rear tail swung around in a rapid pirouette. Turbines whined and growled. Smoke poured from the engines as the helicopter spun around in two complete circles as it plummeted toward the open pasture. 
 
    With a sudden, shattering bang, it struck the ground, smashing into earth, whatever remained of the tail breaking free as the body of the transport tipped left. Rotors sheared, half of one of the copter blades ripping free and spinning wildly across the ground, its sharp edge ripping up deep gouges of dirt as it spun away from the wreckage, eventually smashing into the house that Jack and Helen had run past moments before. 
 
    Siding splintered and roof shingles exploded from the impact of the rotor cleaving the home nearly in half. 
 
    But the Blackhawk was down.  
 
    The Blackhawk was down. 
 
    # 
 
    “Holeee shit, Jackie, you nailed it!” Burt screamed from the loft of the barn, pumping his fist. “Dammit, buddy, just like Rambo!” 
 
    Jackie Granger cheered and lurched forward, slapping hands with his brother. 
 
    “Y’all almost got it too, Burt!” Jackie replied. “Now, quick, load up a second rocket! They got another copter out there!” 
 
    The two brothers scrambled forward, lowering their modified PVC RPGs from their shoulders and reaching for the makeshift projectiles that they’d built, complete with black powder and handmade blasting caps. 
 
    For the past two months the brothers had worked with the militia, building and refining the launching system, and although they hadn’t yet perfected it, it was apparently good enough. 
 
    Burt reached over, grabbing a second launcher. Because they used airtight seals with combustible gas inside the firing chambers, each launcher was single use only, but they’d had enough PVC to make a number of launchers, so that didn’t seem like a big deal. 
 
    The firing trigger would create a spark that ignited the gas within the airtight chamber, forcing the projectile from its launch tube. The impact of the projectile would trigger the blasting cap that would detonate the rocket, and at first, they weren’t sure it would be enough. 
 
    It seemed they were wrong. 
 
    “Aw, shit, bro!” Burt cussed, looking out of the open window of the loft into the darkened sky. “Second Blackhawk’s already here! It’s already here, man!” 
 
    Jackie moved to the window, eyes widening as the broad-bellied transport lurked outside, moving slowly toward them, angling left as if lining up a shot. 
 
    “Load the rocket, load the damned rocket!” Jackie shouted as Burt fumbled with the PVC tubing. 
 
    “I’m trying, man, I’m trying.” 
 
    The Blackhawk outside the barn eased its way left and as the two brothers looked helplessly on, the hellfire launcher burst alive, a series of bright flashes, sending several small projectiles hurtling toward them, streaming a dozen thin contrails of pale smoke. 
 
    Jackie whirled left and sprinted toward the edge of the loft. 
 
    “C’mon, Burt!” he shouted, looking back over his shoulder. Burt was just turning to follow when the hellfires struck, impacting the outside of the barn with a sudden shattering clap of concussive thunder. 
 
    The wall of the barn blew inward, a ragged shower of broken wood, smoke, and fire consuming Burt as his shout of pain was swallowed by the explosion. The force of the blast picked up Jackie as he lurched toward the edge of the loft, throwing him into the air and spinning him into an awkward forward somersault. 
 
    His stomach lurched as he hit the crest of his fall, then started plummeting toward the hard ground. Twisting to lead with his shoulder, he struck one of the tables below with a hard, bone-jarring crash, slamming down through it and onto the floor of the barn below. 
 
    Agony exploded in his shoulder and spine as Jackie rolled left, barely clinging to consciousness. A shower of smoking debris rained down around him, large chunks of charred barn wall spreading along the floor and tables where they’d spent months designing and assembling the prototype launchers. 
 
    “Burt—” he groaned, knowing that there would be no response. Fire had begun to crawl up the rear wall of the barn, and pale smoke drifted throughout the loft that he’d just been thrown from. His eyes scanned the floor and he got to his hands and knees, crawling forward, searching for his launch tube. Gunfire rattled outside and he knew there were people on foot opening fire on the Blackhawk. Their job had been to lead the helicopters here. It had been up to him and Burt to take them down. 
 
    There was still one left. 
 
    His eyes locked on the slender shape of layered PVC tubing and he stumbled to his feet, lurching toward it. More gunfire roared from outside. The barn wall burst free with a slew of ragged bullet holes, more broken wood spraying inside. Rain lashed into the structure, and Jackie closed his hand around the PVC launcher, which had already been loaded with the projectile. 
 
    He’d been lucky that it hadn’t gone off when he’d landed. 
 
    More gunfire rattled and as the wall burst further apart. He could tell the fire was coming from lower to the ground. Coughing through the choking smoke, Jackie ran toward the opened barn door, pressing his shoulder against the wooden wall. He peered through a gap between two wooden slats, looking out into the pasture beyond. 
 
    The first Blackhawk lay on its side, the tail snapped off, the ground around it riddled with scorch marks and scattered debris. Men were climbing from the open side door, pulling each other free of the wreckage while the second Blackhawk settled down onto the grass, the pasture flattening beneath it with the downward wash of rotor wind. Already several men had been extracted from the first Blackhawk and were gathered around, assault rifles in hand. 
 
    Jackie could see their plan. The second Blackhawk would land, disgorge its troops, then take off again to provide air support. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen. Even if it meant— 
 
    Closing his eyes, Jackie drew in a breath, holding it, steadying his nerves. Fire crackled up the wall of the barn and smoke grew thicker, its acrid sting clawing at his eyes. 
 
    His brother was dead. His father had been one of Valley’s militia and he was probably dead, too. Their mom had died a few years back. What was left for him now? 
 
    Jackie squared his shoulders, listening to the chatter of the men outside. He sprang forward, charging out into the open barn door, swinging left and drawing his RPG even with the second Blackhawk. 
 
    Shouts echoed from the gathered troops around the wreckage of the first copter, weapons drawing around. He squeezed the trigger, igniting the spark within the enclosed PVC. He felt it jerk as the gas combusted, the air shooting through the empty front space of the PVC launcher. 
 
    The projectile kicked loose, jumping free of the tube and shooting forward, twisting through the darkening air like a glowing, red drill bit, trailing smoke. 
 
    Jackie took a few steps back, watching as the rocket collided with the front canopy of the second Blackhawk, ramming directly into the pilot’s seat then exploding, ripping metal and shattering the two windshields in a glittering spray of broken glass. 
 
    Soldiers screamed, several scrambling for cover and Jackie gritted his teeth, glaring at the men and women ahead. 
 
    “That was for my brother, you sons of—” 
 
    Machine gun fire roared from the crashed copter, and he felt the punching stings of a dozen angry hornets before darkness swallowed him whole. 
 
    # 
 
    Alarms. Lights. Chaos. Lancaster could see the glass-covered buildings of Indianapolis looming above him, he could feel the heat of the fires coming dangerously close to the fuel tanks of the Blackhawk. He could see the pilot impaled by a piece of superstructure, the surrounding mob screaming their bloodthirsty cries. 
 
    In that one moment he was catapulted back in time three months, trapped in a city that hated him, surrounded by a mob of furious terrorists who wanted nothing but to rip his limbs from his body and beat his brains in with his own severed arms. 
 
    Terrorists. Insurgents. Violent criminals, all of them— 
 
    “Colonel! We need to move, now!” 
 
    Lancaster’s eyes shot open, the red haze of rage dissolving into relative clarity. Corporal Shin crouched near the opened door of the Blackhawk and Lancaster could see the rain coming down from the clouds above and beyond him, as if he were looking up at them from the ground. 
 
    But that—that was impossible— 
 
    Shouts and voices echoed from nearby and gunfire rattled from just outside the helicopter. 
 
    “We crashed, Colonel Lancaster! We need to get you out of here!” 
 
    Lancaster nodded, reaching down and unstrapping his harness, groaning in pain as he reached up and clasped his hand around Shin’s forearm. Shin and one other man helped him up, pulling him free of the helicopter, then helping him down to the ground on the other side of the crashed aircraft. They all crouched in the dirt, the rain hammering around them, and Shin put a hand to Lancaster’s shoulder. 
 
    “Are you all right, Colonel?” 
 
    “I’m fine, dammit, fine,” Lancaster growled. “What the hell did they hit us with?” 
 
    “Some sort of improvised RPG,” Shin replied. “They had them concealed in the barn, but as you can see…” He nodded toward the structure, which was now fully engulfed in roaring, bright flames, smoke billowing out in all directions. 
 
    “We fixed that problem.” 
 
    “Are there others?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “I doubt it, sir,” Shin replied. “They didn’t engage with them in town, and they seemed to be purposefully leading us to this place.” 
 
    “What about Sergeant Garrido and the Humvees?” 
 
    “They’re clearing a path now. Hope to have the two remaining Humvees en route within five minutes. Foot soldiers have disembarked from the transports and are helping clear the wreckage, then will join the Humvees on the attack.” 
 
    “How—how long?” Lancaster asked, running a hand over his helmeted head.  
 
    “ETA ten minutes at most,” Shin replied. A figure lurched forward, jogging over from the second Blackhawk and Lancaster turned. 
 
    “Corporal LaRue! The second Blackhawk—” 
 
    “Pilot and copilot both KIA,” LaRue replied. “Severe damage to flight controls. Bravo two-zero is grounded!” 
 
    Lancaster closed his eyes, struggling to keep out the flurry of images from the last time he’d hit the ground hard in a helicopter. His stomach lurched and he thought for one frightening moment that he might vomit right there in front of the men who had started gathering around him. 
 
    “Colonel?” Corporal LaRue asked. “What are your orders, sir?” 
 
    Lancaster pressed his fingers to his temple, voices echoing, past and present, the smell of burning flesh so thick he could taste it. 
 
    “Colonel?” Shin shouted, loudly and almost directly in Lancaster’s ear. 
 
    “We’ve decimated them!” Lancaster shouted back, his eyes flying open. “We razed their town and have already killed two dozen of their militia. They have no leg to stand on!” 
 
    His eyes darted into the low light around him, scanning the faces of the men and women gathered about. There were at least twenty soldiers in his group, all armed with M4 Carbines, tactical vests with body armor, Kevlar helmets and full tactical load-outs. 
 
    Their enemies were farmers. Angry insurgents with shotguns and hunting rifles. No training, no equipment, no coordination. They were rebels. A glorified angry mob, and he was going to be damned if he let Indianapolis happen all over again. 
 
    “Weapons free,” he hissed. “Everyone is a target, do you hear me? Every last man, woman, and child in this town. They brought this war to us, not the other way around, but it’s our job to end it, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” a chorus of voices replied. 
 
    “Everyone here is a soldier. Every resident of this ridiculous compound is carrying a weapon, I guarantee it. Shoot first, ask questions later, and don’t worry about the military tribunals. We will be celebrated for this victory. We will be heroes of this next stage of American dominance!” 
 
    He saw the looks around him, grim-faced and determined, jaws clenched, fingers clasped tightly around the handles of their weapons. 
 
    “This is our time, do you understand? This is our nation! We’re going to make them regret they ever stood in our way!” 
 
    A chorus of victorious war cries echoed across the group and Lancaster grabbed his M4, thrusting it skyward. He leaped to his feet and swung around the wrecked Blackhawk, charging into the night. 
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    “Move, move, move!” shouted Sergeant Garrido, jabbing a finger toward the wreckage by the eastern gate. The large transport truck lurched forward, its engine roaring, and the blunt nose of the huge vehicle crunched into the charred wreck of one of the Humvees. 
 
    There was a metal-on-metal bang, a low, wrenching grinding sound, and finally the truck pushed through, nosing the Humvee aside and creating a space to move forward. Continuing on through the empty gap, the truck thundered into downtown Malcolm, a second truck following along, with Garrido leaping into a Humvee as it passed by him. 
 
    The convoy of vehicles roared through downtown, thundering down main street as they moved west. 
 
    # 
 
    Near the barn, the battle was joined. 
 
    Valley ducked behind the remains of the farmhouse, the Blackhawk’s shorn rotor still embedded into the side of the nineteenth-century structure. Bullets pounded into the wooden walls and ripped at the grass as he took cover, poking his head out occasionally to open fire on the group sheltered near the crashed Blackhawks. 
 
    “There are too many of them!” he shouted, turning toward Jack, who was taking cover in a shallow drainage ditch just south of the farmhouse, his head pulled behind the grass as if it were a foxhole. Footsteps crashed to his right and he shot up, spinning in the direction of a charging figure. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!” a female voice screamed and Jack narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Laura?” he gasped as she lurched forward, tumbling down into the shallow ditch where they’d been hiding. “Are you okay?” Jack asked moving toward her. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Downtown,” she replied, her breath coming in sharp gusts. “Looking—for Helen—she ran off.” 
 
    “I’m right here, Mom,” Helen whispered and Laura sprang around, her eyes widening. 
 
    “My God, you scared the life out of me!” she screeched. “What went through your mind?” 
 
    “I’m going to help,” Helen replied. She held up a bolt-action rifle in one hand. “I’m not some stupid kid. I helped Joel, and I can help Stone Sword.” 
 
    “You’re fourteen years old, honey,” Laura said. “You—” 
 
    More gunfire rattled from the Blackhawks and Jack shoved Laura and Helen down as he dove for cover, grit and dirt spraying over them from the ground nearby. 
 
    “This is insane!” Laura barked. “What are we even doing?” 
 
    “We just need to hold for a few minutes,” Jack said, looking back over the lip of the ditch. 
 
    “Hold for what?” Laura demanded. “You took down the helicopters, isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “There are at least two dozen soldiers over there,” Jack replied, “and who knows when the Humvees will—” 
 
    “They’re coming!” Laura shouted. 
 
    “What?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Humvees and trucks! I saw them breaking through the wreckage by the east gate as I was running out of town. They should be here in just—” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to finish. A sudden, searing barrage of orange tracers screamed overhead, pelting the remains of the shattered farmhouse, spraying wood, shingles, and glass in high, arching bursts. 
 
    Jack peered over the lip of the ditch, looking south, and saw them coming. Two transport trucks and two Humvees, emerging from the east, leaving downtown behind them, joining with the existing infantry. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. “They took us by surprise—” 
 
    Another barrage of fifty-caliber fire tore up the grass just next to the ditch, throwing dirt into Jack’s face and scattering it over the bodies huddled in the makeshift foxhole. 
 
    “They’re here!” Jack screamed, looking in the opposite direction. He could barely see Valley nodding from where he was huddled behind the farmhouse. 
 
    “Pull back!” Valley screamed. “Quickly, pull back!” 
 
    Jack started to scramble up the opposite side of the ditch, but another volley of heavy fire tore up the ground just ahead of him and forced him back down into the hole. 
 
    “They’ve got us penned in,” he said. Helen jumped to her feet and charged off into the darkness. 
 
    “Helen, no!” Laura shouted, but her daughter was already several feet away, sprinting down the length of the drainage ditch. “What is she doing?” Laura asked desperately. 
 
    “What we need her to,” Jack replied, his eyes narrowed and looking at Helen’s back as she ran the other way. 
 
    More gunfire roared from the fifty caliber and he grabbed Laura and dove down to the dirt-covered floor of the ditch again, grass flying. 
 
    “We need to get out of here!” Laura shouted, then looked back in the direction of Helen’s running. “Where did she go?” 
 
    “Hold tight,” Jack said. “Just hold tight.” 
 
    They huddled there, pinned to the wall of dirt and grass, keeping their heads down, watching for more incoming fire. One of the Humvees had been pulled out to the side, the turret manned by a single soldier, and as Jack peered over the edge of the ditch, he could see the man guiding the barrel of his fifty caliber back toward them. 
 
    “Keep your head down!” Jack shouted, but then there was a soft, single crack, a burst of light from somewhere in the distance, barely visible through the pouring rain. The man in the turret jerked suddenly, lurching backwards, then seemed to tumble down where he was perched, his helmet spilling from his head and hitting the ground. 
 
    “Now!” Jack shouted. “Let’s go now! Head toward Major Valley!” 
 
    “But Helen—” 
 
    “She’s coming, trust me!” Jack shouted, clasping his fingers around Laura’s arm and dragging her up the slope at the far side of the ditch, nearly hefting her up onto the grass. He scrambled up after her and took off running, head down. A few rifles fired from near the Blackhawk crash, but rounds drilled into the earth several feet away, none of them coming particularly close. 
 
    “Valley, we’re on the move!” Jack shouted and he saw the major nod, getting up from where he was perched and wheeling around. Laura slowed for a moment, tugging her arm back, turning toward the ditch. 
 
    “There!” Jack said, gesturing into the darkness, but not near the ditch, several yards west of it, where a small, shadowed figure ran toward them, moving at a strange, loping jog. 
 
    “Keep going!” the silhouette shouted at them, and Jack recognized the voice. 
 
    “Nice shot, Helen!” he shouted back and Laura glared at the approaching figure. 
 
    “That was you?” she shouted. “You just…shot that man? From how far?” 
 
    “Just keep running, Mom!” Helen breathed and they joined as a group, moving south toward the edge of town. 
 
    # 
 
    Colonel Lancaster charged forward from the Blackhawk, rattling off a burst of fire toward the retreating figures by the farmhouse. 
 
    “They’re pulling back!” he shouted, then looked left, smiling at the Humvees taking position on the grass, flanking the two troop transports that had somehow made it through the wreckage of the three crashed vehicles. 
 
    The fifty caliber on one of the Humvees was unleashing a torrent of tracer fire toward the farmhouse, though the second turret was silent, sitting on top of the vehicle, barrel drifting down. 
 
    “Regroup at the Humvees!” Lancaster shouted, gesturing for the two dozen men to follow him, the entire group running across the grass, emerging next to the recently arrived vehicles. A figure vaulted from one of the Humvees and ran to intercept the approaching crowd. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster! What happened to the air support?” 
 
    “Sergeant Garrido!” Lancaster replied. “Long story, but with your help we won’t need them anyway!” As he drew near, Lancaster could see the limp body of one of his men being dragged out of the turret of the second Humvee as a medic appeared, dropping into a crouch to check on him. Meanwhile, the transports began disgorging soldiers, men and women in camouflage vaulting from the rear of the trucks, hitting the ground and coming together in groups, talking quietly amongst themselves as they formed up and checked each other’s gear. 
 
    “We’re driving them further west,” Lancaster said, looking at Garrido. “We routed them in town, must have killed two dozen or more of their militia.” 
 
    Garrido nodded. 
 
    “We saw the bodies as we rolled through. It looked like they got the sharp end of the stick, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “That they did, Sergeant. And thanks to you, we’ve got plenty more sticks where that came from.” 
 
    “So, what’s our play?” 
 
    “As you so astutely observed,” Lancaster continued, “air support has been lost. Regrettable, yes, but far from catastrophic. We have far more fighting men and women here on the ground—all told, two fully loaded Humvees. Far more ammunition, coordination, and resources. This whole town is finished, they just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    Garrido and LaRue looked at each other, both smiling malevolently, though Shin remained a bit more reserved. 
 
    “If those satellite photos we saw were accurate,” Lancaster continued, “the western gate to this compound is about twenty kilometers west of here, past some pastures and farmlands. Not much cover, not much opportunity to hunker down and put up a fight. They won’t go that way.” 
 
    “When we came in earlier,” Garrido said, “I heard church bells. Some sort of alarm or something. But I don’t hear them anymore.” 
 
    Lancaster nodded.  
 
    “The southern edge of town. I heard them too,” he confirmed, narrowing his eyes as he looked at where the grass met the road, curving gradually south and disappearing along the perimeter of the buildings that made up the outskirts of downtown. 
 
    Footfalls thudded to Lancaster’s left and he turned as two men charged forward, emerging from between buildings. 
 
    “Town’s clear!” one of them gasped, clearly out of breath. “Nobody left alive in there. Saw plenty of bodies, but nobody breathing!” 
 
    “It’s empty?” Lancaster asked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    The men nodded. 
 
    “So, they must be sheltering the other residents somewhere,” Garrido said and Lancaster nodded his acknowledgement. 
 
    “Church might be big enough for that,” the colonel said. “Looks like we’re heading south.” 
 
    Lancaster looked back at the sergeant. 
 
    “We’re going to separate into three groups. Garrido, you take a Humvee and circle east, then close toward the southern edge of town. LaRue, you take a second Humvee and go west, then hook south. Meanwhile, Shin and I will take the two transports and head straight for them. We’ll close at the south edge of town and make our move.” 
 
    There was a moment of pensive silence and Lancaster looked around the assembled group. Even within the narrow section, he could see nearly forty faces looking back at him and knew there were several others he couldn’t see as well as the Humvees and five-ton transport trucks. 
 
    They had the upper hand. Stone Sword was already running with their tail between their legs. They just had to track them down and finish them off. 
 
    He smiled a thin-lipped, crooked smile. 
 
    “Let the games begin,” he said quietly and they dispersed to their vehicles. 
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    The town church loomed before them as they ran through the encroaching darkness, the rain continuing to scatter across them and the asphalt beneath their feet. A soft glow came from within the structure on the southern edge of downtown and as they approached, a figure emerged from the main double doors and sprinted forward. 
 
    “Jack? Is that you?” 
 
    Jack nodded as Roxie neared. 
 
    “What—what’s going on out there?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing good,” he replied. “There are more ground troops than we thought. Almost our entire initial defense has been beaten and scattered.” 
 
    Roxie gasped, then looked over his shoulder at Laura, Helen, and Major Valley, who were making their way toward them. Helen clutched a bolt-action rifle in her hand to go with the AR-15s that both Valley and Jack held. 
 
    “They’re going to overrun us any minute,” Valley gasped. “They’re more vicious than I gave them credit for.” 
 
    “What about the helicopters?” Roxie asked. Shadowed figures had formed against the pale light of the church doors, a small crowd of people staring out at them. 
 
    “Took them down,” Jack replied, “but not before they killed two dozen of us. And the Granger brothers paid for it.” 
 
    Roxie closed her eyes, shaking her head. 
 
    “How is everyone holding up in there?” Valley asked. 
 
    “Restless,” Roxie replied. “But okay. Ready for this all to be over.” 
 
    Jack looked over his shoulder, back toward town. For a moment, he swore he could see approaching headlights and hear the low growl of engines coming toward them, threading their way through the tightly grouped buildings. 
 
    “They’re going to get their wish,” he said. “One way or the other.” 
 
    Roxie stepped up next to him and clasped her hand in his, twisting their fingers together. 
 
    “We’re going to get through this, Jack,” she said. “Trust me, we…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Jack asked, looking back at her, but her eyes had drifted toward the sky. Wordlessly, she lifted a hand and pointed, and Jack followed the direction of her finger. 
 
    Up in the normally cloud-filled sky, some of the thick cover had thinned a bit, and far up against the dark canvas of evening, they could see pale streaks arcing through the horizon, like the world’s largest meteor shower. 
 
    Their eyes met and he could see the low shine of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Do…do you think?” 
 
    Jack looked over at Laura and he could see her looking to the sky as well, a hand pressed to her mouth as her arm hugged Helen tightly to her. 
 
    “Laura?” he asked. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” she replied, her voice quiet in its awe. 
 
    As a group they stood on the road, just south of downtown Malcolm, looking up at a sky they hadn’t seen in months, watching as the streaks filled the darkness. 
 
    Engines ripped through the night, and the headlights Jack had thought he’d seen burst alight in the darkness as two of the five-ton transports charged through the gap between two large residential buildings. 
 
    Gunfire burst from the darkness, asphalt flying and dirt punching up into the air. 
 
    “They’re here!” Jack shouted, stumbling backwards. They’d been so consumed by the orbital light show they had lost their focus, if only just for a second. 
 
    Valley dropped to a knee, lifting his AR-15, and squeezed off a handful of shots. 
 
    “Get back to the church!” he shouted. “Now!” 
 
    Jack mirrored the major, doing the same thing, firing the same useless bullets at the approaching vehicles. 
 
    “Roxie! Laura! Helen! Go!” 
 
    A ragged strip of burst ground carved just to Jack’s right, spraying him with chunks of concrete and clumps of mud. There was a thin whistle from a soft, glowing orb arching through the night. 
 
    The object struck the grass at the edge of the road just behind Major Valley and detonated, a flat clap of thunder, a sudden burst of smoke throwing him forward, showering him with dirt and grit. He yelled and went to the pavement, rolling wildly. 
 
    “Grenade launcher!” he shouted, and another let loose, this one smashing into the grass a few yards to Jack’s left. 
 
    “We need to get back to the church!” Jack shouted as he ran over to Valley and clutched at his arm, pulling him to his feet. “Come on, Major!” 
 
    “Where are the others?” Valley asked, looking left and right, searching the dusk for the additional Humvees and troops. “They’re still in town!” 
 
    “Nothing we can do about that!” Jack said. 
 
    “But—this won’t work if they don’t—” 
 
    “Then it won’t work! We’ll just have to do it anyway, sir!” 
 
    The two men stumbled to their feet and ran in lumbering gaits back toward the large church. 
 
    “Make the call, Major! You need to make the call!” 
 
    Valley nodded, unclipping the radio from his vest and holding it to his mouth as he ran, sharp gasps of breath blasting into the speaker of the radio. 
 
    “Sergeant Bills, this is Valley, do you copy?” 
 
    There was a brief moment of heart-slowing silence as another grenade exploded behind them, the sound chased by the tinny wail of gunfire. 
 
    “This is Bills,” the voice replied.  
 
    “It’s time,” Valley said, closing his eyes as he ran. “Lord help me, it’s time.” 
 
    # 
 
    “The church!” Lancaster shouted, shouldering his rifle and squeezing off a swift burst of fire. “They’re falling back to the church!” 
 
    Engines roared behind him and one of the five-ton transports plowed onward, screaming past him along the pavement. A squeal of brakes brought the large vehicle to a shuddering halt and soldiers jumped free of the rear cargo bay, leaping down to the road, boots slamming on pavement, guns clacking as they racked back the charging handles and moved into position. 
 
    Buildings surrounded them, left and right, and they scattered, using the structures as cover as they set up positions throughout the southern perimeter of the town. The church stood tall and proud about two hundred meters away, a winding driveway cutting through the overgrown grass that surrounded the structure. 
 
    Lancaster could see pale light shining from the stained glass windows, the vague shadows of figures moving within. 
 
    A Humvee screeched to a halt about fifty meters west of his position and Garrido leaped free, crouching behind the vehicle and lifting his M4, resting it on the hood. Lancaster saw him tap his earpiece, then heard the comm in his ear squawk to life. 
 
    “I saw five hostiles, three of them retreating to the church. Two others are holding position, though they’re moving through the tall grass and I don’t have a visual.” 
 
    “We don’t need a damned visual, Sergeant, just open fire! Heavy guns and grenades. Set that entire stretch of grass ablaze!” 
 
    # 
 
    Garrido pressed his shoulder to the Humvee, looking out over the hood toward the church in the distance. Something didn’t feel right about this. They’d seen plenty of bodies in the town as they’d come through, but not enough of them. The church was large, he could see that, but was it really large enough to house an entire town? And was their defensive militia really comprised of two dozen hicks with hunting rifles? 
 
    His stomach roiled as he inched closer to the hood. 
 
    “Do we have clearance to open fire?” the gunner asked from the turret of the Humvee, looking down at Garrido, huddled by the front tire of the vehicle. 
 
    “Hold, just for a minute,” Garrido whispered, glaring out into the tall grass, searching for movement. His radio chirped. 
 
    “Dammit, Sergeant, I said open fire!” Lancaster’s voice burst through, shrouded in hissing static. 
 
    “I heard that from here!” the gunner replied, then moved upright, clasping his hands around the firing controls of the roof turret. 
 
    Garrido gritted his teeth and sighted down his weapon. 
 
    There was a low shift of movement among the tall blades of rustling grass, a shadow drifting from left to right. 
 
    “There!” he shouted. “Open fire!” the night exploded in a whirlwind of muzzle flashes. 
 
    # 
 
    As soon as the Humvee to the south opened up with their fifty caliber, walking tracer fire along the grass-covered pasture leading to the church, Corporal LaRue swung his head around and barked toward the gunner of his own Humvee. 
 
    “Follow their lead!” he screamed. “Tear it up!” 
 
    The fifty caliber exploded to life, orange hornets searing the darkened sky, sending shredded grass and torn up ground spinning into clouds of debris. LaRue’s radio squawked and he snapped it from his vest and held it to his ear. 
 
    “Rake the grass, then move to the church. If we can’t find the hostiles there, we’ll open fire on their shelter. They’ll have nowhere to run!” 
 
    “Affirmative, Colonel!” LaRue replied, shouldering his own automatic. Bullets raced through the darkness, cutting long strips of torn ground, walking steadily toward the looming church. 
 
    Somewhere LaRue suspected Colonel Lancaster was smiling. 
 
    # 
 
    “Head down, head down!” Major Valley screamed as he dove deeper into the grass, rolling as tracer fire screamed just overhead. Jack was a few feet away and he threw himself to the ground as well, striking it hard, thick tufts of broken ground spraying over him. 
 
    “We’re out of time!” Jack screamed, trying to contort his body to lift the AR-15 and aim it back toward the approaching soldiers. From where they were crouched in the long grass, he could see the shadowed forms of several vehicles and even more infantry, gunfire roaring in their general direction. 
 
    As they watched, one of the Humvees adjusted the aim of its turret and fired another steady burst, only this volley was directed at the church itself. Round after round ripped into the wall of the tall structure, splintering wood and spraying broken glass. 
 
    “No!” Valley shouted. “Those bastards are shooting at the civilians! I can’t let this happen!” 
 
    Jack seemed to sense what he had in mind. 
 
    “Major, don’t, you’ll be torn down in seconds—” Jack didn’t even finish the sentence. Major Valley threw himself to his feet, AR-15 raised and began opening fire, his muzzle flashes bright against the darkened backdrop of evening sky. 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth as he saw one of the turrets twist slightly, aiming downrange toward Valley’s silhouetted figure. There was nothing more to do—all that was left was to give themselves up to buy the people in the church a scant few minutes of— 
 
    There was a sudden shredding blast, a bright flash against the side of the Humvee, followed closely by the cascading bang of an echoing explosion. The flash had struck just next to the vehicle and the sudden shockwave had caught the gunner, lifting him up and tossing him from the turret, throwing him down to the pavement. 
 
    All along the line, soldiers whirled around, staring back into the buildings and just as another loud bang went off, the second one closer to the second Humvee. The twin explosions were joined by an angry chorus of gunfire. 
 
    They’d come. Finally, they had come. Jack only hoped it wasn’t too late. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel watched as the grenade he’d thrown landed with a dull, metallic thwack against the side of the Humvee and his heart locked for a moment, fearing the worst. But the small, baseball-sized projectile detonated the moment it struck pavement, ripping apart the road and sidewalk, shrapnel tearing through the Humvee’s gunner and pitching him from his perch on the turret. 
 
    Somewhere else, he heard another popping boom, a second grenade detonating, and he hoped the second group had hit their target as well. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Joel screamed, his back pressed against the wall of the building, the AR-15 clutched tight to his chest. 
 
    Surrounding him were a few dozen armed militia, members of Stone Sword and the nearby Sioux tribe, all of them armed, all of them crawling from the underground shelter, the place where they’d been concealed since the attack began, waiting for the invading Army to be caught unawares. 
 
    The voices screamed in unison, voicing their aggression and agreement, rifles thrust into the air, the triumphant shouts of men going into battle. 
 
    “Weapons free!” Joel screamed. “Let’s show ’em what we’re made of!” 
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    As Joel cheered on his group, Shawna faced her own, her narrow frame silhouetted by the crackling fire behind her, the low flicker of flames crawling through the windows of the Humvee. Joel had hit his with a grenade, she’d landed a Molotov cocktail on theirs, and the fire had swiftly coated the roof of the vehicle, sending the turret operator scrambling for cover. 
 
    “We’ve been waiting for this moment!” she screamed. “Now we have it! Let’s make the most of it!” 
 
    Like Joel’s group, Shawna had been huddled with hers in the same underground shelter, completely concealed from the invading army. Now that Lancaster and his cronies had pushed deeply into Malcolm’s center, they sprang their trap. 
 
    Tristan stepped up next to Shawna, shouldering his AR-15 and drawing on the group of shadowed figures ahead. He squeezed the trigger, popping off a quartet of shots, and someone in the crowd dropped while the others scattered like insects under a sudden light. 
 
    Slinging the AR-15 over his shoulder, Tristan reached into a pouch on a vest he was wearing. 
 
    “What would your parishioners think if they could see you now?” Shawna asked, firing another burst of fire from her M4 Carbine, spraying bullets in a tight grouping down the length of the street. 
 
    “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone!” Tristan shouted with a slight grin, then took a lumbering gallop forward and let fly, throwing a makeshift grenade in a wide, tumbling arc. 
 
    Shawna turned away as the grenade struck several yards ahead, blasting a quick burst of light and smoke, jagged PVC shrapnel hacking through some of the soldiers gathered there. 
 
    Whirling toward the others in her group, Shawna gestured down the street. 
 
    “You don’t need to shoot to kill!” she shouted. “Injured men can cause a larger disruption than dead men. Injured men require care, which divides attention! If you see a target, squeeze the trigger, don’t wait for the perfect shot!” 
 
    Voices cheered in response and they charged forward, sticking close to the building’s wall to their left. Figures emerged from ahead, firing back at them, and Shawna pressed tight to the wall, then rounded the near corner, diving into the space between buildings. Tristan followed close behind, then jogged ahead, putting his back to the next building as bullets ripped chunks of concrete free just to his left. 
 
    A muffled shout came from the squad Shawna had been leading, and one of them stumbled forward, hitting the ground with a groan while others scrambled for cover. 
 
    “Spread out! Don’t group together!” she shouted, then ran diagonally across the street to the opposite corner where Tristan was standing. Peering around the edge, she fired again, another burst, the muzzle flash brightening the dim alley. 
 
    Her magazine spent, she ejected it and swung back around, fishing another free from her vest. 
 
    “You see the sky, Big T?” she asked, looking up into the darkness. 
 
    Tristan glanced up and for a moment, his gaze was affixed heavenward. The clouds had begun to separate, the indigo blackness now peppered with faint stars. Streaks lined the darkness above, like nails digging through a layer of wet paint. 
 
    Rain still fell down around them, but it felt softer and more like a shower, less like a downpour. 
 
    “He’s watching us!” Tristan said, nodding to her. “God’s parting His curtain so He can see what we do! I, for one, ain’t gonna let Him down!” 
 
    Shawna shook her head as Tristan swung around the opposite corner and fired his rifle, the rapid cracks joining the increasing cacophony of battle. 
 
    # 
 
    “They’re here!” Jack shouted. “Holy shit, they’re here!” Near the outskirts of downtown, a few hundred yards away, grenades detonated, sending soldiers scattering as gunfire chattered from deeper within the buildings of downtown Malcolm. 
 
    “Was there any doubt?” Valley asked with a crooked grin as he ejected a spent magazine and slammed another one in. 
 
    “Gotta be honest,” Jack replied, “there were some doubts! I had doubts!” He glanced over his shoulder, looking at the church, the soft light from candles within escaping through the holes broken in the wooden walls and gleaming out through shattered windows.  
 
    “Quit looking back,” Valley said, slapping the younger man on the shoulder. “It’s time to look forward. Let’s go!” 
 
    They charged onward, heading toward the battle ahead, weapons raised and ready. 
 
    # 
 
    “They stopped firing,” Laura said, peering out from behind one of the wooden pews. Ragged, haphazard holes peppered the church wall, large and gaping, the caverns drilled by fifty-caliber ammunition. A formerly beautiful stained glass window set in the eastward facing wall had been blown clean out of its frame, the red and blue shards glistening on the floor beneath the flickering candlelight. 
 
    Helen stood from behind the pew as well, the bolt-action rifle in her left hand as she used her right to jettison herself forward around the tall bench. Laura leaped to her feet, following close behind as the young girl approached the large doors and eased one of them open, glaring out onto downtown Malcolm. 
 
    Lights strobed in the darkness while muzzle flash reflections scattered along the hard angles of buildings. An occasional flash of an improvised grenade burst free, peppered with more gunfire. 
 
    “It worked! The reinforcements hidden in the underground shelter have them penned in! Now’s our chance!” 
 
    Laura lurched forward, clamping her hand around Helen’s narrow arm, holding firm and tight. 
 
    “No! Let them do their job,” Laura said. 
 
    Helen turned and glowered at her. 
 
    “Joel’s out there risking his life. So are dozens of others. What right do we have not to do the same?” 
 
    “Because we were asked not to,” Laura replied. 
 
    Helen looked sideways at her. 
 
    “Since when have you ever done anything you were supposed to do?” she asked, but not in an accusatory tone. There was almost…pride in her voice. Respect? 
 
    Laura drew back, a bit surprised by the comment, her grip relaxing on her daughter’s forearm. Helen wrenched free and sprang through the door, charging across the grass outside, racking the bolt on the rifle. 
 
    “Helen—” Laura started to say, then stopped, standing by the door, looking out into the battle ahead. She drew in a breath and steadied herself, considering her next words. 
 
    Finally, she turned and looked at the others in the church. There were many townsfolk she didn’t recognize, but there was also her sister Lindsey, Yvonne Perez, Dr. Vickland, Mayor Phillips, and a number of other notable citizens of the towns, citizens who had likely been deemed “too important” to waste on the battlefield. 
 
    “We just going to stand here?” she asked, looking at them all. “Are we just going to let a fourteen-year-old girl sprint out there and risk her life for us?” 
 
    Heads turned, faces looking uncertainly at each other. 
 
    “I don’t know about any of you,” Laura said, “but I’ll be damned if I sit here and let my daughter die for me when I’m too scared to die for myself.” She turned and swept a rifle from where it rested against the wall, then lifted it high, shouting to the others in the church. “Who’s with me?” 
 
    Roxie shouted first, jumping up from behind a pew. 
 
    “I’m with you!” she grabbed a rifle and strode forward, joining Laura, the two women looking confidently at each other. 
 
    “I’m with you,” Lindsey said, stepping forward. 
 
    “I’m with you!” Mayor Phillips agreed. 
 
    Then there were more voices, more people standing, more triumphant shouts. 
 
    Laura smiled wide. 
 
    “Then let’s show those assholes who’s boss.” 
 
    The church erupted in screams and they charged from the building, weapons in hand, running back toward the fight. 
 
    # 
 
    “Watch your six, Sergeant!” Joel screamed from where he crouched behind a building. Sergeant Bills drew back as a riddle of bullets peppered the ground just ahead of her, the stock of her rifle tucked up under her arm. She swung around, leveled the weapon, and fired down toward the group by the Humvee. 
 
    Several of the men from the neighboring Sioux village emerged behind Bills, rifles raised, and they charged forward through the gap between buildings. Each of them had hunting rifles, nothing as fancy as any of Malcolm’s AR-15s, but they handled them with an amazing grace and fluidity, firing from a dead run, drawing aim and firing again, stopping on occasion to drop to a knee or cling tight to the wall to avoid return fire. 
 
    As Joel watched, two of them were struck by a steady burst from an M4, toppling to the ground, their brothers and friends dashing around them to take revenge on those who had killed them. 
 
    Joel saw a soldier scrambling up to occupy the vacant roof turret and moved the barrel of his rifle, firing three times, then four, then five, desperate to at least wing the man before he had a chance to use the devastating weapon. 
 
    The figure within the turret lurched, shifting right and clutching at his shoulder. Joel saw one of the Sioux drop to a knee, raise his rifle, and take a single shot, finishing off the man that Joel had wounded. 
 
    Bills called forth another handful of militia, citizens of Stone Sword drafted into the town’s army. They were clumsy, somewhat intimidated, and likely scared out of their minds, but to their credit, they charged forward, guns in hand, and did what Bills ordered them to do. 
 
    Gunfire chattered back at them and they scattered for cover, slipping between buildings, a few of them just turning and scurrying back where they came from, ducking their heads in a desperate attempt not to get clipped. 
 
    “We need to press the attack!” Bills shouted. “Don’t give them a chance to hunker down! They’ve got armor and superior firepower. If we give them the opportunity to set their feet and strike back, we’re done for!” 
 
    Joel nodded, seeing the sense in her words. He looked at the makeshift militia taking up position and he moved out into the alleyway to join them. 
 
    # 
 
    Sergeant Garrido tucked himself down next to the stalled Humvee, ducking his head as bullets pinged from the metal hide of the vehicle. Twisting up and around, he rattled off a burst of return fire, watching as one of the approaching figures stumbled and went over, hitting the pavement. 
 
    Ducking back down, he scanned the perimeter road, seeing more of his men and women huddled behind the clusters of buildings, emerging every few moments to fire upon the other group who had managed to sneak up behind them. 
 
    “The hell did they come from?” Garrido cursed as he replaced his empty magazine, sighted, and fired again. Clasping his hand around the radio on his vest, he thumbed the call button. 
 
    “Lancaster, this is Garrido, come in!” 
 
    “This is Lancaster!” a somewhat haggard voice replied, and Garrido could hear the echo of gunfire within the hissing static. 
 
    “What’s our game plan, sir?” Garrido asked. “Do we know where these hostiles came from?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you!” Lancaster replied. “I thought you cleared the town!” 
 
    Garrido pressed his teeth together, not wanting to get in a pissing match with his superior officer.  
 
    “What is our game plan, Colonel?” Garrido asked instead. 
 
    “They’re still a bunch of hicks with hunting rifles,” Lancaster growled. “We have superior firepower! What else do you need to know?” 
 
    Garrido rolled his eyes, emerged, and fired again, stitching a volley of rounds in the nearby wall of a building, sending two men scuttling for cover. 
 
    Suddenly, another burst of gunfire sounded, individual popping noises, single shots, but a large number of them. Sparks winged from the hood of the Humvee, the part of the vehicle facing the grass. Garrido swung back around and looked in the direction of the church, his eyes widening as he saw a crowd of additional figures with rifles charging over the grass. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he said, then thumbed the radio call button again. “We’ve got more hostiles! The civilians taking shelter in the church! They’re attacking!” 
 
    “Use the grenade launchers!” Lancaster yelled back. “For the love of God, don’t pull your punches, Sergeant, wipe them out!” 
 
    Garrido killed the call and looked behind him, eyes focused on one of his men huddled by the wall of a brick building. The man held an M4 Carbine with a 203 grenade launcher slung beneath the hand guard. 
 
    “See those approaching hostiles?” Garrido shouted, thrusting a finger in the direction of the church. “Light their asses up!” 
 
    The man nodded and stepped forward, shouldering the rifle. Adjusting the grip of his free hand, he tugged the trigger of the 203 and sent a thick round flying, the shell hurtling through the dark sky. It crested down, then drilled into the ground several yards away, exploding with a deafening bang. Three of the approaching figures were thrown in separate directions, two of them scrambling away, the third caught directly in the blast. The trio laid splayed on the ground around a smoldering impact crater. 
 
    “That’s the stuff!” Garrido shouted, then stood, taking quick aim with his rifle. He spotted a skinny, older woman holding a bolt-action rifle and drew a breath, centering the barrel on her mid-section. He fired twice, using single shot instead of full auto, and the woman shrieked, pitching forward, drawing the attention of others around her. 
 
    Gunfire sprayed in his direction and Garrido took cover again, pressing himself back into the Humvee, hoping that he was protected from both sides. 
 
    # 
 
    “Yvonne!” shouted Lindsey and started to lurch in the direction of the fallen woman. 
 
    “No!” Laura said, grabbing her arm and tugging her the other way. “Nothing we can do now! Don’t you see? They’ve got a grenade launcher!” 
 
    Helen dashed forward, ignoring the hushed argument between the two sisters. She’d seen the grenade launcher as well and ran directly toward it, keeping her head down and legs pumping. The long grass did a decent job providing moderate cover, especially as she crouched low while running. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, she lifted her rifle and glared through the scope mounted to the top of the Remington. She took two steady breaths, centering the crosshairs on the figure with the grenade launcher, watching as he fumbled for another round, then pushed it down into the tube. 
 
    She didn’t wait any longer. She pulled the trigger, the rifle kicking in her grasp. Within the circular reticule she saw the guy with the grenade launcher spill over, the rifle tumbling from his slack fingers as he went down. 
 
    More rifles barked around her, sparks glancing off the Humvee, a few distant silhouettes spinning from scattered bullet impacts. 
 
    They were having an effect, but not a major one. These civilians weren’t trained and weren’t marksmen. At best they were a loud and obnoxious distraction, but Helen wasn’t sure that would be enough. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel saw the older woman go down and felt a fist of rage form in his guts, red-hot anger focused keenly on the man ahead, hiding behind the Humvee. In the dim light, he couldn’t tell who the woman he’d shot was, but it was clear that she was a civilian. An innocent. A resident of Malcolm who only wanted to be left alone. 
 
    He’d put a bullet in her without even thinking about it, and Joel was one hundred percent certain he’d do the same to him and anyone else if given the opportunity. He wondered for a moment where Helen was—she’d been meant to shelter in place in the church, but these new arrivals all looked as though they were coming from the church. 
 
    Was Helen among them? Joel wasn’t sure he wanted to know. It wasn’t an American town anymore—it wasn’t Malcolm, Wyoming or anywhere else—it was a war zone, plain and simple, and even after four years in the Army, it was the closest to full-blown battlefield combat he’d ever been. 
 
    Keeping his shoulder pressed to the wall, he lifted his weapon and moved forward, head down, focused on the man huddled next to the Humvee. Gunfire echoed from around him, sparks dancing across the surface of the vehicle, sending figures scattering in the distance. As Joel watched, the man spun up and around, taking aim over the hood of the vehicle he was using for shelter. 
 
    Joel drew aim and fired, squeezing off four quick shots, tightly gripping the rifle to keep it steady and focused. The figure by the Humvee lurched and twisted, spinning away from his spot and thudding to the ground, rifle clattering. 
 
    “Garrido’s down!” a voice cried from somewhere in the distance, barely audible over the conflict. “Pull back! Pull back!” 
 
    Figures began moving away from the disabled Humvee, backpedaling, turning and running as Joel surged forward. He looked left, making eye contact with Sergeant Bills, both of them surrounded by other Stone Sword militia. They charged forward, continuing the onslaught as the group in front of them spread out and dashed away, heading closer to the other two concentrations of Army soldiers. 
 
    In the distance, Joel could see the shadowed figures drawing closer, and one particularly caught his eye, a short and slender silhouette, rifle crossed over her chest. He recognized the distinctive gait as she came close. 
 
    “Helen!” he shouted, ducking behind the Humvee as a bullet whined from its armored roof. Helen ducked as well, drawing close, and Joel reached out, grabbing her and pulling her tight to him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing out here?” he asked. “You were in a coma, like, twenty-four hours ago!” 
 
    “I—I couldn’t just let you all risk your lives. Not when I can help!” 
 
    Joel tucked his chin to his chest and sighed, then looked at the girl, his eyes focused on her bandaged head first, then down to her bandaged and burned right arm. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” he asked. Releasing her, he gingerly touched her side. “Does it hurt? The stitches?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she remarked, barely keeping herself from rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I want you to stick with me,” Joel said. “We’ll get through this together.” 
 
    Footfalls crashed on pavement and he turned to look over his shoulder, watching as Laura and Lindsey both crossed from grass to sidewalk, taking cover behind the Humvee. 
 
    “I thought I lost you! Again!” Laura breathed, looking at her daughter. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Getting a little tired of all you stupid adults asking me that question,” Helen groused. “I can handle a weapon as good as any of you.” 
 
    “I was just worried about you,” Laura said, wincing slightly as echoing reports of gunfire screamed overhead. 
 
    “I handled myself just fine for the past nine years, mom,” Helen replied, sounding a bit more derisive than she probably intended. The stress of the situation was getting to everyone. 
 
    “Ladies,” Joel said, turning toward them, “can we save the mother-daughter squabble for when lives aren’t in danger please?” He inched toward the rear of the Humvee and peered around, holding his weapon close. 
 
    “They’re pulling back into a single group,” he said, “taking shelter by the big building over there.” 
 
    “Library,” Lindsey offered, glancing over the hood of the vehicle. “That’s the library.” 
 
    “Well, they’re using the transport trucks and the library as cover and have a pretty good defensive position against team two. With their military training and superior firepower, they will likely outlast any offensive team two puts together.” 
 
    “So, it’s up to us?” Helen asked. 
 
    Joel didn’t look her way, but nodded his head almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “It’s up to us.” 
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    “Pull back!” Lancaster shouted, ducking and twisting as he ran in a low crouch, firing his weapon into the darkness. “Garrido’s down! Pull back to LaRue’s team at the brick building and hold defensive position!” 
 
    Corporal Shin came up on his left side and lifted his weapon, firing toward a gap between buildings not far away. 
 
    “The group from the church has joined with the other team!” he said. “They’ve routed Garrido’s group and are moving farther west, toward us.” 
 
    “If we can get to the library, we can hold position and battle them back. We can do this!” Lancaster ducked behind the military transport as bullets clattered against the armored hide in a burst of sparks. Twisting left, he fired back in the direction he’d come from, watching as approaching silhouettes dashed away. 
 
    “This way, Colonel, follow me!” Shin shouted, gesturing back toward the library. Suddenly, the corporal jerked, stumbled forward, and grasped at his vest. Lancaster could see the spreading discoloration just below his neckline, a sudden stain pulsing out from the wound in his neck. 
 
    Shin’s eyes went wide and he looked at Lancaster, his lips moving, though no sounds came out. A trickle of dark red spilled from the corner of his twisted lips, and the man went over, crumpling to the ground at Lancaster’s feet. 
 
    Lancaster snarled something, low in his throat, a mix of rage and hatred and suddenly, he felt as though he were thrust back in time, running through the streets of Indianapolis, chased by an angry mob. He could feel the pure, white hatred churn inside of him, his skin hot and scalding, eyes glaring with malice and anger toward the encroaching figures around him. 
 
    Bending low, he found a discarded rifle and noticed the M203 attachment. Ducking into the shadows of the military transport, he swapped rifles, leaving his on the ground and taking the one with the 203, then fished through the corpse of one of his soldiers to find some spare rounds. Ramming one into the tube-shaped launcher, he swiftly shoved the others into hoops on his tactical vest, then sprang to his feet, charging from cover. 
 
    Immediately, he twisted left, looking at the approaching enemies and let loose with the 203, sending a grenade searing through the air toward them. 
 
    It detonated with a flat clap of thunder, knocking two figures to the ground and sending the others scattering. Lancaster wheeled around the transport and sprinted toward the library, keeping his head low and legs pumping. 
 
    # 
 
    “He’s running, he’s running!” Joel shouted from where he was huddled on the ground, looking up at the retreating figure who had just fired the grenade at them. “Who’s hit?” 
 
    “You all right?” a voice called out and Joel looked left, just in time to see Major Valley and Jack jogging across the grass, their weapons clutched tight. 
 
    “Major, good to see you!” Joel replied with a nod. 
 
    “Same here! You have impeccable timing, as always!” 
 
    “Sergeant Bills!” a voice called out in the darkness, and the color drained from Valley’s face as he moved past Joel at a jog. Pushing himself to his feet, Joel followed along, all of them staying low just in case the retreating man decided to turn and launch another grenade their way. 
 
    “Grenade caught her,” Lindsey said quietly, bending low over the prone form of the female sergeant. 
 
    “Dammit,” Valley cursed, low, under his breath, looking down at the young woman. 
 
    “I’m—okay,” she gasped, though a simple look at her displayed clear evidence to the contrary. Her left side was soaked through with deep, red blood, the uniform torn at her arm, revealing ragged, angry gashes from wrist to elbow. 
 
    “Sergeant, you’ve done a hell of a job,” Valley said, putting a hand to Lindsey’s back as he drew close. “She’s going to take care of you, okay?” 
 
    “I—I can still fire my weapon,” Bills said through choked breaths. “Can still…fight.” 
 
    “Bullshit, Sergeant,” Valley replied in his no-nonsense tone. “Stay back here with Lindsey. She’ll get you stabilized, won’t you, Lindsey?” 
 
    Lindsey looked back at him, a grave look on her face, but she nodded appropriately and Valley gave her a nonverbal thanks. 
 
    “We need to go, kid,” Valley said, looking back at Bills. “We need to finish this. Couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Yes—yes, sir,” Bills replied, struggling to speak. Valley put a hand on her shoulder, squeezed one last time, then stood, turned, and moved back in the direction that the figure had run moments before. Joel and Helen followed closely behind, their heads low. 
 
    “Is—is she going to die?” Helen asked as Laura caught up on her opposite side. 
 
    “Honestly?” Joel replied. “Yes. Yes, she probably will.” 
 
    “I should—should I go say something?” Helen asked. “She helped me escape. Helped us—” 
 
    “She knows what she did,” Joel said. “She didn’t do those things for thanks. She did them because she’s a good person. The last thing she wants now is for us to stick around and shower her with thanks.” 
 
    Helen nodded as Jack caught up to them next, their group approaching the military transport ahead. Lancaster’s team had vacated its position, combining with the third group and apparently converging around the library for cover. There was one more transport along with the burned-out Humvee creating a surprisingly solid barricade against their own second team, and Joel knew it was up to them to break the defense. 
 
    He also knew that if they failed, if they couldn’t do this, and if Colonel Lancaster beat them back and crushed Stone Sword beneath his heel, there was nothing stopping him or Willoughby from doing it to the entire nation. 
 
    # 
 
    “Watch the library!” shouted Shawna, taking cover behind a metal dumpster as bullets crashed into it with echoing metallic ricochets. Tristan fell to one knee next to her, ejecting his empty mag and punching a fresh one into place. 
 
    “They’re locked in pretty well,” Tristan said. “Our group has to expose itself to advance. They can pick us off easily with their superior firepower.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what Lancaster’s planning,” another voice replied and Shawna looked over to see Cameron Pike drop to a knee by the corner of the brick wall near the dumpster on the opposite side of the street. 
 
    “You know his tactics,” Shawna said. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Tough to say,” Pike replied. “My specialty was always sweet-talking both sides, hoping to avoid stalemates like this. Once they happen, I’m a little out of my depth.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Shawna replied somewhat derisively. 
 
    “Hey, look,” Pike snapped, darting his eyes toward her. “I’m in the shit just like you. Risking my life, just like you. We’re on the same side, okay?” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied. “Tensions are…high at the moment.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Pike replied. For the moment anyway, the Army’s attention was diverted elsewhere, ricochets clashing against the walls of buildings across the street from where they stood. Pike could see several shapes huddled there, scantly illuminated by the sparking rebounds of bullet impacts. 
 
    “What kills me,” Pike continued, “is that even if we take down Lancaster, Willoughby will just pull someone else from his ranks. He’s the real enemy here, not the colonel!” 
 
    “Are you trying to keep me awake at night?” Shawna barked back. 
 
    “Hey, if any of us have the chance to sleep again, then I’ll consider this a win!” Pike retorted. “Meanwhile, I’m tired of just sitting here. Let’s make something happen.” 
 
    He rose to a bent-kneed stance, sticking close to the building, then moved into the shadows. Up ahead, against the armored Humvee, a few soldiers emerged from the shadows, firing upon the alley across the street. Almost instinctively, Pike swung his rifle up and fired, a trio of thin, echoing cracks bursting from the barrel, muzzle flashes illuminating the darkness between buildings. 
 
    One of the silhouetted soldiers tumbled away, his rifle flying, while the second dove for cover. Within seconds, others seemed to appear from nowhere, concentrating their return fire on Pike’s position. He ducked and lurched forward, scrambling to the next gap between buildings, desperately crawling out of the line of fire. 
 
    The diverted attention freed up the alley and three of Stone Sword’s militia members sprang free and opened fire, another Army infantryman going sprawling to the ground. 
 
    Shawna inched forward but held as more return fire chewed up the street ahead of her, knocking slabs of brick to pieces on the wall of a nearby building. 
 
    “We can’t keep doing this!” she hissed at Tristan. “One step forward, two steps back! We’re never going to win this fight. We’ll be out of ammunition long before they are.” 
 
    “More men moving in!” Pike shouted from the alley ahead. “I think Lancaster’s group is combining with this one! Things are about to get a lot harder!” 
 
    Shawna narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “You think so?” she yelled back. “What if team one is pushing them back? Maybe Joel’s crew is pinching them together?” 
 
    “Is that a risk we can take?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” Shawna replied. “Either we keep sitting here, taking pot shots at them until we run out of ammunition and they overrun us, or we charge them and possibly give ourselves a fighting chance. You have a preference?” 
 
    Tristan sighed, considering her words. 
 
    “Isn’t this where God’s supposed to protect you or something?” she asked. “I mean—we are doing what’s right, aren’t we?” 
 
    “God protects those who protect themselves,” Tristan replied, raising his eyebrows. “I don’t think charging headlong into automatic weapons fire qualifies.” 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “Guess I’m on my own then.” She spun and darted into the darkness, leaving Tristan gaping where he crouched. 
 
    # 
 
    “Head down, Colonel!” Corporal LaRue shouted, gesturing wildly toward Lancaster as he approached. The young corporal huddled behind the burned-out Humvee, just across the street from where the transport was parked where several other soldiers had hunkered down for cover. 
 
    “How we looking, Corporal?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “Every once in a while, they get brave and every once in a while, we have to swat ’em back like flies. All in a day’s work, sir. My only regret is that I haven’t seen Major Valley yet, I was looking forward to personally giving him a little 5.56-millimeter gift!” 
 
    “For all we know he’s dead in the grass over there,” Lancaster replied, gesturing toward the sprawling pasture between the road and the church. Several prone forms lay still in the grass, although others were moving about the shadows along the street and around the second abandoned Humvee a short distance away. 
 
    “One can hope!” LaRue replied. Pressing his shoulder to the Humvee, he eased his way up and started to look down the alley. “Shit!” he snarled and ducked back down again just as several ricochets banged off the Humvee near where his head had been moments before. 
 
    “They’re making a move!” LaRue shouted, and Colonel Lancaster fingered his radio.  
 
    “All teams, repeat all teams! They are converging on the library. Pull back, create a perimeter, and repel all forces! Shoot to kill—I repeat, shoot to kill!” 
 
    A grenade spun out into the sky, arcing above the Humvee, and hit the grass several yards behind Lancaster and LaRue. There was a muffled thump as a gout of broken dirt flared up into the air, shooting shrapnel in a wide, circular arc. 
 
    LaRue moved around Lancaster toward the front of the Humvee, working to get a better angle as two other men drew near. There was another thump, the sound of a thrown projectile smacking the side of the already-wrecked vehicle. It blasted against the concrete, the explosion firing up and around. Shrapnel ripped through LaRue’s face, throat, and chest, hacking the young corporal to ribbons as he screamed and sprawled backwards, clutching at his mangled features. Hitting the ground hard, he rolled, thrashing around, smoke churning from his charred and torn flesh, with Lancaster looking down upon him in horror. 
 
    All he could see was Sergeant McAvoy and the Molotov cocktail igniting his flesh, searing the skin from his muscle and bone, the young man screaming in horror and agony as he fell to the trash-strewn alley. Everything from the battle in Indianapolis and the months since came rushing back to Lancaster like a furious freight train, hammering into him, the sudden and shocked realization that he was destined for this repeated trauma time and time again hitting like a bucket of cold water. 
 
    Red shaded his vision as figures loomed around him, weapons firing, asphalt spitting up in tiny fragments, peppering his pants. To his right he saw another man go down under a barrage of fire, while to his left, two others screamed in pain from the same grenade impact that had crippled LaRue. 
 
    No. No, this could not happen. It would not happen. Not now, not ever. Never again. 
 
    Lancaster breathed in heavy, gusting breaths, his heart hammering, his eyes scanning for targets. 
 
    There. Her. A small figure lurking along the edge of the sidewalk, a bolt-action rifle in her hand, ready to fire, ready to murder, a terrorist insurgent that needed killing. An enemy. 
 
    He howled, a feral, animalistic scream, and lunged forward, lifting his M4 Carbine and drawing on the short, slender form of what appeared to be a young girl, but was impossible to tell for sure beyond the curtain of his white-hot rage. 
 
    His finger touched the trigger and pulled. 
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    “Helen, look out!” Joel shouted, the words pouring from his lips purely by instinct. Several yards away, he saw the man lift his rifle, saw him aiming at the young girl, his finger jerking toward the trigger. 
 
    Joel yelled, sprinting across the sidewalk, moving from the cover of the transport, and running full tilt. He threw himself forward, leaping into the air, no longer focused on the enemy, focused instead on the young girl who had been aiming at a target, oblivious to the threat. 
 
    His shoulder struck hers, knocking her sideways, sending her sprawling just as the sharp snap of a weapon erupted, the deafening pop of single-shot fire. 
 
    A mule kicked Joel in the chest and his sideways momentum was thrown into sprawling reverse, his legs kicking as the sharpened, stabbing stick of white pain thrust deep into his body. A central, sunlight bright burst cascaded out into a strange, rippling warmth. 
 
    As he slammed back and down, his spine striking sidewalk, the world began to swirl into cloudy smears of red and black. 
 
    # 
 
    She saw him only for a second. He was screaming something Shawna couldn’t understand, some kind of aggressive, animal noise, his rifle pointed left to a target she couldn’t see. Charging forward and running low, she swung around the Humvee, coming up close to him, only yards away. 
 
    He fired and she heard the piercing wail of a young girl. Whether it was someone screaming in pain or horror, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    One thing she was sure of, however. The man she was looking at. The man not twenty feet away. The man looking in the other direction. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster!” she screamed at the top of her lungs and he turned toward her, drawing back in surprise. “This is for the people of Chicago, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    She pulled the trigger once. Then twice. Then a third, fourth, and fifth time, and the man she was certain was the man behind the annihilation of the Chicago Stronghold cried out in pain as he slumped backwards, striking the pavement with a dull, bag-of-bricks thud. 
 
    Tristan came up next to her, tossing another grenade, that one arching over toward the library, bouncing off the wall and detonating to a chorus of surprised screams. Pike came up on the other side, then the other members of the Stone Sword militia, weapons firing in all directions. 
 
    The return fire seemed to be easing now, lessening, drifting softer and quieter, and Shawna could tell that the numbers were dwindling. Team one had advanced, and they’d held them in place, and now as they all moved forward, they were hammering the enemy from two angles, knocking them down. Taking them out. 
 
    “Lancaster’s down!” a voice screamed in the darkness. “Holy shit, Lancaster’s down!” 
 
    Weapons started clattering to the pavement, voices shouting, hands raising. 
 
    “We surrender!” a voice bellowed. “We surrender!” 
 
    Figures converged, charging in from every direction. Butts of rifles slammed into foreheads, boots crashed into knees, soldiers forced to the pavement face-first, weapons held to the back of their heads. 
 
    “They’re giving up!” Major Valley shouted from somewhere nearby. “Advance with caution! We’re not murderers! Disarm and take them into custody!” 
 
    Shawna’s breath caught in her throat as she jogged up to where Lancaster had fallen, going down into a crouch to search him for a pulse. Over in the grass, she saw Roxie and Jack embracing aggressively, throwing their arms around each other and squeezing so hard, she thought they might break ribs. 
 
    Tristan pinned a man’s arms behind his back, whispering something to him as he forced him to the ground. His voice was soft and soothing, calming almost, like he was praying for the man he was taking prisoner. 
 
    Lancaster was dead. There was no doubt about it. His eyes were open, staring off into the darkness, looking at some vague horror in the afterlife that Shawna prayed she would never see herself. 
 
    Selanda came up behind Roxie, patting her on the back, and the two of them embraced as well, other figures cheering each other on, many of them grateful, others surprised, still others with a vacant look of indescribable shock and horror on their faces, as if they couldn’t quite believe what they’d just been through or how they’d survived it. 
 
    She lowered her head and swallowed hard, trying not to focus on the smells of the battle; the lingering smoke, the metallic stink of spilled blood, the charred skin and burning gas. Her stomach roiled, but she managed to keep it in check, steadying her breathing as she remained there next to the corpse of Colonel Lancaster. 
 
    “Laura?” a voice asked and she craned her neck, watching as Pike emerged from the shadows, his rifle in hand, his head searching the darkness. 
 
    Shawna looked up toward the sky. It was still raining, but much more softly than it had been, and she could see the soft streaks of shooting stars up above. 
 
    “Laura?” Pike shouted again, louder that time, and Shawna eased herself to her feet, the rifle clutched in her right hand. She followed along after Pike, scanning the remains of the battlefield, marveling at the carnage and wondering why she’d survived yet another incident that had cost so many lives. 
 
    “Laura!” Pike said and started jogging toward the grass and Shawna watched him go. Laura kneeled on the ground, but she didn’t seem to be hurt. She was kneeling over Helen, who— 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    God. No. 
 
    Shawna didn’t want to go over there. She didn’t want to see what her brain already told her was true. 
 
    Laura was on one knee, in the grass, her hand draped over Helen’s back. Helen was on both knees, her head low, her shoulders heaving with sobs. 
 
    Joel’s head was cradled in her hands, his shoulders resting on her bent thighs, his body still and lifeless. 
 
    # 
 
    “Shhh,” Helen said quietly, the sound choking in her mouth as she tried to speak through her strangled voice. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Joel’s head was turned, his eyes open and looking into the darkness, and Helen swiped a lock of his hair from his sweat-drenched forehead. Tears spilled from the gradual curves of her cheeks and spattered on his forehead, replacing the sweat, and she carefully wiped those away, too. 
 
    His shirt was dark and soaked, a murky stain spreading out into some strange Rorschach pattern, though Helen didn’t want to look at it for long enough to analyze what its deeper meanings might be. She only wanted to look at him. At his face. His eyes. She wanted them committed to her young memory—just in case. 
 
    “You did it,” she whispered quietly. “You brought me home.” 
 
    A crowd gathered around, heads dipped low, voices quieting to a low murmur. Helen’s mother sniffled next to her, hugging her gently, but pulling her a bit closer, trying to comfort her. 
 
    “I made it, Joel. I survived. Because of you. All because of you.” 
 
    There was a gentle touch as Joel’s fingers tightened slightly, squeezing her free hand. Helen sniffled harder, trying desperately to blink away the tears. 
 
    “Together,” Joel whispered quietly, struggling to turn his head so he could look her in the eyes. “We did it together.” 
 
    The tears broke loose and Helen’s chest heaved into uncontrolled sobs and she bent low, resting her forehead on his. 
 
    “Look,” he said quietly, his eyes looking up toward the sky. “Are those…shooting stars?” His voice was low and croaking, a weak, struggling sound. Helen followed his gaze and smiled, watching as the yellow streaks filled the entire night’s sky, looking for all the world like the largest meteor shower ever seen. 
 
    The rain had stopped and the clouds seemed to be thinning right before their eyes, revealing the deep blanket of indigo night, scattered with diamond stars. 
 
    “Going…to see the sun,” Joel said quietly. “Sunrise after the storm. Like…you’re looking at the…the face of God.” 
 
    Helen didn’t understand, but she pressed both hands to his head, keeping his eyes pointed up so he could keep looking at the sky above. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said quietly, her forehead still pressed to his. “You don’t have to stay. I know you want to—you want to see them again.” 
 
    Joel nodded but said nothing. 
 
    “Thank you,” Helen said quietly, lifting her forehead just a little so she could see his face. “Thank you for saving me.” 
 
    Joel’s eyes shifted a little, moving from the stars and looking her in the eyes, his own glistening with unspent tears. 
 
    “I didn’t save you,” he said quietly. One lonely tear broke its hold on the others and trickled down the side of his face. “You saved me.” 
 
    Helen’s eyes clouded over and she bent again, hugging Joel tightly, never ever wanting to let go. 
 
    # 
 
    The sun was bright and piercing, a dry warmth coating the long grass. Joel stood in the pasture, feeling the cool blades between his toes, and in the bright light of new dawn he saw them walking toward him. 
 
    Tia came from his right, her braided hair swinging like a horse’s tail. Winnie came from his left, her golden locks shimmering against the reflection of the new day’s sun. 
 
    “See, Daddy?” Tia said, stepping aside so he could see the sunrise. “Didn’t I tell you? Like the face of God.” 
 
    Joel nodded, smiling. He felt his wife’s fingers in his, tangling together and holding tight. 
 
    “Are—are you coming with us?” his wife asked, voice soft and just as richly colored as her hair. 
 
    “Can I?” Joel asked, looking at them both through the haze of shallow tears in his eyes. 
 
    Winnie nodded and smiled, swiping her eyes with her slender fingers. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, Daddy,” Tia said. “And you let me see it, just like you promised you would.” 
 
    “Daddy always keeps his promises,” Joel whispered, finding it very difficult to speak. Tia clasped her hand around his, and the three of them walked through the long grass, the sun growing larger and brighter before them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Two Weeks Later 
 
      
 
    Just as Joel had predicted, the next morning had brought a new sun, brighter and warmer than Helen could ever remember, but she wasn’t sure if that were true, or just due to the past ninety days of living through the unending storms. 
 
    Nobody seemed to know if what Laura had done had ended the crisis, but it certainly seemed like a likely candidate. 
 
    The morning after the battle had been full of mixed emotion, spent counting and cataloging the dead. Inspecting the damage, figuring out what to do next. 
 
    Sergeant Bills, Yvonne Perez, Mayor Phillips, and many others who Helen was ashamed she didn’t know the names of had perished in the battle the previous night and there were countless injured. Laura had agreed to fill in as a nurse’s assistant again, which was good because the hospital was overflowing and Dr. Vickland couldn’t possibly keep up if it were him and Lindsey alone. 
 
    Laura had been hesitant to leave Helen in light of what had happened, but Helen was adamant that she was not a child and she was capable of dealing with tragedy. 
 
    Lord knew she’d had plenty of practice. 
 
    Helen couldn’t decide if the sun was a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand, it was a welcome reprieve from the dreariness of the past three months, the constant oppression of clouds and lightning and thunder. But on the other hand, under the clear light of a new dawn, it was only too clear what the battle had cost them. 
 
    Houses had been blasted to pieces by hellfire missiles. Corpses were strewn in the streets. Valuable farmlands had been ruined by crashing Blackhawk helicopters. 
 
    The damage was nearly incalculable. 
 
    But they could deal with it. They could and they would, somehow. She knew that. With the mayor and Yvonne dead, Major Valley had taken on even more of a leadership role, ushering people here and there, prioritizing repairs and the cleanup of the dead and injured. 
 
    He’d made a deal with the leader of the local Sioux tribe, offering them shelter and access to Stone Sword resources if they would use their manual labor to help rebuild. 
 
    Teetonka, at least she thought that was his name, had agreed and since the handshake in the predawn hours, several members of the tribe had arrived in pickup trucks and ATVs, only too happy to pitch in and help. 
 
    It had been a flurry of activity, but activity that Helen wanted no part of. She needed peace. Quiet. Separation from the aftermath of what had happened the night before. 
 
    Now, nearly two weeks later, she found herself on the grassy hills just south of the mountains. The same section of town where Colonel Carter had been buried. 
 
    Sitting in the wet grass, her knees bent, she winced at the pain in her side as she picked up a dandelion and looked at its soft white seeds, thrusting up into an uneven sphere. She twirled it between her fingers, smiled, and blew, sending the seeds spinning off into the late summer breeze, a breeze unhindered by storms and rain. She felt the soft nudge of a nose on her arm and she turned and smiled at Bruiser, the lovable German Shepard who her mother had brought with her from Seattle. The dog had been Laura’s, not hers, but over the past few weeks since spending more time with him they’d grown quite attached to each other. 
 
    A figure approached, standing at the base of the hill and looking up at her. She smiled widely and felt a blossom of soothing heat in her chest, and she waved her hand. 
 
    The man nodded, walking up the hill, though clearly struggling with the effort until he finally stood next to her, turning and looking over the roofs of the nearby houses. 
 
    “Hey. I can see my house from here,” he said. 
 
    “There are like ten houses in downtown, you dumbass. Everyone can see their houses from here.” 
 
    Joel reached down and ruffled Helen’s hair, then eased himself to seated posture next to her, showing discomfort with the motion. As he lowered himself to a seated position, Picasso, the mangy stray with the half-chewed ear trotted up after him, moving past Helen and going straight to Bruiser, his tail wagging ferociously. Bruiser tolerated the attention mildly, his own tail thumping in the grass, but clung closer to Helen as Picasso settled in, lying contentedly in the sun baked grass. 
 
    “What are you doing out here, anyway? Pretty sure my aunt told you to stay in bed.” 
 
    “Turns out, I’m not real good at following directions.” 
 
    “This is my surprised face,” Helen replied, rolling her eyes. After a moment, she leaned in close and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re up and walking. You scared us for a little while.” 
 
    “To tell the truth,” Joel replied quietly, “I was a little scared myself.” 
 
    Helen brought her head up, looking at him. 
 
    “I figured you’d want to see them again. You know, your wife and daughter. Seemed like that was eating you up inside.” 
 
    “It was,” Joel replied. “Still is. Probably always will.” 
 
    “So…why?” 
 
    “Why what? Do you think I just…decided not to die? Not sure it works that way, kid.” 
 
    “Sometimes it can,” Helen replied. “Least that’s what Aunt Lindsey said. She said you put up a fight. A hell of a fight. Your body didn’t want to give up.” 
 
    Joel sighed, looking down at the grass. 
 
    “Turns out maybe I had something to live for.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Let me guess. Mom? I swear, the two of you.” 
 
    “Not just your mom, goofball.” 
 
    Helen smiled, heat radiating in her cheeks and she looked down at the floating seeds from the dandelion, softly settling in the long grass. 
 
    “Well, well, well, who do we got here?” a voice called out, resonating over the quiet, summer breeze. Joel looked over, using the flat of his hand to shield the sun. 
 
    “That you, Big T?” he asked. 
 
    “What am I, chopped liver?” the second figure asked. 
 
    “Morning, Shawna,” Joel said. 
 
    “Good grief,” Helen piped in, “you guys walk this trek every stupid morning?” 
 
    “Gotsta see the sun rise over the mountains, child!” Tristan said. “That’s the only reason I came.” 
 
    Shawna rolled her eyes and punched him in the arm. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” she said.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you did come,” Joel said. “Both of you. Without you, who knows how that fight would have turned out.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” Helen asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Talk about the fight? I’d like to forget it ever happened.” 
 
    Joel nodded and gently rubbed her back. 
 
    “This a private party, or can anyone join?” More people appeared at the bottom of the hill and Joel waved them up, smiling as Laura, Jack, Roxie, and Lindsey began the walk up the steep hill. Laura had a basket hanging from curled fingers. 
 
    “Brought lunch,” she said, holding it up. Bruiser jumped to his feet and scampered down the mountains, eagerly curling around Laura’s legs, almost tripping her as she navigated the slope. 
 
    “Watch out, you pain in the ass,” she said, though a wide smile masked any hint of actual anger. 
 
    Joel looked at the basket and drew back slightly. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that whole thing is filled with Spam and corn stew. I swear to God, if I have to eat more of that, I’ll rethink my decision to live.” 
 
    “Shut up, you ass!” Helen shouted, slapping him in the back of the head. 
 
    “Hey, hey! I’m at death’s door here!” Joel replied. “Take it easy.”  
 
    Laura set down the basket, then reached out, helping Joel to his feet. They drew together into an embrace and she kissed him gently on the cheek, rustling his long, dark hair. 
 
    “Looking mighty spry for a dead guy,” Jack said, and that time it was Roxie’s turn to smack him. 
 
    “Never felt better,” Joel replied, extending a hand that Jack shook. “Well, that’s bullshit. I’ve felt a lot better. But hey, at least I’m breathing.” 
 
    Chuckles rippled throughout the group and Laura eased herself down to a sitting position next to Joel, slowly starting to unpack the basket. 
 
    “For your information,” she said quietly, “they just finished making a bunch of bread from the grain they finished harvesting a couple of weeks back. Turned out Yvonne confiscating the generator’s fuel had some benefits, after all.” 
 
    “Seriously? You got sandwiches in there?” Joel asked, eyes widening. 
 
    “I do,” Laura said and pulled out what appeared to be a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.  
 
    “Wait, wait,” Joel said. “Peanut butter and jelly? What sorcery is this?” 
 
    “Right? Turns out, they’ve got, like…a hundred canners living in this stupid town. Basements full of jellies and jam, pickled veggies, it’s crazy.” 
 
    Joel took an eager mouthful, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “How ’bout some beer? Anyone canning that?” he asked through his aggressive chewing. 
 
    Jack laughed, shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh, man. You know, Trevor used to dabble in home brewing. We’d talk about that sometimes. I’m betting his dad might be able to get us some of his gear—” 
 
    “Now you’re talking my language,” Joel replied. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Laura asked, looking at Jack with a crooked smile. “Are you even twenty-one?” 
 
    “What? You gonna call the cops on me?” 
 
    More laughter echoed over the summer breeze, the gentle sound carrying like the whispering of leaves plucked from the autumn trees. 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming was far from perfect. They were still rebuilding and still working through the aftermath of ninety days of deadly storms, but as the warm sun hung high in the sky, it wasn’t just brightness and light that it cast along the valley—it was hope. 
 
    For the first time in as long as he could remember, Joel Robertson shared in that sense of hope. A sense that somehow and some way, the days to come might just be better than the days behind. 
 
    # 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    “All for nothing,” Drydan Willoughby said, and blew a gust of air from his nostrils as he stormed down the corridor, heading toward the next meeting. One more meeting in an endless parade of them. 
 
    If there was anything that Armageddon couldn’t fix, it was his personal meeting hell. 
 
    Lancaster’s spectacular failure in Wyoming certainly hadn’t helped. It had, in fact, been about the worst possible outcome. Not only did he not solve the Stone Sword problem, but the attack had been so public and obvious that it had become fodder for discussions among the United Nations. Talk about how America was treating its citizens after the dangers of the storms. 
 
    How, in the wake of the most significant disaster in human history, America decided to turn to violence instead of reparations. 
 
    It had made Willoughby’s life a living hell. 
 
    But one thing was perfectly clear. 
 
    He would have his revenge. Lancaster had been but a single tool in his tool belt, a tool belt filled with all sorts of devices. Stone Sword was a pesky, rusted nail, and God as his witness, he’d find the right hammer. 
 
    It was just a matter of time. 
 
    “Sir, you’re running a little late,” Agent Grissom said, gesturing to his watch. 
 
    “Let those sons of bitches wait,” Willoughby snarled, his shoes thudding on the neatly patterned Oriental carpet of the luxury office building. Willoughby hated moving above ground like usual, even though the storms had eased and at least some parts of life were starting to return to normal. 
 
    He felt safe in his bunker. Secure. In control. Moving out in the open, there were too many opportunities for things to go wrong. For disaster to strike. 
 
    “Who do they think they’re dealing with, anyway?” he barked, turning to glower at Agent Grissom, who was lagging behind. 
 
    Only Grissom wasn’t lagging behind. 
 
    Grissom was gone. The hallway was empty. 
 
    Willoughby narrowed his eyes in the dim light of the corridor. Fuel production was starting to get going again, and the building had been considered essential, so there were generators running, setting the emergency lights softly aglow. It was a faint, somewhat crimson-hued light, but it was light just the same. 
 
    His eyes scanned the corridor, looking at various doorways they’d passed, but saw no sign of Agent Grissom. 
 
    “What the hell?” he asked, turning around to continue walking. 
 
    Someone stood in front of him, the broad-shouldered silhouette nearly filling the narrow hallway. 
 
    “What in God’s name?” Willoughby snarled, taking an uncertain step backwards. “Grissom, is that—” 
 
    “No,” the man said firmly, taking a step forward, his face vague illuminated in the pale emergency lighting. 
 
    Willoughby squinted, leaning forward. 
 
    “Pike? Is that you?” 
 
    “You made a mistake, Drydan,” Pike replied. “A serious one.” 
 
    Willoughby smiled, his thick scruff peeling away to follow the curve of his jaw. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned. You’re like a cockroach, Cameron. Can’t seem to get rid of you. I’m glad you came to your senses.” 
 
    Pike didn’t reply. 
 
    Willoughby leaned to try and look behind him. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “There is a cost to the mistakes you’ve made,” Pike replied. “A pretty significant one, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Willoughby replied. 
 
    “Lancaster was the weapon, that’s all,” Pike continued. “It was your fat finger on the trigger.” 
 
    “Hey, come on now,” Willoughby said, his eyes darting in search for some avenue of escape. “There’s no need for—” 
 
    Pike’s hand lashed out, closing around Willoughby’s throat, and the man’s words died on his pursed lips. Lurching forward, Pike guided him down the hall, then angled left, shoving him into a darkened room. It appeared to be a boiler room, the intricate pipes and water systems filling the majority of the empty space, the scant light from the hallway nearly nonexistent. 
 
    “Pike—it wasn’t—it wasn’t personal…” 
 
    “It damn well was,” Pike replied. He shoved hard, ramming Willoughby’s spine against a large water tank, the sound a reverberating metal bang. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this!” Willoughby gasped and pushed back against Pike’s grip. Closing his fist, Pike swung, ramming his clenched fingers hard into Willoughby’s soft jaw. The man grunted, his knees buckled, and he went down like a bag filled with crushed stone. 
 
    “P—please,” he stammered, lifting a hand, showing his palm to Pike, who loomed above him. Reaching to the small of his back, Pike removed a semi-automatic pistol, a SIG Sauer, and looked it over closely, before retrieving a narrow cylinder from his pocket. Then his eyes met Willoughby’s again and held his gaze, firm and intense. 
 
    Slowly, his fingers twisted the cylinder, screwing the silencer onto the threaded barrel of the SIG. 
 
    “You don’t—don’t—” Willoughby stammered. “I never meant—” 
 
    “I know what you meant,” Pike said. “And I know what you’ll do—or try to do. Over and over and over again unless I fix it.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Willoughby said, sounding desperate. “I swear I won’t. You’re the boss, okay?” 
 
    “Not good enough.” Pike lifted the pistol, the cylinder level with Willoughby’s forehead. 
 
    “They’ll hear you!” Willoughby said. “You’ll never get out of here!” 
 
    “Who’s going to protect you?” Pike asked. “Grissom? Nobody else will, that’s for sure. They all know what a snake you are. It ends here and it ends now.” 
 
    “Please,” Willoughby stammered, “please, just listen to—” 
 
    Pike wasn’t listening. He wouldn’t listen. And Willoughby would never again say anything worth hearing. 
 
    His finger pulled the trigger, the pistol slapped quietly in the darkness of the utility room, and Drydan Willoughby, the Secretary of Defense and acting President of the United States slumped over to the floor. 
 
    Pike fired three more times into the motionless form of the man on the dirty floor of the utility room. 
 
    Then saying nothing, he spun on his heels, slipped the weapon into a coat pocket and vanished out into the bright Washington day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Author Notes 
 
      
 
    Here we stand, ten books into the Storm’s Fury series.  It is, by all intentions, finished. 
 
    But I find myself wanting more.  In fact, many of the beta readers also seem to want more.  Somewhere, I believe, there are more stories to tell in this universe, and they’re stories I’m eager to tell, if I can find the time. 
 
    The Storm’s Fury series has, quite simply, been the most fun I’ve had writing since I’ve started, and I’m not talking about going back to publishing my first novel in 2014, I’m talking ever.  I wrote my first stories at age twelve and have written a scattering of things since then, and nothing felt as rich or rewarding as this series has. 
 
    Hopefully that showed through in the end result. 
 
    Much like the beta readers seemed unwilling to stop reading, I’m feeling conflicted myself, desperately wanting—no, not wanting—needing to tell more stories about Helen, Joel, Laura, Tristan, Jack, about everyone really. 
 
    This series did everything I wanted it to do and more, yet I still find myself hungry.  Perhaps I’ll have to do something to satisfy that hunger at some point.  But, for now, there are new stories to tell.  New characters to be born.  Villains to rise, and heroes to stand up against them.  Each new novel and each new series is like the opening of a new universe, and I find myself frantic to open as many of those doors as possible. 
 
    But unlike some series I’ve written, I don’t feel quite ready to close the door I opened to the Storm’s Fury universe, and perhaps some day we’ll get a chance to take another peek. 
 
    For now, however, I’m content.  The story had a clear birth, life, and resolution.  Not all characters ended where I expected them to, I’ll be honest with that.  I had a few alternate endings that were considerably less uplifting than the one that evolved on the page, but at the end of the day, I feel like the choices were the right ones, and giving the characters an opportunity to decide their own fates always makes the resolution more natural. 
 
    As an author, writing these novels feels like me putting a sliver of myself on these pages, though with Storm’s Fury it felt like a bit more.  There’s a lot of my soul here, and I’ve been so fortunate and pleased with the response from readers.  To each and every one of you who have taken the time to review the books in this series—thank you.  This feedback is more valuable than you could ever imagine. 
 
    To those beta readers who have been with me every step of the way, there aren’t enough words I could say to thank you for your help and support.  As much as I loved every single one of these ten books, getting them into a finished state wasn’t easy, it was some of the hardest work I’ve ever had to do as an author, and I simply couldn’t have done it without you. 
 
    I truly feel blessed for all of you readers, folks who eagerly await each coming novel and aren’t afraid to let me know they’re releasing too slowly (is once a month not fast enough?!?).  Each of you mean the world to me and I never imagined that I’d be able to write books like this and earn a semi-decent living from it.  It’s all because of you. 
 
    So as I write this, I’m already knee deep in my next series, an exciting, world-breaking series that should release early in 2021, and I can’t wait for you to check it out. 
 
    In the meantime, it seems like time to slowly close the door on the Storm’s Fury chapter—but maybe, just maybe I’ll leave it open.   
 
    Just a crack. 
 
      
 
    -          Justin 
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