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      It had been some time since Khan had stormed into the house with his band of not so merry men and demanded a tribute be paid to him, or Tillman and his family would be killed, their house razed to the ground. They all still were reeling, and the air had a tense, eerie feeling to it. There was no ambient noise coming from the outside world, and the silence was ominous.

      Tillman was sitting on the couch in the living room, his wounded leg healing slowly. Major was by his side, nestled into his body. Tillman felt comforted by the dog’s presence. The image of Khan threatening them was at the forefront of his mind, and the more he thought about that brute the more his anger coiled inside him.

      Yet, there didn't seem to be a way out. If he went to war with Khan, there was a chance the people he loved would get killed. He'd only just reconnected with his family, so he didn't want to see that end now. But if they did nothing, Khan always would haunt them. He wasn't the type to let a grudge go so easily.

      Greg and Morelle were in the kitchen with his mother and father. Tillman was surprised at how Greg had stepped up ever since they had arrived here. While they had been walking through the city Greg had whined and complained and had been in denial about the state of the world, thinking the authorities were going to regain control of the country. Perhaps he finally had come to accept there was no salvation coming.

      They were on their own.

      No police were coming to arrest Khan. Tillman and the others were the only ones standing in his way. He seemed already to have formed quite a formidable power base, gathering thugs to intimidate weaker people. But Tillman didn't want to be intimidated. The world already was scary enough without having someone like Khan threatening them at every turn.

      The hell of it was, Khan's presence was all Tillman's fault. He had let Khan walk away when he could have killed him. None of this would be happening if he just had pulled the trigger, and now they all were paying the price for his humanity. There could be no more mercy in this world, and Tillman knew that now, but how many people were going to suffer because he took too long to learn the lesson?

      Tillman heard footsteps as Penelope entered. She smiled softly at him as she sat on the couch. Penelope had pledged her loyalty to Tillman and his family, saying she would stay and help defend the ranch, even though she had no reason to stay here. She could have run away quite easily. So could the rest of them, really, except that there was an entrenched need to defend their home against attack, and a desire to prove they would not be intimidated by this bully.

      “How's the leg?” she asked.

      Tillman shrugged. “It's getting there. It'll be alright soon enough.”

      “Your dad's arm got grazed as well. Your mom is fussing over him,” Penelope said, smiling softly.

      “She would be. Frankly, I'm surprised she's not in here fussing over me. But there are things that hurt more than my leg,” Tillman said.

      “Like what?”

      Tillman sighed. “Like the fact that Khan wouldn't be here if I just had killed him.”

      His father already had tried telling him that he wasn't responsible for Khan's actions, and that not killing someone wasn't something to regret. He understood the point, but it didn't make him feel any better.

      “You can't blame yourself for that. I know how much it affected you when you killed before,” Penelope said, saying much the same thing as her father. “Khan did what he did, and you couldn't have known that. I'm sure if you had known that he would be coming back for you, you would have done things differently.”

      “Maybe. It's so different isn't it, this real life? We spent so much time in a virtual world that things came easily for us there. Everything was on an arranged script. Everything was fated. There's nothing like that out here, we're all just at the mercy of chaos. Literally anything could happen right now, and how are we supposed to prepare for that?”

      “I guess like we do with anything in life, we use our previous experiences to help inform us, and if we don't have any previous experience of anything like this, we just try doing the best we can.”

      “The problem is the only experience I have is from games. It was so easy to kill.”

      “Well, what would you do if this was a game?” Penelope asked. Tillman inhaled sharply and leaned back, looking up at the ceiling as he pondered the question.

      “I guess I'd get a weapon, go and find Khan, and deal with him. It'd be a stealth mission. I would have to take at least one other person with me, find out where Khan is staying. I probably would have to take out the people working for him, then make my way to Khan. He'd be the boss, of course, so the fight would be intense. Then I'd have to kill him. Game over.”

      Penelope looked at him expectantly, as if to say, ’Why couldn't he do that now?’

      “But that's not going to work,” Tillman said.

      “I know it's not going to be exactly the same, but it might be worth thinking about.”

      “The big difference is we only get one chance here,” Tillman said. “In a game I might die a few times because of the unexpected. A guard would take me by surprise, I might miss something and make a noise that alerts them to my presence. I don't get to do that here. I don't get to make mistakes. If I go to Khan, he'll kill me. I can't take that risk. And it wouldn't be game over. The people under him won't all go quietly away. I'm sure that a lot of them share his philosophy and they'll want to fight back. There isn't an end to this at all, except the one that comes to all of us eventually. There's no winning here, just life.”

      “I disagree. I think there is winning. I've had a lot of time to think about this since the world went dark. I was afraid at first, terrified in fact, and after we got attacked the first time I didn't think there would be an end to this. I thought that no matter where we went there would be someone wanting to take advantage of us.”

      “I don't know where you're going with this, but that seems to be exactly what has happened.”

      “My point is,” Penelope said, raising his eyebrows toward him, “is that before I didn't see anything worth fighting for. I have to be honest with you, I wasn't sure if I was ready for the slog. I even kind of thought it would be better if I had died. And I know how horrible and ungrateful that makes me sound when so many other people have lost their lives, but I can't help thinking it, you know? Like, this is hard.”

      Tillman thought about the man he had seen on the first night, the one who had killed himself because his partner already had died. Tillman wondered how many other people had either killed themselves or let themselves die (was there a difference?) because the prospect of living in this world was too difficult to bear.

      “But then we came here,” Penelope continued, “and I remembered what we were living for. I remembered that we are part of more than ourselves, and that while we're here we get the chance to build something together. It sounds pretty sappy, and to be honest I can't even believe I'm saying these things myself,” she said as she ran her hand through her orange hair, “but that's just the way I feel. I want to work with everyone here to build a good life. I see how your parents are with you and Morelle. You guys are a family. I've never really had that, but I feel like now I get a chance to have that.”

      Penelope spoke passionately and it touched Tillman's heart. Sometimes he forgot there were other people who hadn't had his same experiences. Penelope had had a troubled upbringing. The fact that she thought Tillman and his parents were close showed how skewed her perspective of a family was, but she did indeed have a point. Tillman had been alone for a long time now but being back home reminded him of things such as love and companionship. The things that were worth fighting for.

      “Besides, I think you're looking at this all wrong,” Penelope added.

      Tillman arched an eyebrow.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We're gamers. We like comparing things to our gaming experiences. You've played mostly competitively. You like first-person shooters and role-playing games, but do you know what I like? The big 4X games, grand strategy, holding the entire future of a civilization in your hands.” Penelope's eyes went wide with awe and excitement as she relived her experiences with those sorts of games.

      “I've played a few of those before, in my spare time. They always seemed to take too much investment, though.”

      “Well, if you had, then you might look at this situation differently. You're looking at Khan as a boss, but what if he's not a boss at all, just a threat? He's some random barbarian threatening your settlement. You need to think about the long-term future. In those kinds of games it's not the winning that I enjoy, it's building a civilization, developing alliances with other groups, making progress with technology. When I look at the world now that's the kind of game I see. It's not a short game, where we go kill a few people. It's a long, expansive game with so many different things that could happen, and this is just a threat we have to deal with, but it's not the end.”

      Tillman was impressed with her way of thinking.

      “I hadn't thought about it like that before,” he said. “But that's actually something to think about. Look,” he said, moving a little closer to her and lowering his voice to ensure  nobody else could overhear them.

      “My parents made it clear that if it comes down to it, they're going to stay here and defend this place so we can make our escape. Now, that's not what I want to happen. I don't want to leave them here to face Khan alone, but I understand that it's no good to have everyone sacrificing themselves. I think I might have a way for us to have a better chance of standing against Khan, but it's not going to be easy. I know there are other people like us out there who are scared of him and his threats. Right now, we're all in our houses, afraid, worried, but what if we could band together? What if we could form an alliance against him?”

      Penelope nodded along. “Our biggest weapon is our diplomacy. Don't worry, Tillman, I'll help you. I always preferred developing a friendly society and winning people over with my cultural power rather than bombing them to hell,” she said.

      Then, she placed a hand on his. “How are you holding up, really? I know that you haven't really had a chance to relax through all this.”

      “No, even now I'm not sure I feel relaxed, but then again I don't think there ever is going to be a time where I just can enjoy myself.”

      “I'm sure there will be, but I know all of us are grateful for the way you take charge. It's always reassuring to know there's someone who knows what's going on.”

      “Then I probably shouldn't tell you that I really have no idea, and I'm just trying to do the best I can,” he said, smirking.

      “I won't tell anyone if you won't. But seriously, Tillman, you've done so much for all of us here and I just wanted to say thank you. You know, in case I don't get another chance.”

      Tillman smiled at her, although it was a bittersweet smile. The way of life in this new world was more fraught with danger. Every moment brought with it new tension, and a feeling that each sunrise had to be cherished as it could be the last one they would ever witness. The same had been true in the old world, but people were able to ignore it, to delude themselves into thinking that each day was going to be like the last, until there was a sudden, shocking event that made them all have to face their mortality.

      That wasn't possible in this post-apocalyptic world. They had to face their mortality in every moment. The same thing must have been on Penelope's mind too, for she was quiet for a few moments. Then she brushed back her hair and spoke about a lighter subject.

      “Greg seems in much better spirits,” she said.

      “I think that has something to do with Morelle,” Tillman said.

      “Isn't that weird? Like, I know Greg is your friend and everything, but she's your sister.”

      Tillman shrugged. “I never got that whole issue. I'd rather she date someone I know I can trust than some stranger. Not that dating is the appropriate term for this. I don't know what's going on with them, but if they can find some happiness and comfort with each other in this world, then more power to them. Morelle has been through a lot and she deserves to have some goodness and joy in her life. But I have made it clear to him that if he does anything to hurt her I will destroy him,” Tillman said with a smile, although deep down he wasn't joking. He didn't think his father would take it lightly either, not after what he had done to Javier.

      Penelope sat with him for a little while longer. Tillman was going to be off his feet for at least a day more. The pain was a dull throb in his leg, but it felt as though it was going to be there forever.

      “Can you do me a favor and check on Jessica and Anthony for me? I want to make sure they're holding up okay, and I think they might respond a little better to someone closer to their age. I know they're brave kids and they're trying to put on a brave face, but I think they might be holding something back given that we're family. I know Anthony must be struggling because his parents are lost on the other side of the country.”

      “Yeah, sure thing. Are you sure you're going to be okay here?” she asked.

      “I've got Major, he's looking after me,” Tillman said, rubbing the dog's neck. Major seemed to grin and tilted his head to one side. Tillman wondered if the dog grieved for his master, or if those memories just seemed like another life.
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      After Penelope left, Tillman sat on his own, staring at the blank television. A book was sitting next to him that he had tried to read, but he hadn't been able to concentrate. His eyes passed over the words without taking them in. They were just black marks to him, for his mind was elsewhere. He found he had to read and re-read paragraphs over and over again before anything stuck in his mind, and in the end, he had slammed the book shut, making Major jump, and leaving it to be picked up at a later date.

      The talk with Penelope had helped him, although it only made him realize how much he missed video games. His hands were starting to twitch with the desire to take a controller in his hands and sit down for a few hours, losing himself in another world.

      It wasn't that he was an addict exactly, but his entire life had revolved around video games for as long as he could remember, and it was difficult to have all that ripped away from him. However, he tried remembering what his father said, about how video games were something that had taken Tillman away from his family, and he told himself there were other ways to live a fulfilling life.

      It was strange, after being alone for so long, but Tillman was quickly getting used to being back with his family.

      Morelle came in, although she wasn't with Greg. She sat down next to Tillman, for which Tillman was glad. He hadn't had a real chance to catch up with his sister yet. She looked tired, and still bore the weariness that came with much weeping, but she was looking in better spirits. There was a red mark on her neck where one of Khan's thugs had held a knife against her throat.

      “I just wanted to thank you for saving my life,” she said.

      “Think nothing of it,” Tillman said. “It's what big brothers are for.”

      “I've missed you, Tillman. We all have. Even Dad, though he won't admit how much he's missed you. I'm glad you're here for Jess as well. I've tried to make her proud of you.  I've told her everything you've done over the years, but I don't think she remembers how you held her as a baby.”

      “I don't expect she would, but I think we've got a pretty good rapport going. Anthony seems like a good kid too.”

      “Are you just saying that because he's a big fan?” Morelle teased.

      “I wouldn't be so shallow, but it does help,” Tillman grinned.

      “But yeah, he is, and she seems happy.”

      “As do you, now that Greg is here.”

      Morelle blushed and looked away.

      “It's okay,” Tillman said, laughing. “You don't have to be ashamed of it or anything. I actually think it's quite sweet. You know, these are trying times for us all.”

      “Is he nice?”

      “Greg?”

      Morelle nodded. Tillman thought about her question for a few moments. How could he sum up Greg? He wanted to be honest with Morelle, but at the same time he didn't want to feel like he was dissuading her. He'd known Greg a long time and was perfectly aware of his quirks. But it wasn't fair to let Morelle know about all of those yet. Some things she would have to discover for herself. That was the joy of romance after all.

      “I've known Greg for a long time, and he's a good guy. He has his moments, like everyone, and sometimes he can get a little too passionate for his own good. But his heart is in the right place.”

      “That's all I needed to know.”

      “So, is something happening between the two of you then, officially?”

      “I don't know about that. It's too early, and it's been a long time for me, but there was something about the way he came to my defense and held me in his arms. I felt safer with him than I have in a long time, and I think that means something.”

      “I think it probably does too.”

      “Tillman, I know what Mom and Dad are like, and I know they won't want to leave this place, no matter what. We're not going to let them stay, are we?”

      “I don't know, Morelle. I'm hoping that it doesn't come to that.”

      “But we've spent so long apart. We've only just become a family again. We can't let it go now.”

      “I don't want to let it go,” Tillman said, afraid Morelle was going to burst into tears again, “but I'm not going to go against their wishes. If this is what they want to do, then that's what they want to do. I'm hoping it's not going to come to that, and I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure it doesn't happen. I'm going to try stopping Khan.”

      “How can you stop a monster like him?” Morelle asked, her face twisting in fear, the color draining from her cheeks.

      “I stopped him once before. I can do it again. We can do it,” he said, holding her hands tightly, wishing he could give her all the strength he had. Morelle nodded sharply and pressed her lips together, but she still looked frightened.

      “Until my leg gets better I need you to help Mom and the others get things ready for the tribute,” Tillman said, trying to move the conversation along so she wouldn't dwell on thoughts of Khan and what he was capable of doing.

      Khan already had made it clear he had a voracious appetite for women and girls. Tillman tried to not think about those who undoubtedly already had suffered from the grip of his meaty paws. He certainly wasn't going to let Khan have his way with his sister, niece, mother, or Penelope.

      “Are we really going to do this? I can't believe we're going to give him what he wants.”

      “We have to, Morelle. There's no other choice. We're not ready to fight him yet. If we don't give him what he wants, he's just going to come rampaging through here and we won't stand a chance. Besides, if we give him what he wants this time, he might start to think he's won, and that will give us the element of surprise.”

      “Okay. I trust you, Tillman. I'll go get the others ready. It's going to take us a while to collect everything for him. I can't believe he's going to take half of our stuff,” Morelle said despondently.

      “It's just this once, I promise,” Tillman said.

      He was going to make sure it was only this once. He wasn't going to let Khan get his way, and he wasn't ever going to give up the fight. He wanted Khan to know they were going to resist him, and that he couldn't get his own way. He knew there would be others like him across the country, taking what they wanted, and there had to be others who were resisting them. The good people of the world never were going to be able to build something if they cowered and remained meek. A change in attitude was needed, and Tillman was going to make sure that the change began with him.

      Of course, such resistance would come at a great cost. So far, they had been lucky and had come out of these confrontations largely unscathed, but that wouldn't always be the case. Blood would have to be spilled one way or another, because Khan wasn't going down without a fight.

      Morelle left him to go carry out his wishes. Tillman tried moving his leg, but a searing pain lanced through him. Bandages were compressed tightly around the wound. He bit his lip in frustration. His body was betraying him when he needed it to be in perfect condition. Right now, he wouldn't be able to run if it was necessary. He needed time, but time was the one thing they didn't have.

      He hoped they would be able to gather enough for Khan to be satisfied, although something told Tillman the man never would be satisfied. He'd take and take like the gluttonous, greedy monster he was, and only when he had drained them dry would he then turn on them, break their bones, and toss them aside.

      Tillman wasn't going to let that happen.

      Being filled with so much anger all the time was exhausting, and Tillman had been on the go for most of the last few days. Major heard something, and left Tillman to investigate. Tillman was alone in the living room.

      If the world hadn't ended, his life would have been far different. He had been scheduled to go to a survival weekend. He always would have wanted to reconnect with his family, but never would have taken the steps to do so, not in the foreseeable future anyway.

      He'd lost a lot, but had gained so much as well, and he wasn't sure he'd want to trade it all for things to go back to the way they were before.

      He laid down on the couch, closing his eyes for a moment, trying to let his body relax. He got into a comfortable position and breathed deeply, letting his thoughts meander through his mind. He tried to think of happy things rather than the death and destruction he had experienced over the past few days, but those images were etched into his mind. He was sure they would haunt him for the rest of his life.

      As he drifted off to sleep the thoughts took on a life of their own, becoming a dream. The sky was as dark as obsidian as he found himself on his knees, sinking into the dirt. He looked down and his hands were covered in blood. All around him were dead bodies, their vacant eyes staring at him. Before him stood Khan, who had his hands on his hips and his head tossed back, his laughter bellowing into the heavens.

      Tillman looked up at him desperately. He had no gun in his hand. There were no weapons left, and Khan was flanked by his men, each of them looking meaner than the last, but none of those looks could compare with the sheer terror of Khan's expression.

      He looked down at Tillman menacingly. He was silent. Tillman wanted to rise, to be defiant, but his mouth would not open, and his legs would not respond. It felt as though there was a weight pressing down on him, and there was no way to fight.

      The other men joined in with Khan's laughter. The cacophony echoed around Tillman's head, seeped into his mind. It became so loud he was afraid it would crack his skull. He brought his hands to his head, trying to silence the noise, but it only left him smearing blood over his face. He could feel the wet, hot, sticky mess clinging to his skin. The smell of death was all around him. In the distance, he was sure a fire was burning because it was hot, so hot he wanted to rip off all his clothes and bathe in a lake.

      Khan continued laughing, and Tillman wanted to beg him to stop. He forced himself to scream to such an extent that he finally managed to bring forth some noise, but it was a small whimper. Tillman was powerless.

      As he gazed at the men, they began transforming. He wasn't sure what was happening at first. They seemed to shimmer and flicker, like when there was a bad connection on the TV. They dropped to the ground. Now their eyes were golden and gleaming. Khan was a man among wolves. They looked hungry, snarling, and they were out for blood. Tillman was sure they were going to tear him apart. He tried telling them to wait, to stop, tried thinking of anything he could to fight them back, but it all seemed entirely hopeless.

      The wolves crept forward, stepping in unison. They moved around Khan like a swarm, their pink tongues lolling out, then began coming toward Tillman. The darkness was like a shroud around him, and he was sure it was going to swallow him up. But then a bright, incandescent light shone out from behind him, as though the sun just had risen. It was blinding in its brilliance and Tillman felt the soothing warmth of it on his back.

      Then he became aware of the presence of others around him. The faces of the dead weren’t those of his family or friends. They were strangers. When he looked around him again he saw those he loved standing by him, and the others as well. He saw the people from the movie theater, he saw Tanya and her father, and he saw his parents' neighbors. There must have been a hundred of them standing in the radiant light. Tillman smiled and felt relief sweep through his soul.

      Filled with a new tenacity, Tillman turned back to Khan. As he did so, he felt the weight that had been pressing him down lifting and found he was able to stand. He rose higher and higher until he was a giant, towering above Khan and the wolves. Khan's men changed again, this time growing smaller. Their mouths opened, and instead of the howls of wolves, what emerged from their tiny mouths were the cries of scared children.

      Tillman reached down and picked up Khan by the scruff of his neck. Khan struggled, waving his limbs around in frustration, unable to fight back. Tillman lifted him to eye level and scowled at him, then tossed him aside to the crowd of allies waiting behind him. Khan fell helplessly into the light, which spread out to envelop the former wolves, now children of Khan. They wailed and gnashed their teeth as the light pushed back their darkness and then, suddenly, they were silent. Tillman shrunk back to his normal height and looked at the faces of those around him. He felt stronger than ever before, and the radiant white light stretched out as far as the eye could see.
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      Tillman awoke the following morning, the dream still vivid in his mind. He now was convinced more than ever that the way to defeat Khan was by forming an alliance with the people around them, and he wanted to put the plan in motion as soon as possible.

      The morning light was dim, and he was alone in the living room. Even Major wasn't there. At first everything was quiet, too quiet, and he was afraid something was wrong. He flexed his leg, testing it. It still stung where the bullet had grazed his leg, but he was able to put weight on it without feeling as if he was going to collapse.

      Moving slowly, he exited the living room and walked toward the kitchen, his stomach rumbling. He opened the door and found his parents, Jessica, Morelle, and Greg there. Penelope and Anthony still were sleeping, his mother informed him. Tillman nodded, and sat down, sighing with relief.

      “I've got something that might help with that” Fernando said. He left the kitchen for a few moments. While he was gone, Tillman asked the others how they slept.

      “I think I only slept because I was so exhausted. I had too many things on my mind otherwise,” Greg said, washing down the words with some water.

      Ana served Tillman some breakfast. It was a meager offering of some canned vegetables and beans, and in a portion that even a small child was balk at ordinarily, but Tillman offered his thanks.

      “With Khan wanting his tribute there's even less to go around. I just don't know where we're going to get all the food from. Doesn't he realize that if he keeps wanting so much he's not going to get anything? A percentage of nothing is still nothing,” she said.

      “I know, Mom. It'll be okay,” Tillman said.

      Morelle gave him a pointed look, and he looked back at her, a secret signal between siblings that had developed when they were younger. Tillman wasn't going to talk to his parents about their plan, though. Not yet. That was a last resort anyway, and Tillman hoped that with his new plan in effect none of them would have to worry about having to make a last stand in this place.

      Fernando returned holding something that Tillman hadn't seen for a long time.

      “Remember this?” Fernando asked.

      Tillman rose, a look of disbelief on his face, and reached out to take the cane from Fernando. It was a long, black cane with a golden lion's head on the top. The lion's jaws were open, ready to strike. Its mane flowed down into the cane. Tillman ran his hands over the hard gold.

      “I'd almost forgotten about it,” Tillman said with awe in his voice.

      “Nice cane,” Greg said.

      Tillman looked up, his focus on the cane broken. “It was my granddad’s. He took it wherever he went, and for the most part he didn't even need it. He swung it around, tapped a rhythm on the floor when he was bored--”

      “And he used it to get attention from the ladies,” Fernando said with a twinkle in his eye. Fernando moved back into the room and took a seat at the table.

      “I'm surprised he let you keep it. I thought he took it to his grave. I think the only thing he loved more than this cane was grandma,” Tillman said.

      “I was surprised too, but he said he wanted it to be a family heirloom, so I kept it and told him we'd treat it with the respect it deserved. Personally, I've never thought it has suited me, but it seems that you could use it right now,” Fernando said.

      Tillman held the cane in his hand, his fingers curling over the head of the lion, and started to walk with it. The first few steps were uneasy as he became used to using the cane, but it was just the right height for him, and it made walking easier.

      “I appreciate this,” Tillman said, and practiced walking around the kitchen while the others continued with their breakfast. “How did you do last night with collecting everything?”

      “We worked hard. I only hope it's going to be enough to satisfy Khan when he comes back. But one thing I do know is that this cannot continue forever. We have enough now, but we won't be able to sustain ourselves. What he wants is worse than taxes,” Fernando said.

      “Things really are bad,” Greg said in one breath.

      Morelle smiled and squeezed his hand. Tillman noticed how familiar they were already. It was surprising to see his sister so comfortable with another man, and to his delight Greg wasn't acting like his usual self. The events of the past few days had seemed to mellow Greg, and the return of Tillman and Jessica had reawakened something inside Morelle. For all the darkness that the apocalypse had caused, it was important to remember that some good had come out of it as well.

      Penelope and Anthony staggered downstairs. Anthony was yawning, but he was moving easier now. He went over to Jessica, but only gave her a light kiss on the lips. Tillman could tell they wanted a stronger embrace but were holding back because of the way Fernando had warned them.

      Tillman tapped his cane on the floor to get everyone's attention and smiled when it worked.

      “This is going to come in handy. I think I might even keep it after my leg has healed properly,” he said, then turned his attention to those sitting at the table. They looked at him expectantly. “I know none of you are happy with the situation right now, and everyone has a right not to be. I'm furious as well, and it's taking everything I have to hold it inside. Khan wants too much, and I think we all know where this is going to lead if we give in to him. He's going to take more and more, until we have nothing left, then he's going to end us. I won't let that happen to this family. I won't let a man like Khan get what he wants.

      “I've seen too much suffering since the world went dark to believe this is the only way it has to be. It seems as though everything is miserable, but it doesn't have to be. We do not have to give into our fear. Khan does not have a divine right to the world just because he claims it to be so,” he said.

      “But what do we do? I don't think you're going to talk him down this time, and we don't know how many men he has,” Jessica said.

      “I know, which is why we have to think differently. This plan is not perfect, and things can go wrong, but to make it through this world we're going to need each other. And I don't mean just our family, I mean everyone. There are still people out there. Frightened people. People more scared than us, who don't understand what's going on. Khan has them all scared, and individually they might not think they can make a difference, but together we can make an army of our own.

      “The greatest strength we have as humans is the ability to work together--”

      Greg scoffed, and he wasn't the only one with a doubting look on his face.

      “Okay,” Tillman continued, “I know that it may not seem like it, but it's true. Look at all we accomplished as a species, and the same holds true now. We will be united in a common goal against Khan, and because of that we can find a way to work together. I know there are people left in the town who would want to help--”

      “I'm not sure it's safe to go back into town. I think Khan will be more careful about sending men there since he encountered us,” Jessica said.

      Tillman was annoyed, but thought she was right.

      “If we can get enough help to start with, we can ask others for help. Mom, Dad, what are your neighbors like?” he asked.

      “Oh, well, I'm not really sure, to be honest with you,” Ana said. “Since the Morgans moved away, we haven't really spoken with many of them.”

      “Now is the time to become friends. We must remember that we're not the only ones Khan is concerned with. There are other scared people out there who are looking for a way out, just like us, and we're going to give them one,” Tillman said.

      “But what are we going to tell them?” Fernando asked.

      “We'll just say that we want to work together to stop Khan. I can't imagine that any of them will say no when we explain that we want to get rid of him. I know that people are going to be scared, but they have to start realizing that it's not going to get any better unless we act. Khan won't stop unless we stop him, and we only can do that by working together. That's what we tell them. We tell them everything we can, and we tell them that we can win. Because we can win.”

      Tillman emphasized this last part. He gripped his cane tightly in one hand and leaned over the table, looking each of his companions in the eye, trying to muster some strength in them.

      “And the thing is, I can't go with you,” he added.

      Everyone looked at him with surprise.

      “Is your leg giving you that much trouble?” Morelle asked.

      “Yes. I don't want to put any more pressure on it than necessary. Besides, I'm not sure people will be eager to open their doors to a man with a wounded leg. I'll help out here and continue gathering things for the first collection. Jessica, Morelle, Greg, I think you should go,” Tillman said.

      “Us, why?” Morelle asked, her body tensing with fear. Tillman knew he was asking a lot of her, but he knew she could do this.

      “You two are a part of this neighborhood. You might not know them well, but they'll recognize you, and the two of you will be far less threatening than if the rest of us went. We don't want to scare these people, because they are scared enough already. Greg, I want you walking near them, ready to protect them if need be. Watch out for any animals or men. The rest of us will stay here and get the house ready,” Tillman said.

      “I want to go as well,” Anthony said.

      “I appreciate that, Anthony. but, like me, you have to stay here until we're better. We're going to need to be in as good condition as possible. You can do this,” Tillman said encouragingly. At first Morelle looked as though she was going to shake her head and refuse, but then Jessica put her hand on Morelle's arm, and Greg nudged her shoulder.

      “Okay, Tillman. I hope we can do this for you,” Morelle said.

      “Not for me, for all of us, and for all of them out there,” Tillman said.

      “I'll make sure nothing happens to them,” Greg said.

      “I guess there's nothing left to wait for,” Jessica said, looking at the other two.

      They got ready quickly. They took knives with them in case they had to defend themselves. Tillman offered them some word of warning, telling them to keep their eyes and ears open, and that if they saw anything dangerous they were to come home immediately.
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        * * *

      

      Greg, Jessica, and Morelle left the ranch, walking tentatively. The morning sun was calming, and the sky was bright and clear. It was peaceful, which was strange, considering the tension present in their hearts. Jessica tried giving her mom and Greg some distance. She wasn't stupid. She could tell there was something going on between them. She didn’t usually think of her mother as being romantic, but it was good to see her in better spirits.

      The three of them walked away from the ranch toward the houses scattered nearby. On the outskirts of the town the houses were separated by some distance, the families preferring to stay in their own bubble.

      “I remember when Mom and Dad used to have big parties with all the neighbors. I always wondered why they didn't keep those going. They always said they would do them again, but it never happened,” Morelle said.

      “That's the way they world has gone. I even noticed it myself. When I was younger it was easy to arrange parties with friends, but then one day everyone suddenly became busy and it was harder to do anything. I guess that's just the way of the world,” Greg said.

      They went to the nearest house. Morelle and Jessica didn't know everyone nearby, but they recalled an old woman lived here, although they couldn't remember her name.

      The house was painted white, and it looked radiant as the sun shone upon it. There were well-tended flowers on the porch. Jessica and Morelle walked up, their hearts beating rapidly, while Greg stayed a little way behind them, per Tillman's instructions. He craned his neck, though, and was ready to leap into action if there was any threat to Morelle or Jessica.

      Morelle and Jessica stood side by side and glanced at each other as they reached the door. It was a little strange to think the simple act of knocking on a door could be so fraught with danger, and yet it was. With the world changed and Khan’s presence  widely known, even the simplest things brought with them so much anxiety.

      “I suppose this is for the greater good,” Morelle said. Jessica shrugged and raised her hand, then rapped her knuckles against the door.

      Behind the door, they heard movement and shuffling footsteps approaching. They saw a curtain being pulled back, but the window was dusty, so they couldn't see the face that peered briefly at them. The door opened a crack, and the wrinkled face of an old lady appeared to them. Her hair was as white as the house she lived in, and her thick glasses had a crack that ran down the middle of one lens.

      “Sorry to disturb you,” Morelle said, searching her mind for the name of this woman, but for the life of her she couldn't remember. “But we live on the ranch down there. I'm Morelle, Fernando and Ana's daughter. Anyway, we're just trying to talk to people in the neighborhood about someone called Khan.”

      At the mention of Khan's name, the woman's opened her eyes wide and slammed the door in their faces. Jessica and Morelle were taken aback at the abruptness. Jessica knocked on the door again, and they called out that they were here to try stopping Khan. But the woman did not reappear, and they couldn't wait all day to explain themselves.

      “No good?” Greg asked when they returned to him. Morelle simply sighed.
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      The next house they went to was completely empty. They walked all around the property, but nobody was home. There was nothing but darkness inside. Jessica thought it strange that people would abandon their homes so quickly, but then again perhaps as soon as they met Khan they got the hell out of there.

      “I can't blame them,” Greg said when she voiced the idea.

      “Do you think we're doing the right thing in staying to fight?” Morelle said.

      “I don't know. I'm not sure I know what the right thing is anymore. But if it were me, I'd seriously think about running away. Khan isn't king of the whole country, only this small part of it. So somewhere else might be better. I don't know, maybe it's just because I never was attached to a home like you guys. I mean, I wasn't close with my parents and my apartment was just an apartment. Having said that, I've experienced life on the road and it's not exactly the safest thing either, so I don't know. I'm just glad Tillman is the one making decisions,” Greg said.

      “He always was good at that,” Morelle said.

      “What was he like growing up anyway? I mean, we're friends, but I've always had the sense he keeps me at arm's length, like he doesn't want anyone to get too close,” Greg said.

      Morelle entertained a small smile. Even Jessica looked at her, for she too was curious about her uncle.

      “He let someone get close once, a girl, Angela. He loved her with everything he had, but it didn't work out. Life took them in different directions. I think ever since then he's decided that it was better to not let anyone get too close. I think he was afraid of hurting them as well. But Tillman always been one to keep people at arm's length. It's just part of his charm,” Morelle said.

      “I don't know if charm is the right word,” Greg said, a teasing smile on his face.

      “He knows how to handle himself, though. Where did he learn all that?” Jessica asked.

      “Oh, he's always off on some training course or the other. He says it helps him focus, but, really, I think he just likes something to do with his time. He trains with guns, on obstacle courses, he goes camping. I guess given what happened I wish I had gone with him to a few, but they never were my thing. Couldn't count on the world going to shit- er, I mean to hell,” Greg said, correcting himself as he reminded himself of Jessica's presence.

      “I'm not a kid, Greg. I know how to curse,” Jessica said, rolling her eyes.

      “But you still shouldn't do it in polite company,” Morelle said, “and definitely don't let your grandfather hear you curse.”

      Jessica grumbled a little but didn't protest further.. They looked at the area around them, following Tillman's advice to keep a look out for anything that might threaten their safety. So far, nothing had, but they all were acutely aware that Khan could be lurking around any corner, waiting to strike.

      Somehow, the knives they had didn't seem as though they would offer much defense against a man like Khan, but they all constantly reassured themselves that they still had their knives anyway.

      “I know where we can go next,” Morelle said, and cut across the street to a house with a sky blue door. This time she was the one who rapped her knuckles against the door. Greg and Jessica had to make an effort to keep up with her.

      “My best friend lived here when I was younger. I'm sure her parents will remember me,” she explained as they waited for the door to open.

      Morelle squealed with delight when she saw Amber Parish standing there, a woman she hadn't seen in forever. Her hair was long, straight and brown, and although she had put on a little weight her eyes twinkled with the same kindness they always had. The two women recognized each other instantly and flung their arms around each other, hugging each other tightly.

      “Morelle!” Amber exclaimed. “I'm so glad to see you. I was going to try coming over to yours soon to see if you were there. And this must be Jessica,” Amber said.

      Jessica looked a little embarrassed, feeling the natural awkwardness that came when somebody seemed to know you, but you had practically no idea who they were. Amber hugged her all the same, and Greg offered his hand, introducing himself.

      “Don't be silly, I've got a hug for you as well,” Amber said.

      Morelle's face lit up as Amber invited them in. Then, Morelle gasped as a huge, hulking figure stood at the end of the corridor. She gripped tightly onto Amber's arm, but Amber only laughed.

      “There's nothing to be scared of, that's just my husband, Jack” Amber added, and proceeded to make the introductions.

      She was five foot six but looked tiny compared to Jack, who was at least six foot four, hard-faced and broad-shouldered. His eyes were like flint, and he nodded to them as he moved into the kitchen, where Amber's parents were sitting. Evelyn and Dustin greeted Morelle kindly, although both of them looked gaunt and tired. This world had taken its toll on all of them.

      “How are your parents holding up?” Evelyn asked.

      “Oh, they're alright. Tillman came home, which was nice, and it's good to be a family again. But it's not easy living in this world.”

      “No, it's not. It's terrible. Amber and Jack just arrived a day ago. We were so happy to see them. For a time, I wasn't sure I ever would get to see them again,” Evelyn said, and brought a tissue to her eyes. “But I'm so glad they did come back, especially with what's going on.”

      “You mean Khan?” Greg said.

      Jack visibly tensed at the name. Evelyn and Dustin glanced at each other.

      “As soon as they told us about him we decided we were going to stay for the long haul,” Jack said, his voice deep and rich.

      “That's actually why we're here. Greg, why don't you and Jessica tell them all about what we have planned while I have a few moments alone with Amber,” Morelle said. Amber reassured her husband that it all was going to be okay, and then the two women left to be alone in the living room. As soon as the door closed behind them Morelle hugged Amber again.

      “It's really good to see you,” Amber said. “So, what's all this about Khan? Mom said he was some kind of maniac who expects everyone to give him something?”

      Morelle nodded. “It's bad. It's really bad. Tillman is trying to save us, but I don't know if he’s going to succeed. But I'm so glad to see you. I've missed you. When you left I  thought I never would see you again.”

      “I know,” Amber said, “I'm glad to see you too. Jack's work took us away for a long time, but we came back and settled not too far away, on the military base. He finally managed to get assigned a duty station on home soil, which was a relief. As soon as this happened we came back here to my parents as quickly as we could, but we didn't expect to hear tales of this madman.”

      “I've seen him, Amber. He's terrifying. He won't stop until he gets exactly what he wants.”

      “Jack isn't the type of man to let someone like Khan succeed. What happened to you anyway? You dropped off my radar for a while there. I always looked forward to your letters and then they just stopped. I understand, you know, life gets busy, but I did miss hearing about your life. Is Javier still around or is Greg...?” Amber asked, leaving the question hanging in the air.

      “That's part of the reason I wanted to talk to you in private. Javier and I were, well, let's just say he wasn't the man I thought he was. My marriage to him was a mistake, and I should have seen it sooner. Honestly, it destroyed me, and for a long time I never thought I was going to be able to live again. Then all this happened. I almost lost Jessica, and Tillman returned. It sounds stupid, given everything that's happening, but it feels as though I've been given a second chance at life, and this time I'm not going to waste it.”

      “I'm sorry to hear about Javier,” Amber said, placing her hand on Morelle's forearm to offer comfort. “I wish I had been here to help, but I'm glad you've made your way back, and that you're doing better. Mom has a saying that's been passed down through the family. “It doesn't matter how big the steps you take are, as long as they're in the right direction.” I've always thought it was a nice sentiment. Of course, Jack would disagree with it wholeheartedly. Unless you're making great strides, it's not worth it, he thinks.”

      “I think he and Tillman will get along well,” Morelle said, chuckling a little.

      “Jessica seems well,” Amber said, trying to change the subject to a happier one.

      “Yes, she is amazing, more than I ever could have asked for. She's got a boyfriend now as well, who is staying with us for the moment because his parents are away.” Morelle didn't have to say that he was unlikely to see his parents again. Both of them were used to the grim nature of the world.

      “Did you and Jack ever...?”

      “No,” Amber said, with a sad look in her eyes.

      “We talked about it often enough, but we always decided we wanted our child born back home in America, and Jack wanted to be a hands-on father. We hoped that since he got a new assignment he'd have more time, and we'd be able to start a family. Then this all happened and, well, I just don't know really. I'm not sure I like the thought of bringing up a child in this world, at least not yet, not until things have calmed down.”

      “I hope they do calm down,” Morelle said.

      “Well, things are better now that we're together. Do you remember when we were young? We always thought that nothing was going to stop us,” Amber said.

      “We were so naive,” Morelle joked.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Amber said. “I have faith in us.”

      “Tillman will be glad to hear you say that,” Morelle said.

      They hugged again, and then made their way back into the kitchen. Jack was sitting there patiently, looking bigger than everyone else in the room, while Greg was explaining to him what they had seen. Then Jessica piped up with her version of events from the city. Jack scowled and curled his mighty hands into fists.

      “I've seen enough people like Khan in the world. I won't let this happen again. We're with you,” Jack said. Dustin and Evelyn nodded along, although a little more tentatively than Jack. “I just wish I had brought more equipment from the base. I doubt even Khan could deal with an RPG.”

      He said it with a straight face. None of them were sure if he was joking or not.

      “What's the plan now? Do you want us to rendezvous with you at your ranch?” Jack asked.

      “I think for now Tillman just wants to get an idea of how many people he can count on. Eventually, there are some people from the city that he'd like to include, but we can't risk going that deep while Khan and his men are wandering around,” Morelle said.

      “He's already killed people,” Jessica added.

      “We're going to go check out the other houses around here, and then we'll head back to our ranch. We'll be in touch, though. We're going to give Khan what he wants this time, hopefully to lull him into a false sense of security. You should do the same. Act like normal, as though nothing else is wrong, and when the time is right we'll strike against him. Do you know if anyone else around here is likely to join us?” Greg asked.

      “I'm sure they are once you've explained your intentions, but I don't know for sure. Khan came to us early on. We didn't feel safe going outside after that, so we don't know if anyone else is alive,” Dustin said.

      “Well, you just sit tight, and we'll return soon,” Greg added.

      The three of them rose. Morelle went up to Amber again and hugged her once more, saying that it wouldn’t be long until they saw each other again. Amber told her that she'd pop round a little later to say hello to the folks and to Tillman as well. Morelle agreed that would be lovely. With that, the three of them took their leave. When Morelle said goodbye to Jack there was a far-off look in his eyes. She could tell the man was ready for a fight, and his military mind already was planning action against Khan.

      “Well, I don't know about you, but I feel better already,” Greg said as they left.

      “Me too,” Morelle agreed.

      “Do you think we'll be able to get anyone else to join us, Mom?” Jessica asked.

      “Oh, I'm sure we will. I think once people see that we're trying to do something, they will make the effort to join in. Nobody likes being threatened by someone like Khan, and sometimes all it takes is knowing that someone else is fighting to give you the courage to fight as well. Let's go and knock on a few more doors. Tillman will be pleased to hear that this community is growing,” Morelle said.

      In truth, she was glad as well. She knew what it was like to be faced with a bully, with a man who wanted to take everything. She'd let it happen once. She wasn't going to let it happen again. Not to her. Not to her daughter. Not to anyone.
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      For most of the day Morelle, Jessica, and Greg went around the houses and told people what they were planning. It took longer than they had assumed it would. First, there were more houses than they realized. Second, it took a long time to convince some of them to join the fight. By late afternoon their throats were dry, and they were tired of repeating their story.

      Some people had been easier to convince than others, but they had managed to form quite a strong community. Morelle was excited to get back and tell Tillman everything they had accomplished.

      Morelle had made it clear to the people that they weren't building an army, just a community that would band together to resist Khan. Some people were averse to fighting and would not have joined if they thought there was some danger of being killed. Framing it in a different sense helped to convince them to join. Morelle sensed their fear and tried talking them away from it. It was easy to cocoon yourself in fear, and to think that as long as you kept your head down and didn't say anything, nothing bad could happen.

      Life didn't work like that, though. It only made the bully take more liberties, empowered them even more.

      Others were eager to join Tillman as soon as Morelle and the others had made the offer. Many already were tired of Khan's ways, but simply hadn't had the means to defend themselves against him. Some even had felt his wrath on the very first night. Morelle had been sitting in the living room of a woman whose husband had been killed by Khan. If there had been any doubt about the man’s cruelty, her story dispelled it. Morelle had known that something was wrong because of the bloodstain on the steps leading up to the house.

      “We were just sitting here, huddled together. The lights had gone out and we assumed there had been a power outage. We had lit candles and were trying to make the best of it, even though both of us were terrified. We heard noises outside. People moving around. All we wanted was to be left alone so we tried ignoring them, but then we heard people getting closer. There was a knock at the door. We didn't answer. They turned the handle, trying to get in, but it was locked. Then Ian remembered he hadn't locked the back door. He scrambled, trying to make his way to the back door, but he wasn't quick enough. Khan came in.

      “He told us he was disappointed we didn't open the door, that he only wanted some help. He moved around the house as though he owned it. He picked up things, ate our food and tossed it away. We didn't know what we could do. Ian threatened to call the police, but Khan just laughed. He wasn't stupid. He knew what was going on. I tried to pull Ian down, hoping that if we just stayed quiet Khan would get bored and move on, but Ian wouldn't take it. He stood up to Khan. I loved him, but he was an idiot sometimes. Khan told us that he wanted what we had. Ian said he could go to hell. Khan looked at him and sneered. All this time he had been laughing, but then he lost all sense of humor and hit Ian, sending him to the floor with one punch.

      “Khan unlocked and opened the front door. Then he grabbed Ian by the head and dragged him outside, throwing him across the porch and down the steps. I followed, screaming. It amazed me how calm Khan was. Ian's face was covered in blood. He raised his hand to beg for mercy. Khan kicked him in the jaw, then lined him up against the steps and, and....” she almost couldn't bring herself to say the last part.

      “Khan slammed his foot into the back of Ian's head. I heard the cracking of this teeth. There was blood everywhere. I couldn't even recognize him when I buried his body the next day. Khan yelled out to the world that he was in control now. I've been trying the phone to get hold of the police, but there's nothing. If anyone can make him pay I want in.”

      Morelle welcomed her help and told her what she had told the others; act normally for the time being until the time was ready to strike against Khan.

      When Morelle and the others returned and told Tillman about everything they had seen that day, Tillman was pleased.

      “Not bad for a day's work,” he said, and told them as well as those who had stayed at the house they had made a lot of progress. “I hate to say it, but I think Khan is going to be pleased with the first offering. He'll have to be, because it's going to be his last.”

      They sat down for dinner, feeling more optimistic about the future now that they knew other people were going to be joining them in their quest for vengeance.

      Because of Khan, the dinner they were sharing was small, and their stomachs rumbled. Each of them looked at each other, knowing that it wasn't enough, but nobody wanted to say anything against the cooking. Ana had tried her best against incredible odds to make a nutritious dinner, and it was a minor miracle that she had managed to make anything at all.

      “I know this isn't the way we'd want any of this to happen,” Fernando said, “but I'm glad that we've been brought together by circumstances, and I'm glad that other people realize it's going to benefit us all to work together. It's worried me in the last decade or so how easy it's been for people to live their lives without engaging in human interaction. I've been guilty of that as well. That time is over, though. I know we'll be able to see the last of Khan and make this town one community again,” Fernando said.

      “I agree,” Tillman said. “I think we should plan for the future and try thinking about what we're going to do after Khan. There's plenty of potential here, and if we all work together we'll be able to defend this community from anyone who threatens us.”

      “But we have to make it through Khan first,” Penelope warned.

      Tillman looked to the edge of the kitchen where Major was eating his food. He seemed to be enjoying his dinner more than any of the others were enjoying theirs.

      “We will,” Tillman said. “We'll be more prepared this time.”

      “Jack, Amber's husband, can help with that. He was in the military, and he wants to see an end to Khan just as much as we do, maybe even more,” Morelle said.

      “You should have seen this guy, Tillman. He's bigger than anyone you've ever seen. If he went up against Khan, it'd be like Goliath against Goliath,” Greg said.

      “That's good. We'll need all the help we can get. After we pay the tribute I'll talk to the people and we'll figure out a plan. Khan won't know what hit him,” Tillman said, his eyes gleaming with anticipation about what was to come.

      The rest of the dinner was spent with them talking about a variety of things. For the time being they pushed Khan out of their minds and spoke about what they missed about the world, about what they would have been doing if the world hadn't ended, and about what they had hoped to happen in their lives before all this.

      Tillman remained quiet, pondering the situation in his mind. The pain was almost gone from his leg, but he decided he was going to hold onto the cane for the time being. It hadn't taken him long to get used to it, and he liked the feeling of having something to hold.

      “Tillman, when you've finished eating I've got something to show you,” Fernando said. “Greg, Anthony, you might want to come with me too.”

      After dinner the men all left, wondering what Fernando had to show them. He took them upstairs to the bathroom and pulled out a metal razor and some shaving foam.

      “I know that we've had a lot on our minds the past few days, and we've let a few things slip. Since we're going to be the organizers of a rebellion we should look the part. We can't do much about ironing our clothes, but we can make our appearance better. I know that you're probably used to electric razors, but it's never too late to learn,” Fernando said.

      “Actually, I was starting to get used to mine,” Tillman said, running his hand along the stubble that grown along his jaw. Fernando glared at him.

      “And I've had mine for a while now,” Greg said.

      “Greg, you can leave, but Tillman, no son of mine is going to look this scruffy,” Fernando said, handing him a razor. “Do you remember when I taught you this?”

      Tillman nodded. They both turned to Anthony. Although the boy was young, he showed a good amount of facial hair on his cheeks. Tillman wondered if he even knew how to shave.

      “I don't think I'm quite ready for this, Mr. Torres,” Anthony said meekly.

      “Nonsense,” Fernando said, slapping the boy on the shoulder.

      “It's never too late to learn, and it's never too early either. There are some skills you're going to need to develop if you're going to make it in this world, and shaving is one of them. Now then,” Fernando said as he demonstrated how to use the razor. Anthony was tentative at first, while for Tillman it came back like riding a bike.

      He dragged the razor across his skin and felt the hair slide off, leaving a smooth path underneath. It wasn't as comfortable as it would have been with hot water, but Fernando had warmed some water on the stove before he came up, and it sufficed. Anthony soon had the hang of it. Tillman was pleased to see his father taking such an interest in Anthony. Fernando clearly had overcome his initial dislike of the boy. Anthony was doing well at keeping his struggles inside. Tillman knew he was worried about his parents, but rarely spoke about them and was happy to pitch in where he was needed.

      It broke Tillman's heart to think that Anthony never would see his parents again, so the Torreses would have to be family enough for him.
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        * * *

      

      The women were left in the kitchen wondering what the men were up to when Greg returned.

      “They're just shaving. I hope you don't mind, Morelle, but I like mine the way it is,” he said.

      “I don't mind. You're like a bear,” Morelle said, scratching Greg's chin. Jessica rolled her eyes and said she was going to vomit.

      “Why don't you help me clean up, Jess?” Penelope asked. The two young women helped clear the plates. Major seemed to think it was fun to run in between their legs and try tripping them up. There was a knock at the door and Morelle leaped up, excited to see Amber again.

      “Amber said she would stop by. You're going to love seeing her again, Mom. She's barely changed!” Morelle said.

      “I look forward to it. It's a shame she just missed dinner,” Ana said.

      Morelle skipped to the door, eager to see her friend again. But then there was another knock. This one was much harder than the first. Morelle's pace slowed.

      She crept toward the door, but her skin crawled with fear and a chill ran down her spine. Instead of opening the door, she peered out of the window beside it to make sure that it was indeed Amber. As she did so, she was pleased that she had listened to her instincts. She saw Khan there, and leaped back, gasping, pressing herself against the wall. It was dark, so she didn't think he had seen her. The thought of only a door separating her from Khan made her throat tighten.

      “I can hear you in there you know. But don't worry, I don't expect you to open the door. You've made enough bad decisions already. It's funny, though, isn't it? Now that the world is so quiet I can stand here outside and it feels like I'm inside, like I'm standing right beside you, close enough to feel you breathing...Anyway, I just thought I'd come by to offer you a friendly reminder that I'll be coming to collect your tribute very soon. I hope  you've been busy little bees making sure everything is ready for me so I won't be disappointed.”

      With that, Khan's footsteps thudded on the porch, the sound echoing into the night air. Morelle realized she had been holding her breath and released it all in one long exhalation. She went to the window again and watched Khan walk away, long and lean like a jackal, his dark form disappearing into the shadows of the night.

      Morelle sank to the floor. Greg and Jessica ran to her side, and the men ran down from the bathroom upstairs. Anthony looked comical with half his face covered in shaving foam, but Morelle wasn't in the mood to laugh.

      “It was Khan,” she gasped. The mere sight of the man had been enough to frighten her senseless.

      “He says he's coming. I don't know if he's going to wait the full three days,” she said.

      Greg helped her up and back into the living room.

      Morelle looked over at her family and realized that their confidence had diminished. They all were huddled together in the living room, looking desperately at one another. The optimism they had felt earlier had evaporated quickly after just one visit from Khan.

      “We have more than enough for him, don't you think?” Greg asked.

      “If he wants more, we can't give it to him,” Penelope said.

      “When Khan comes, you all should go upstairs. I'll deal with him,” Tillman said.

      “I can't let you do that, Tillman. Like you said, we need each other. If we deal with Khan, we do it together, as a family. Because that's what we are. All of us,” Morelle said, making a point to look at Greg, Penelope, and Anthony. They weren't related by blood, but they all had to trust and depend upon one another. As far as Morelle was concerned, that made them family.
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      The night was growing longer and the threat of Khan’s arrival was approaching. Tillman looked at the people around him and knew things couldn't continue like this. His original plan had involved waiting for Khan to take his tribute, then using the time until the next collection to plan. However, if one visit from Khan was going to reduce them to this state, perhaps it was better that they act now and stop Khan at the first chance they got.

      “Okay, I want to gather everyone you met today for a meeting. If we're going to do this, we need to do it properly, and we need to do it quickly. I don't want to give Khan another chance to come to us like this, and I have a feeling he's not going to be satisfied with what we give him anyway. I know what he really wants, and that's to get under our skin. But he's also made threats against specific people, and I have a bad feeling he's going to make good on them,” Tillman said.

      “I won't let him take me,” Jessica said.

      “We won't let that happen. My fear is that when he comes here he'll be expecting us to include you in the tribute. If he's lurking around here, warning us, he wants to creep us out, and this tribute collection isn't going to be anything routine. Morelle has told us some of the stories from the neighbors. I don't want any of us to die. Did you tell them what the signal would be?” Tillman asked.

      “I said that we'd light candles on the porch,” Morelle said.

      “Okay, we'll get on that. Everyone prepare the house. Anthony, wash your face,” Tillman smirked.

      Anthony left the room with Jessica and went upstairs. Tillman leaned on his cane, feeling exhaustion starting to take a hold of him. He hated how Khan could just walk up to the house and make his sister feel uneasy.

      “I'd better get some food ready,” Ana said, ever the good host, rummaging around the cupboards so her guests wouldn't go hungry.

      Tillman walked out onto the porch with his father and they lit the candles together, peering out into the dim light of the evening to see if anyone was looking at them.

      “So it begins,” Fernando said.

      “It does indeed.”

      “What do you think our chances are of dealing with Khan?”

      “I don't know, but they're better than they were. The things he's done already...it's only been a few days. If he's allowed to continue, I dread to think what the town is going to look like. Nowhere will be safe from him. And the more he does this the more I think people will be tempted to join him, and that's only going to make the problem worse.”

      “You think?”

      Tillman nodded sharply. “These people are scared. After Khan has made them pay him tribute for a long time do you think they're going to refuse if he gives them a choice to join him? To be on the .side that doesn't have to be scared?”

      “I suppose I could see people doing that,” Fernando said.

      They lit the candles and watched the flames spark to life, dancing in the air. The smell of vanilla wafted around them, calming them. The stars twinkled in the sky and suddenly the world felt small. Tillman and Fernando waited in silence for their new allies, hoping all of them would see the sign and heed the call. Morelle had been quite confident about the number of people who were going to join them. Tillman hoped her faith wasn’t misplaced. There was a very soft breeze, which made the candlelight flicker wildly, but it wasn't strong enough to put out the flames.

      “Any sign of them yet?” Penelope asked, poking her head out. She held Major in her arms. The dog was enjoying being carried for a change.

      “Not yet,” Tillman said. He stood with his hands planted on his cane, which was out in front of him. His eyes never wavered from the horizon.

      “They'll come. This is the right thing to do,” Penelope said.

      Tillman didn't say anything in response. He merely waited, and hoped, and waited, and then, suddenly, forms began emerging from the darkness. People started to approach the house. They wore wary expressions, but they came forward all the same. One man strode forward in front of the others. He was tall and strong, and he held out his hand.

      “I assume you're Tillman?” he asked. Tillman nodded. “The name's Jack. We're here to help you take out this son of a bitch.”

      The corners of Tillman's mouth turned up into a sly smile as he stepped to the side and held his hand open, inviting the group into his home. One by one they stepped inside and greeted Tillman and Fernando. There were about twenty people in all, some of whom looked eager to begin, others who looked exhausted. One woman came up to Tillman. As their eyes met he saw a haunted look in hers, and he assumed she was the one whose husband had been killed by Khan on that first night.

      All these people's lives had been tormented by Khan one way or another, but soon it was going to stop.

      After all of them had entered, Tillman waited a few more moments to see if there were any stragglers waiting to join them. Then he blew out the candles and returned inside with the others.

      The house was loud, filled with the sound of people talking. Morelle was in good spirits, talking with Amber, and Amber's parents were catching up with Ana. Tillman vaguely remembered them, and he greeted them warmly. There were some younger people. They stood with Jessica, Anthony, and Penelope. Ana was being a good host, barking at Fernando to get more chairs into the living room. Everyone was cramped inside, but people weren't annoyed.

      It reminded Tillman of the way New Year’s Eve parties had been, with everyone huddled together in a small room, but nobody minding because of the occasion. These were people who were acquainted with each other, or had seen each other around, but never had made the effort to get to know one another properly. Tillman watched them all get acquainted with each other before he banged his cane on the floor to get their attention.

      “It's good to see that all of you have come. My name is Tillman Torres, and I've gathered you all here to stop Khan. We all know what kind of monster he is, and that we don't want to be enslaved by him. I know he's taken tributes from you all, and he has threatened us with the same. I was going to let him take the first tribute, but then he came to us a short while ago. I do not want to live with him lurking around every corner. I fear that if we plan against him he will discover it sooner or later, and that is why we are here tonight.”

      “But how can we kill him? You've seen what he's like. He's a monster. I don't know if he even can be killed,” one of the men said.

      “He's just a man. All men can die,” the haunted woman said.

      Conversation bubbled up as people offered their differing opinions. Tillman let them have their say for a few moments before he banged on the floor again.

      “I appreciate that you all want to have your say. But this is going to work only if we respect each other. Let us not let our fear of Khan prevent us from planning his downfall. I know he's intimidating, but as it has been pointed out, he is a man. He is as vulnerable as the rest of us, even if it may not look like it. He is scared too, and because of that he wants other people to feel scared. We're here to prevent ourselves from suffering that fate. If he comes to us and he sees that we're not scared, it's going to confuse him.It's going to make him think that we know something he doesn't, and we do.”

      People looked at him quizzically, waiting for him to answer his own question.

      “We know that we have the power of the people. We know that together we are strong, and that we can defeat this Khan. He's just a thug. A powerful thug. He's done terrible things. He's used the shock of the end of the world to give himself a good position, but he doesn't get to do that just because he's strong. This is America. This a country of the free, a democracy. Are we going to put up with this man?”

      “No,” a smattering of voices in the crowd said.

      “Are we?” he asked again, this time with more force in his voice.

      “No!” There were more people joining in.

      “I'm going to ask you one more time. Are we going to put up with this man?”

      “NO!” they all yelled, and then applauded each other.

      The fear and tension had given way to a surge of patriotic fervor. Tillman knew they needed reminding of who they were, and what they were capable of. He hoped this outburst of energy would be enough to bond them together and give them the courage they needed to believe they could defeat Khan.

      “What's the plan?” Jack asked. The big man was holding his arms across his broad chest, and it was clear he lacked nothing in confidence. With him on their side, Tillman knew their chances of success had increased.

      “Dad, can you get me some paper and pens?” Tillman called out.

      After his father had left the room, Tillman continued speaking. “The biggest problem we have at the moment is a lack of intelligence. We don't know how many men Khan has, or where his base of operations is. So, I don't think we can risk a full-on assault. We have to be crafty and develop a siege mentality. They are the aggressors, and we are the defenders. But hopefully they won't realize we're working together. Instead of taking on each household at a time, they'll actually be taking on all of us. And I want to plan properly. Khan thinks that just because he's big and strong he can get away with doing whatever he likes. I want to prove that he can't.”

      It was at this point that Fernando returned with a big sheet of paper and some marker pens. Tillman made his way to the coffee table and leaned down. He drew a quick sketch of the neighborhood. Tillman wasn't going to win any prizes for his artwork, but it was serviceable, and everyone could understand which house was which. Tillman marked his house with an X.

      “We're here, and as you can see, we can form a perimeter of about ten houses,” he drew a line through the houses he had in mind, which formed a rudimentary triangle.

      “We'll have a signal system so we can communicate without anyone else realizing it. I think the candles work for now, but we'll have to think of something else in the daytime,” Tillman said.

      “Maybe we can work out a code where the different number of candles mean different things,” Jessica said.

      “That's a great idea,” Tillman said, then turned back to the basic map he had drawn.

      “Now, as much as I don't want anyone to get hurt, there is going to be fighting. That's always the way with men like Khan. I want you all to find as many things you can use as weapons. Mr. and Mrs. Parish, I thought since your house is in the middle here we could use it as a fallback position, and a place to where the wounded can retreat. Anyone who is hurt can go there, and if you look here, we can use a path going this way to retreat into the woods, if need be.” Tillman drew a line from the house, snaking around another couple of houses, then off the map entirely.

      “That's fine by me. I'm a trained field medic. So I can give people some basic tips to whoever wants to be on that duty,” Jack said.

      “That would be great,” Tillman said.

      “I've got an idea,” one man said. He came forward and all eyes looked at him. Tillman remembered his name as Declan.

      “It's about communicating with each other. I ran the local Scout group. I have loads of whistles. They always gave us a surplus because they always were getting lost. We can use them in the daytime, and I think it's easier to hear a whistle than it is to see a flame.”

      “Go and get them,” Tillman said.

      “Anyone who wants to volunteer as a medic see Jack, everyone else take a look at this map and figure out where you want to be. Think about what you can use as weapons. It would be good if anyone has anything that can be used from long range. Keep your eyes on the routes Khan might use to travel. It'll help us if we can have as much information as possible,” Tillman said. He took a breath and rose from his position.

      “I know that it's been a long few days already. I know you're tired, and we all wish things could go back to normal. But if we want a future in this world, we must fight for it, and the fight starts here.”

      He looked around and saw resolve on the faces staring back at him. Each person in that room was emboldened and seemed to be willing to do whatever it would take to ensure a safe future for them all. Tillman shook hands with people as they moved around the room, and then he found himself in front of Jack.

      “That was a good speech you gave. It was a nice touch inspiring their sense of patriotism,” he said.

      “Thanks. Thanks for your help as well. Your expertise is going to come in handy,” Tillman said.

      “We're going to need a lot of luck. These people weren't meant for this life,” Jack said quietly, looking around the room.

      “No, but they can learn,” Tillman said. “I could use your help in planning the defense properly.”

      “I'm here for anything you need,” Jack said. “I'll come and find you after I've spoken to those who want to become medics.

      Tillman nodded, and the two men went their separate ways. Then Tillman called Penelope and Greg over. The three of them left the living room with another piece of paper, and went to the study, which was smaller and quieter.

      “I want the two of you to take lead roles in this. I'm not sure anyone here other than Jack has experience in these matters,” Tillman said.

      “But we do,” Greg said firmly.

      “With all the games we've played,” Penelope said.

      “Exactly,” Tillman replied. “I know it's not quite the same in real life, but we must use every tool at our disposal. Think about everything you've learned, and let's use it now.”
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      The three of them drew up plans for how to defend the neighborhood against Khan, and then split up to tell everyone how it was going to work. The group had separated into two main camps, those who were willing to fight, and those who were willing to help with the wounded. Tillman looked at them all with pride. These were the giants in his dreams, and just by looking at them he felt a swell of righteousness, as though this was ordained to work. People were coming together for a common cause.

      Khan wouldn't stand a chance.

      There were more houses still to be told about this plan, but with more people able to go out and help it was easier to get those others on board. Most everyone was willing to join the fight against Khan. Khan, it seemed, had been very busy these past few days and Tillman couldn't fault the man's determination to make himself a king.

      Tillman was confident in his plan. The map of the neighborhood was not accurate, but he thought it was accurate enough to work. He, Penelope, and Greg had worked out everyone’s position, using the houses as cover, forming lines of attack where Khan was likely to arrive. It wasn't perfect, and Tillman would have preferred to have a natural choke point in which he could trap Khan, but this would have to do. They certainly had enough people to defend the neighborhood. Now they just had to prove they had the strength.

      People were coming and going from the house. Jack was sitting in the kitchen with the other medics, running through some basic training. Other people were in groups, sharing stories about Khan and their lives before all this. They all were brave, and Tillman hoped they all knew how brave they were.

      Over the following few days there was a lot of movement in between the houses. Tillman hoped nobody from Khan's group was watching this, as they may have found it suspicious, but there was a lot to do. Major was always by his side, but Tillman saw little of his family. They all were helping the rest of the community.

      He was proud to see Jessica talking to some of the other kids, imbuing them with strength. She and Anthony took on the role of leaders. Greg was coming into his own as well. He and Morelle were making sure everyone was okay, reminding them that they weren't alone. Some people were petrified, and Tillman couldn't blame them for this, while others seemed to want to get it over with as quickly as possible.

      The newcomers all were surprised to see so many people working together for a common goal, but over the couple of days Tillman was delighted to hear how much they all liked this new state of affairs. Tillman didn't like the fact that Khan was out there, but he had given them a reason to find each other, to come together and form this community.

      Every newcomer who came in was sent to Tillman to be told about the defense plan, and how their homes would fit into that plan. They all were told to find weapons, and Tillman was a little surprised to see how many people were ready to defend themselves with guns. He had been aware that the gun ownership rate was sky high, but to see the evidence for himself was something else entirely.

      Most people were fine with the plan, but there was one instance where the entire household was frozen with tension.

      One man came into the house by himself, Liam, saying he had noticed them all moving around and talking. He was a young man but looked skittish. His shoulders were hunched, and he had wiry brown hair that was greasy and matted together. Thin hairs crept along his jawline, and his beady eyes darted about furtively. He spoke quietly, and his voice trembled when he did speak. Tillman was in the middle of telling him the defense plan when someone else burst into the room.

      “He's a liar,” a man called Simon yelled, pointing his finger at Liam. Liam looked shocked. Tillman didn't know how it happened, but Liam's face grew even paler than it had been.

      Everyone turned their attention toward the accuser.

      “I've never seen him around here. Where did you say you lived?” Simon asked.

      “N-number 22,” Liam stammered out.

      “Now I know you're lying. Mrs. Partridge lives there. Tillman, I think this man is a mole. I bet Khan saw us all moving around so he sent one of his men in here to learn what we're planning,” Simon said.

      There were gasps all around. People began murmuring, and started to suggest they should take care of Liam. Some of them even said they should hurt him and send him back to Khan as a warning. Liam sat there, looking ever smaller. He couldn't run as he was in the middle of the room. He wrung his hands together and looked around, as scared as a lost bird.

      “Wait!” Tillman said, trying to bring peace to the baying crowd. He tapped his cane on the floor once again to get everyone's attention.

      Silence reigned.

      “Liam, what do you have to say to that?” Tillman asked.

      “You shouldn't let him speak! He's only going to lie,” Simon called out. Tillman glared to silence him.

      “I... I do live there. I haven't lived there for long. Mrs. Partridge sold the house to me. S-she wanted t-to move back close to h-her family. I'm n-new to the neighborhood. I h-haven't made any friends yet. I'm not with this K-Khan. I d-don't even know who it i-is. I've locked myself in my room ever since the p-power went out. I don't want any t-trouble. I just want t-to h-help.”

      “This is all an act,” Simon scoffed. “Don't listen to him. I know for a fact that Mrs. Partridge never would have sold her house. You'll have to come up with better lies if you want to fool us. I'm not going to put up with this. We should ask him what he knows. How many men does Khan have? Where is he staying? What kind of weapons does he have?”

      By this point, Simon almost was yelling in Liam's face. Tillman watched Liam cower, and his mind considered the possibilities. If Liam was a spy sent by Khan, then they would have to act quickly to ensure they were not compromised, but assuming that Liam was a spy was unsettling. As yet there was no proof aside from Simon's belief. Liam could well have been telling the truth. It wasn't enough to condemn the man just because they were afraid.

      Liam was shocked into silence by Simon's barrage of questions. He started to breath heavily and he bowed his head.

      “Simon,” Tillman said firmly, and moved closer to Liam. “Can you take us to your home?”

      Liam nodded, but Simon and the others threw up their arms.

      “Why are you giving him the benefit of the doubt? I'm telling you what I know. You can't believe him. If you take him out of this house, he's going to run. He's going to go back to Khan, and he's going to tell Khan everything that we've been planning. He's seen the plans, Tillman. We can't let him escape,” Simon said.

      “We won't let him escape,” Tillman replied, “but I'm not going to have us devolve into fear. If Liam is a spy of Khan’s, then we will find that out by going to number 22, but if he is telling the truth, then what does that say about us? Are we too ready to give into our fear? It's just as likely that Liam is scared, as I'm sure you would be if you went into a room full of strangers and suddenly were accused of being a spy.”

      “I'm coming with you,” Simon said, glaring at Liam.

      Tillman had to stop a whole group of them from going. Only the three of them went. Tillman stood in between the two men. He was afraid that Simon was going to erupt in anger and attack Liam as soon as they were out of the home. Tillman stayed close to Liam. He wasn't ready to dismiss Simon's concerns, and if Liam was going to make a run for it, Tillman wanted to be ready with his cane to trip him up.

      They walked in silence over to house number 22. Liam went to open the door, but Simon moved in front of him.

      “I don't trust him, Tillman. There could be anything in there waiting for us. Maybe even poor old Mrs. Partridge. If you've hurt her...” Simon grimaced and opened the door.

      The house inside was dark and stuffy. They walked in. To the side was the kitchen, and there was a stack of dirty dishes piled up. There were no sounds coming from the house, but Tillman wanted to remain on guard. He kept Liam close, keeping an eye on the man.

      Simon moved through to another room, the living room, and stopped. There were no pictures of Mrs. Partridge, but there were some of Liam and people who, Tillman assumed, were his parents. There was a model airplane under construction on the table, and shelves filled with books, jigsaw puzzles, and board games. It certainly didn't look like a place in which an old lady lived. Simon exhaled and placed his hands on his hips.

      “Looks like you have your answer,” Tillman said.

      “I t-told y-you,” Liam said.

      Simon glared at him again, and then marched out and back to Tillman's house. Tillman sighed. “I'm sorry about that, but everyone is on edge at the moment. Come on, let's get back. I do appreciate you coming out to help us. It was only a matter of time until Khan came for you as well,” he said.

      When they got back Tillman explained what they had found, and that Liam was who he said he was. This brought about a great deal of grumbling from people, who seemed to be disappointed that he wasn't a spy. Tillman shook his head and continued describing the defense plan to Liam, and to anyone else who wanted to listen. It was something that people needed to memorize.

      “We're going to separate into small teams to make it more difficult for Khan to know where the attack is coming from. As soon as we see Khan we're going to start defending ourselves, to try pinning him down before he can get settled. We're using whistles to communicate. One whistle if you need cover. Two if you need a medic to come and get you. Three if you have a prisoner. I think we still have a few left. Stick close with your teams and be smart. This isn't a movie. We don't need any heroic moments here, and we don't need people going off on their own. There's strength in numbers.”

      Everyone was inspired and endeavored to work together. They talked about different plans and tried putting each other at ease. The mood around the ranch was that of hope, and although there was tension, confidence seemed to be high that they could beat Khan.

      However, Tillman wasn't so convinced. The more he looked around at these people the more he wondered how many were going to survive this battle. The easier thing would have been to pay the tribute and let Khan have his way, taken the hit to their pride and gone on living. Tillman hoped he had made the right decision in bringing these people together and asking them to fight with him.

      Still, he yearned for peace, and he hoped their sacrifice would not be in vain. The threat of Khan had to be ended. But then what? Tillman asked himself. He wasn't entirely sure what would follow.

      As the evening set in he stood outside on the porch, gazing in the direction of the town. Somewhere out there, Khan was waiting for them. He may even be on his way. There was no telling when Khan was going to arrive. At first light people were going to take their positions. Tillman had told all of them to try getting some rest, because they would need all their energy the following day. He heard footsteps behind him. It was his father.

      “You should get some rest, Son,” Fernando said.

      “I think we're okay staying out here,” Tillman said, looking down at the devout dog by his feet.

      “Tillman,” Fernando said, placing an arm on Tillman's shoulder.

      “I know, Dad,” Tillman said, hanging his head, “but how can I sleep? Khan is out there. He's coming. And all these people have been brought together because of me. If anything happens--”

      “Everyone here knows the risks, Tillman. Give them some credit. They're choosing to fight together because they know it's the best chance they have of surviving. Don't cheapen their choice by taking it all on your shoulders. They're all adults. They've made their decision.”

      Tillman listened to his father's words, but they didn't make him feel any better.

      “I'm going to stay out here,  Dad. I'm going to keep watch, just in case Khan wants to spring a surprise.”

      Fernando pressed his lips together and nodded, then pulled up a chair and sat beside Tillman, looking out in the same direction.

      “What are you doing?” Tillman asked.

      “I'm not going to let my son stay out here alone,” Fernando said.

      Tillman was about to protest and tell Fernando to go inside and get some rest, but then he decided he actually liked the company of his father and felt reassured. The two of them didn't say anything more. They didn't need to, but Tillman knew that their years of hurt had been healed.

      Tillman gazed out into the emptiness and thought about Jerry and the others. He wished he had been able to make it back into town to get their help. After Khan was dealt with he could go find them and tell them that it was safe to leave the movie theater. The night seemed long and the day that beckoned was fraught with tension. Tillman was vigilant on the porch, hoping the following day would not extract a heavy toll.
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      The morning came, cold and crisp. Tillman awoke with a start. He'd had the kind of dream that seemed intense while it was happening, but when he awoke he could not remember any detail. He was surprised to find that he had slept at all, but he was sitting on a chair with a blanket over his body. Major was at his feet and stirred as soon as Tillman was awake. Fernando already was awake, no doubt in the house. Tillman was glad for his company during the night.

      Tillman stretched and looked out at the neighborhood as the sunlight streamed over it, making the dew on the grass glisten. The house was alive with the sound of conversation. In many ways it was a normal morning, but Tillman knew what awaited them.

      He went indoors to find that Ana and some of the other people had brought what food they had together and made a breakfast feast. None of them wanted to say it, but it had the feeling of a last meal. For some people it would be, of that Tillman had no doubt. When he looked into the eyes of the people around him he regretted that he wouldn't have the chance to get to know them all.

      Ana was busy buzzing around, trying to ensure everyone was well-taken care of. Tillman was glad to see that Liam had made some friends as well. Jessica and Anthony were upstairs with the other youngsters. Morelle was talking with Amber. Tillman overhead Amber say that Jack was getting everything ready for the wounded. There was a sense of anticipation that pervaded the house, as everyone wondered when Khan was going to show.

      People came and went and started taking their positions outside. They all wore grim faces, resolute and determined. They nodded toward Tillman, who nodded back with respect. They were strangers to him, but he was asking them to trust him with their lives. Despite everything Fernando had said, Tillman couldn't get it out of his mind that he was responsible for the lives of these people. He was the one who wanted to go to war, but they all were going to have to pay the price.

      After he had eaten he went upstairs to his old room, which had been turned into a guest room, and sat on the bed. He leaned forward and placed the cane on the floor beside him. Major was busy elsewhere, no doubt playing with Jessica, who fawned over the dog.

      The floorboards creaked outside, and Penelope poked her head around the door.

      “I saw you come upstairs. I figured you could use some company, unless you'd rather be alone?” she asked.

      “You can come in,” Tillman said, making room for her on the bed. Despite the grime and dirtiness of this world, Penelope somehow still managed to smell sweet, and her orange hair was radiant. “Welcome to my old room.”

      Penelope looked around and took in the atmosphere.

      “It was a lot different when I lived here,” Tillman said. “But it still feels the same. I used to lie here and dream of the future. I never thought it would lead to this.”

      “None of us did,” Penelope said.

      Tillman was quiet for a few moments, then he spoke. “I had a dream the other night.” Penelope remained silent, allowing him to talk. “I dreamed that I was surrounded by people. We all were facing Khan and his men, and we reduced them to blubbering children.”

      “Well, not that I give much credence to dreams, but as prophecies go it's quite a good one. I hope that this dream comes true.”

      “I hope so too, although I wouldn't look at my past for evidence of it happening. Most of my dreams didn't come true.”

      “Like what? You did pretty well for yourself.”

      “I know, but there are things I used to dream about when I was lying here as a teenager. My life didn't turn out the way I thought it would. There was a girl, Angela, and every night I spent in this room I used to think about her and our future together. I used to think about how we would be married and take on the world together, how nothing was going to stand in our way. It seemed so natural, so right, and I managed to convince myself that it was going to happen. Real life isn't so simple, though.”

      “No, it isn't. I used to dream too. Hell, I still dream now. I used to dream of being a part of a family, of making up for the mistakes that my own parents had made. I wanted to be better than them. I wanted to prove to myself that I wasn't damaged goods and that I’m not scarred for life, but I doubt that's going to happen now. This world has changed everything.”

      “It has. Do you ever think about them, your parents?”

      “Not really. I have more the past few days, ever since this happened. Before that, not really. I was glad to be away from them. But now, well, I do wonder if they're safe. What about you and Angela?”

      “Yeah. Before this we made our peace, but I always thought that someday we'd see each other again. I guess in a lot of ways I never really got over her.”

      “I don't think you ever get over the first one.”

      “Who was yours?”

      Penelope laughed and ran a hand through her hair. “That would be Scott. He was the first guy who showed me that I could be more than just a troubled girl. I owe him a lot, actually.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don't know. We were young. Immature. Used to think the world owed us everything, when really you just have to take what you can get. I'd been struggling for work. I was a waitress at the time. I'd always wanted to go to college, but I never had the opportunity. Then one day I see a guy sitting a table tapping away at a laptop. He grunts and moans and has his head in his hands. I ask him what's wrong. He says he's working on some homework, and we get to talking. We started dating, I got scared, he reassured me--”

      “What were you scared about?”

      Penelope shrugged. “Being close with someone. I didn't want to get hurt. But he reassured me, and we got back together. We were together for a couple of years.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “It just ran its course, I guess. We wanted different things. He wanted to get married and have a family. I didn't feel that I was ready, and he didn't like that. But for a while it was good. He loved me unconditionally, and even now I wonder what would have happened if I hadn't let my own principles get in the way.”

      “I don't think you should blame yourself. You have a right not to do things you don't feel comfortable with, and it was unfair of him to put pressure on you.”

      “I guess. Anyway, romance is the last thing on my mind now. But I do wonder what he's up to. I suppose I have a bit of hope that I'll see him again one day.”

      “Same with me and Angela.”

      “I wonder if they're thinking about us.”

      “I doubt Angela is. She has another life now. I haven't been a part of it for a long time.”

      “It's crazy, isn't it? How some people can mean so much to us at one point in our lives, and then be nothing but memories later on.”

      Tillman grunted in agreement, but inside he knew that Angela wasn't just a memory to him. When he thought of her, love burned in his heart as fiercely as it had done when he had been with her. He allowed the sensation to wash over him for a few moments, and then he closed off his heart, forcing the pain back into the deepest part of himself.

      “When do you think he'll come?” Penelope asked, changing the subject. She didn't have to call Khan by his name for Tillman to know who she meant.

      “I have no idea. I don't think Khan is beholden to any rules or timetable. I get the feeling he might wait for a little while to make us sweat. I know he likes making us uneasy.”

      “Knowing what we know now, I can't believe you managed to survive against him,” Penelope said.

      “Me too. I guess I was just lucky.”

      “Maybe you're blessed,” Penelope joked. Tillman smirked. He certainly didn't feel blessed.

      “I just hope we all make it through today, even though I know we won't.”

      “Is there anything you want to say to anyone before Khan comes, just to make sure?”

      “I don't think so. I don't want to make this day maudlin. If I go around saying my final goodbyes to everyone, it's hardly going to fill people with hope. But if anything does happen, I know that I've made peace with my parents. So at least I don't have that weighing on me.”

      “That's good. I just wanted to say something to you,” Penelope said, shifting her weight on the bed. It creaked a little as she placed her hands on the edge and sunk her fingers into the mattress.

      “I wanted to thank you for everything you've done, for coming back for me and Greg. I don't think we would have made it this far without you.”

      “I wasn't going to leave you guys.”

      “I know. You're a good boss, and a good friend.”

      “You don't have to say goodbye to me, Penelope. I'm not going anywhere.”

      “I know, just in case...” Penelope said. Tillman pushed himself up.

      “We can't stay in here all day. Best get to work. There's still a lot to do,” he said.

      He walked downstairs into the kitchen, wanting to check on his mom. He looked out the back and saw all the food and other goods that had been gathered for the tribute.

      “Are you going to cart all this to him?” Ana asked.

      “No, Mom, I guess this is just here if we fail in what we need to do,” Tillman said.

      There was a lot there, and it made him wonder if Khan really needed everything he was getting because he had that many men to feed, or if he just was doing it to display his power. It would be the height of arrogance for him to take all these supplies from people and let them go to waste. Tillman wouldn't put that past Khan at all, though.

      Suddenly, there was a long whistle followed by three short bursts. Tillman's ears pricked up. Everyone around him grew tense. That was the sign that Khan was approaching.

      Tillman strode out toward the door, flanked by Penelope and his father. He used his cane to help him walk, and the aid allowed him to ignore the slight pain that came every now and then in his leg. Major scampered along by Tillman’s side as he opened the door and peered out. Khan was there, walking through the neighborhood, coming in the direction Tillman had predicted. That was the first good sign, Tillman had positioned everyone to be hidden from that line of sight. Khan was flanked by warriors too, and there was no doubt in Tillman's mind there were more lurking nearby. His skin crawled at the thought of Khan's men watching them, waiting to attack.

      “Let's go,” Tillman said, and walked out to meet Khan. He needed Khan to stay in the middle instead of coming right up to the house.

      “Are you still sure this is a good idea?” Penelope asked.

      “It's too late to change the plan now,” Tillman said.

      He walked up to Khan, face to face with the man again. Tillman knew that this time Khan wasn't going to hesitate to attack Tillman or the people with him. Khan looked as ugly as ever, his malicious smile revealing the undeveloped teeth. His eyes narrowed when Tillman approached, and he crossed his mighty forearms across his broad chest. The shadow he cast was long, and he was so tall that when Tillman got within a few feet of him Khan blocked out the sun.

      “Nice cane. I might have to get that from you as well,” Khan said. “It's a beautiful morning, isn't it? Perfect for a little deal like this to take place.”

      Tillman remained silent for a few moments, staring at Khan, trying to get inside the man's head. He wondered what Khan was thinking. Tillman already had displayed to the man his skill in combat, and Khan wasn't going to take him lightly again. When Tillman didn't respond, Khan visibly bristled. A pink tongue flicked out across his lips and he furrowed his brow.

      “Where's my tribute?” Khan asked, lowering his voice.

      “Or have you brought this girl as payment instead?” he asked cocking an eyebrow at Penelope. “She's not as young as the one you were with before, but she'll do.”

      Tillman ignored the barb, although he sensed that Penelope's hackles rose. Tillman had seen how scared she had been before. He was proud of her for being brave and coming with him to face Khan, who would grab her by the throat and toss her around like a rag doll without a second thought.

      Fernando pulled an envelope out of his pocket and handed it to Tillman. He turned it over in his hands, and then gave it to Khan. Khan snatched the envelope away, scowling.

      “Cash? It's not what it used to be, but let's see what you have to offer. And just pray that it's not all you have to offer.” There was a threatening tone to Khan's words. Tillman remained as placid as he could be. The men with Khan seemed amused by this and were itching for a fight. Tillman wondered if they would almost be disappointed if they handed over the tribute like Khan wanted.

      Khan ripped open the sealed envelope and kept his eyes on Tillman as he thrust his hand into it. A bemused look came over his face. He tore the envelope completely open. It contained nothing.
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      Before Khan could say anything, a shot cracked through the air and hit one of his men right in the chest. The man crumpled and fell to the ground, his arms and legs sprawled out around him. Khan bent his knees and looked around.

      “What is this?” he hissed.

      Immediately, his men drew their guns. Khan drew his as well and grabbed Tillman by his neck, pulling him closer, pointing the gun directly at his heart. Khan and his men looked around at the houses for any sign of where the shot had come from. They huddled together. Not a tear was shed for their fallen comrade. The first casualty of the day had occurred. How many more would there be?

      As he was being manhandled by Khan, Tillman's consciousness slipped out of his body. He saw himself and the others as he rose through the air, almost as though he was looking from the perspective of a camera, as though this were a game. But this was not a game. If it was, it was the deadliest game ever played.

      Tillman always had been good at envisioning different scenarios. His mind worked so quickly that in the blink of an eye he could process a hundred different possibilities. Unless he chose his next words very carefully he knew exactly what was going to happen. More shots would ring out. Khan likely would kill him, and then sprint for cover. The  people dispersed throughout the area would ensure that Khan would be killed. The men he had hiding would come out for their second onslaught and the battle would begin in earnest. Walls of the houses would splinter from the shock of bullets. Windows would be smashed. Dark blood would run through the streets like the River Styx, and corpses would litter the ground.

      Tillman almost could hear the deafening gunshots and smell the dust and blood in the air, such was the force of his imagination. Khan was dangerous, but was this really the only way to stop him? Too many people had died already. If they kept on in this vein, they only would keep killing, and they would get used to it. It would be easier for them to forget who they were, to forget what made them human. They were better than this, and Tillman wasn't ready to let go of that.

      “What is this?” Khan's words echoed in Tillman's ear. Spittle flew from Khan's mouth, spraying Tillman. He blinked it away.

      “This is us fighting back,” Tillman said. Khan looked at him in shock.

      “Get your hands off my son,” Fernando said, stepping forward threateningly. As he did so, one of Khan's men pointed his gun at Fernando.

      “You think you're so smart, don't you? You don't think I planned for this? You don't think I can handle this? I am Khan. I am a king! You cannot defeat me. I have more men, and they all are waiting to come and slaughter you. I will have you all dead,” he snarled.

      “And who will worship you? Do you really want to be a king of the dead? We reject your rule, Khan. We're never going to accept it. You might have more men, but we're fighting for a freedom. We're fighting for our lives. We have a plan, and we're not going to surrender to you. You can't scare us, Khan. We're not afraid of you.”

      “We'll see about that,” Khan said, digging the gun deeper into Tillman's chest. Tillman stifled a gasp as the barrel poked into his ribs.

      At that moment, people began pouring out of the houses. Doors were flung open and a row of guns were pointed at Khan and his men. Khan looked around, panic washing over his face as he saw his only exit blocked.

      “You came here for a tribute, Khan. You asked us to give you what we could. What we have is a resolve to be free. What we have for you is defiance.”

      “And what you give me shall be blood,” Khan growled.

      Tillman shook his head.

      “No, Khan. Not blood. Forgiveness.”

      Fernando and Penelope gasped. Khan tilted his head, looking at Tillman with confusion. Tillman stared at Khan. When he looked at Khan he didn't see a king or a bully, he just saw another man whose life had been turned upside down because of this apocalypse. He saw a man who had turned to fear as a way to cope, a man who had done horrible things, a man who needed to pay for his crimes.

      This world was devoid of justice except the justice that humans administered to each other. Tillman had been filled with a strong urge to not kill, and even though Khan was standing there pointing a gun in his chest, Tillman still felt the same. There had to be another way, a better way. Penelope had been right in that the world wasn't like the typical games he played. It was open-ended, and multiple avenues were available to him. One of those was diplomacy. It would take a hell of a lot of explaining to the rest of them, and in truth Tillman wondered if he just should stick to the plan. But in his mind, he saw too many dead for this to be worth it. There had to be another way, and he was going to explore it, even if it killed him.

      “What are you talking about?” Khan said. His grip did not waver from Tillman's neck, and it was a strain for Tillman to move.

      “Khan, look around you. There's no escaping from this. We have you surrounded.”

      “Then you shall die along with me.” His eyes grew wide, and the blackness of his pupils was all-consuming.

      “This is bigger than me and you, Khan. You've helped to start something here, even though you didn't realize it. You've proclaimed yourself a king, but you don't actually want to rule over a nation. You just want to take whatever you can get and bully people. That's not the kind of king anyone will want to serve. You could have been different, you know. You could have actually tried to bring people together with trust, hope, and honor. You could have helped these people through their difficulties, got them working together, but instead you took the easy route. You tried to take their stuff, and how did you think people were going to react?”

      Khan's grip on Tillman loosened, and Tillman was able to speak a little  easier.

      “You've given them a reason to work together, Khan. You've given us something to fight against. As soon as people started to realize they could work together you lost, and you didn't even realize it. Did you really think you'd be able to make it through this world? That you'd be able to take and take and take without anyone fighting back?”

      “I am Khan.”

      “And we are stronger. I have more people than this, Khan. You can try fighting us if you want, but you're not going to win. I can tell you that for sure. You can kill me, but you'll die. The reign of Khan will be a short-lived one, and you will not go down in the history books. The people here are organized, they have a mission, and they won't stop until they're safe.”

      Tillman let his words sink in. He could see the gears turning in Khan's mind. Khan's eyes flicked up, looking over at the row of people standing there with guns pointed at him. Tillman was confident that Khan didn't have the manpower necessary to stage a successful full-on assault of this neighborhood, and Tillman hoped he was egotistical enough to value his own life more than anything else.

      Tillman was playing with fire here, because one move from Khan and everything would be over. The flurry of bullets would see the end of him, his father, and Penelope, as well as Khan and his men. The new world would be built on a foundation of blood, and while it might be strong, it also would be grim. Tillman wanted something different, something better, and he hoped dearly that Khan would be clever enough to see alternative avenues.

      “What do you suggest?” Khan said.

      Tillman had to suppress a smile, not wanting to appear too smug about how Khan was acting. With just one pull of his finger Khan could end Tillman's life, and Tillman wasn't ready to die. There still was much to see in this new world, he had a family to take care of, and he wasn't ready to abandon them yet, especially not now they had begun this community.

      “You don't know me all that well, Khan, but I'm sure in our interactions so far you've seen that I'm a smart guy. Do you really think I want all this to happen? Do you think I want to see these houses riddled with bullets and dead bodies strewn across the ground? No, I don't want that. I want to live our lives. I want to plan for the future. We have other, bigger things to fight than you. Have you given any thought to the future? Do you know what you're going to do when winter comes? I don't know what you're planning to do with all the food you've collected from these people. Do you have a secure shelter? Can you trust the people around you? There are all these questions and more that we have to ask ourselves if we're going to prosper.”

      Khan shook his head sharply. “You speak about these things, but you're just scared. There always will be enough food. You're too smart for your own good, Tillman.”

      “No, Khan, I'm not smart enough. If I was, then I would be able to find a way out of this mess. I wish that I could have foreseen this happening and made a better plan. But I didn't see it, and now I'm stuck with trying to find a way through the world, and to keep as many people as safe as I possibly can.”

      “A noble goal,” Khan sneered.

      “Maybe, but that's the way I choose my life, and it's the example I want to set for everyone else here. Today is a monumental day. Today is the day when we decide how we want to live. If you pull that trigger, then you'll die, and whoever lives will know that their future was built on blood. But, there is another way. You can put the gun down. You can choose the peaceful way. Abdicate this throne you've built for yourself and let democracy rule.”

      “So, you can do what, execute me?”

      “No, Khan.”

      “Then I can walk away?” Khan said, looking a little more confident now. Tillman closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “No, Khan.”

      “Bah! I have had enough of this! You are trying to confuse me with your words. You are trying to delay. I do not think you have as many people as claim. I--”

      “Oh, I do, Khan. I know this is hard for you to believe, but you're not in charge here. If I wanted it, I could order your death with a snap of my fingers.” To demonstrate, Tillman brought his hand up, but he did not bring his fingers together.

      “But I am not going to do that, because I want to give life a chance. You're a strong man, Khan. You've probably gone through life wondering why things haven't been easier for you. After all, you've been tall, imposing, people generally do what you tell them, but until now you haven't been able to make anything of yourself. And what's the first thing you do? You lash out. You take what you want in an iron grip and try to have it all. But you can't. The world doesn't work like that. There are still rules you must follow, penance you must pay.”

      “Penance?”

      “You've killed people, Khan. You can't be allowed to get away with that. There has to be some form of justice, but I'm not convinced that you must pay with the same price. I want to believe in a world where we can rehabilitate people. I want to believe in a world where we all can live together and work past our differences. I don't want to have to cast people away if they make a mistake.”

      It was difficult for Tillman to speak these words given what Khan had done. Tillman remembered George sitting in his store, minding his own business. Khan had blood on his hands, but at some point, somebody had to make a choice to stop the killing. Tillman saw himself as that man.

      “You think I care for your forgiveness?”

      “I think you care for your life. I think you care for your reputation. You shouldn't try to be a king, Khan. Be a man first, then let history make its own judgment. You're strong. You're single-minded. You're ambitious. I don't think you want to let the world puts its foot on your neck any longer. You want to make your own path. I'm telling you that you still can. You can make the choice to contribute to the world.”

      “And what of the crimes I have committed? What of the lives I have taken?”

      “You will have to pay for those, not in prison time, but in the looks of the people around you. You will have to deal with the shame and the guilt. But you should be given the opportunity to learn from those mistakes as well. So many people have died in this world already. We cannot afford to let humans die without trying to stop it. You will have to change your ways. You will have to promise to respect us and work in this community. You cannot be a king, Khan, but you can be a person. It is your choice. Put down the gun now and try to live life as a man or choose death. Perhaps you would prefer an end to everything now?”

      Tillman stared at him defiantly. It all rested on this one answer. Tillman held his breath. Was Khan going to make the right choice, or would Tillman hear gunfire searing the air around him?

      Tillman's heart thumped in his chest as he watched Khan's mind churn. The big man was biting his lower lip. Life had to be more important, surely. Khan was a fighter, and the bigger challenge was putting his gun down now.

      “I might be willing to accept your proposal, but what about them?” Khan asked, moving his eyes to the people with guns trained on him and the men who flanked him. Tillman gulped.
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      In many ways it would be harder to convince the people he had been working with not to kill Khan than to convince Khan to choose life.

      “Tillman, what are you doing?” Fernando asked in a harsh whisper. Tillman wished he could have told them this was a possibility when he prepared them for the fight. All of them had anguished over Khan’s threat, and they probably were confused right now that they weren't being ordered to shoot.

      The idea to keep Khan alive only just had come into Tillman's mind, but it made sense to him. He was sure it would make sense to the others as well. As long as he explained it properly. It felt as though a rock sat in his gut when he looked past Khan at their expectant faces. He'd promised them freedom. He'd promised them safety. Now he was going back on that promise and asking them to forgive someone who they saw as the enemy, who had tried to take everything they had.

      In some cases, Khan had succeeded.

      “I've got this under control,” Tillman whispered back.

      His father was dumbfounded and so was Penelope. Tillman took a deep breath and pulled Khan's hand away from his neck, stepping away from the gun. Khan was so taken aback by what Tillman had suggested that his gun pointed to the ground, and shooting Tillman was the last thing on his mind. Tillman kept hold of his cane tightly as he turned to address the crowd. Both those who were visible, and those who were hiding in the shadows.

      “My neighbors, my friends,” Tillman began, summoning the loudest, most mellifluous voice he could muster.

      “I know this is not part of the plan, but as I stand here in the middle of these houses, in front of this man, with you by my side, I have to question the wisdom of this plan. I know we have been scared, and that we want to fight back, but as I stand here now I realize that perhaps there is a force more powerful than revenge. We owe it to ourselves and to future generations to act as we would wish them to act. The world is being remade every day, by our own actions.”

      He took a step away from Khan, speaking with zeal to those who still held their weapons up at Khan.

      “Look around you. Is this the world you want? Is this the way you want to act? Surely there has to be a better way? This world has taken much from us, but we cannot let it take our humanity. Over the past few days I have come to know you all. Some of you I know quite well, others I just know the name, but I like to think of you all as my friends, and I wish to go on thinking of you as my friends. But if we go through with this, many of us are going to die. I have seen enough people die already over the past few days. I imagine that millions of people throughout the world are dead, and there's nothing we can do to bring them back. How are we going to honor their memory, by more killing? Or can we find a better way?”

      Tillman was met with silence, but there were some people who lowered their guns and looked as though they were pondering his words.

      “I've been thinking a lot about the type of person I want to be, and the type of world I want to live in. I'd like to think that I'm a rational, mature, intelligent man. I don't want us to devolve into a savage tribal community where we execute people we view as threats. Surely there has to be hope for us all? What have we really learned about ourselves if we kill Khan and his men today? That we're strong? No, we don't have to kill anyone for that. That we're brave? Again, no, we're survivors. We prove our bravery every day. But if we let him live, then we show that we are merciful. We show that we are compassionate. We show that we are willing to give people a second chance at life, to contribute in a positive way, and hopefully make up for all the horrors they have committed.

      “I have no love lost for Khan. I don't know anything about him other than that he has threatened and bullied people here. But I know about me, and I know about you. I know that I do not want this dark stain on my soul. I do not want to live my life having to kill people over and over again for all manner of crimes. I'd much rather be the type of person who can tell someone they have a chance for life, that they have a chance to be better than they once were.

      “I don't know if I'm making sense to you, but when I look around at you all I see people who can build something for the future. When I close my eyes, I only can see these streets bathed in blood. We have shown Khan our strength. Now, let us show him our mercy. Let us give him the chance to join us so we can be stronger. Let us take him into our community and show him the right way to live.”

      Tillman's throat was raw by the time he finished speaking. His words hung in the air, and the tension was so thick it was suffocating. Tillman gazed at everyone he could see. Some of them met his gaze evenly, others did not, casting their eyes to the ground. Tillman wondered if his words made any sense to them, or if they were so gripped by the frenzy of wanting to kill Khan that they wouldn’t even listen to him.

      In all the games he played the main goal had been to kill the boss at the end, but this wasn't a game, Khan wasn't a boss, and this wasn't the end. Life would go on, and they would have to deal with the choices they made today, but Tillman would much rather try to integrate Khan into the community than have to hold a memorial service for the dead.

      The silence was broken by a shriek. “He's a murderer!” The woman whose husband had been killed rushed forward, holding her gun straight at Khan. Her face was ashen. Her eyes glistened with tears, and she had nothing more left to lose. Another person beside her ran up and wrestled the gun away from her. She looked shocked but turned her rage on Tillman rather than the person who had taken away the gun.

      “How dare you condone what he has done,” she said, her voice low and hoarse.

      “I do not condone what he has done,” Tillman said.

      “He's a murderer,” she repeated.

      “I know. He killed someone I considered a friend.”

      “Then how can you even suggest this?”

      “Because I am tired of looking around and seeing dead faces. Because I do not want to spend my days burying people I know. Because I want to be better than Khan.”

      “He doesn't deserve this, what you're giving him. It's not right. If you don't want to kill him, then we should dig a pit, throw him in, and watch him starve.”

      “Is that what you think we should do to everyone who threatens us like this?” Tillman said in an even voice.

      “Yes. He must pay,” the woman said, her voice cracking. The tears were coming in full flow now. She looked as though she was going to collapse. “He killed my husband.”

      Tillman's heart almost broke for her. Part of him wondered if he shouldn't just kill Khan now and have this over and done with, but it didn't seem right, or sustainable.

      “What good would it do?” Tillman asked. The woman looked at him in silent shock. “What good would it do to kill Khan? He knows that he cannot beat us. We have proven to him that we are organized and that we shall not bow to his bullying terms. Will it bring your husband back? Will it bring any of them back?”

      “Nothing will,” the woman cried.

      “Exactly. And it won't fill the hole in your soul either. Killing is never the solution. If you kill Khan today, you still will mourn your husband. We all still will feel the pain. The only difference is that there will be one more soul weighing on us. But if we spare his life, we can teach him to be better. We can use his strength and his resources to our advantage. We can honor the memory of those he has killed by making him into a better person. Life will go on whether we kill him today or not, but this is no game. We do not win by killing him. When I look at the future I want us to improve on the society we built before. I want us to prove to ourselves that we can rise above our base nature and fight for what is good and right.

      “Khan needs to be punished, and we will see to that, but he also can be of use to us. We do not have to die here today. If we kill him, there will be retaliation, and we will become embroiled in a war with what is left of his army. I would much rather do something more productive with my time. I will guard him and make sure he keeps to the straight and narrow, and if he ever steps out of line then you can have my life as forfeit as well.”

      This brought out a gasp from those around him. But Tillman's words were strong and forceful. There was sincerity behind every one, and the more he spoke the more he became convinced this was the right course of action.

      Fernando strode up to him and grabbed him by the arm, speaking in a low tone so that nobody else could hear.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked.

      “I'm doing what needs to be done. I'm saving everyone from a hell of a lot of pain,” Tillman said.

      “You've seen what that man has done. You really think he can be redeemed? He's invaded our house. He's killed people. He's threatened our very way of life and I cannot believe that you would go against the plan like this. Did you not think of telling us?”

      “I hadn't thought about it until I was standing in front of him. I had a vision of this whole area being covered in bodies and I just couldn't do it, Dad. This isn't like when you went after Javier. There are more people involved, and I do not want to see them killed. The world is going to be shaped by what we do here today. I don't want to make the wrong choice.”

      “I never would do what you're doing, Tillman. Khan is a monster and he deserves to be put down.”

      “He's a man, Dad, and nobody deserves anything in this world, except a choice of whether they live or die.”

      Tillman strode back up to Khan, one hand on his cane, the other reaching to the small of his back to pull out his trusty gun. The weight of it felt good in his hands, but he hoped he wouldn't have to use it. Penelope had backed away from Khan, and she was looking at Tillman like everyone else was, with great confusion. Even Khan had been quiet, listening to what Tillman had to say, unsure if he should believe it or not.

      “Khan,” Tillman began, bellowing loudly so everyone could hear his words.

      “I am giving you a choice right now. You can live and be integrated into this community where you shall have to pay penance for your crimes and work for the betterment of the community. Or you can die.”

      “So much for mercy,” Khan said. “Why can you not let me walk away?”

      “I cannot allow you to leave here so can muster more forces and return to attack us. I want to avoid a war. But you at least have this choice.”

      “And do you really believe I will last one day without one of these people trying to kill me? Look at them, Tillman. There is murder in their eyes and in their hearts. I cannot blame them. If I was in their position, I would have shot already.”

      “They're better than you, Khan. I hope you see that now. If you choose to live, then you must try being better. If you show no remorse, no capacity for change, then I will consider the terms of our deal to be broken, and I will assume that you have chosen death over life. You either can commit to this, or you can prove me wrong and join all the others who have died.”

      “Well, as much as I'd love to prove you wrong, I value my life far too much for that. I will take your deal, Tillman, and I promise to try living up to the terms. But I will defend myself if provoked, and if anyone here challenges me, I will not hesitate to fight back. You are a strange one, Tillman. I'm not quite sure what to make of you yet, but you have proven yourself to be a mightier force. I know when I'm beaten, and I'd rather live than die.”

      “Then you will stay as a part of this community and you will be given the chance to prove that you can be a better man than you are right now. I will not have you make me look like a fool, Khan. One wrong move and I will end your life.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” Khan said.

      With that, Tillman turned away from Khan with a grim look on his face. Major was by his side. He heard Penelope and Fernando try to talk to him, but Tillman walked away. Everyone around him looked shocked at what just had happened, and perhaps if they hadn't been so surprised some of them would have taken it upon themselves to fire. But Tillman had spoken eloquently. He made his way back inside the house, ignoring all the stares that came his way.

      They had been expecting a war. He had given them peace.
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      Tillman held his head high as he returned to the house. The air seemed to have become a little cooler, although he wasn't sure if this actually was the case or if it was a result of what he just had done.

      In some ways it was madness, and he was sure that so many people who were looking at him thought he had lost his mind. Tillman had given Khan a second chance. A way out. The monster who had slaughtered so many people was being allowed to live. It was a risk, but Tillman had had enough of killing. He stood by his word. They couldn't live in a society that just killed anyone who they thought deserved it. There had to be a better way, and Tillman was determined to find it.

      Still, it wouldn't be easy to explain it to everyone else. Khan had terrorized the neighborhood and Tillman had promised them revenge. He didn't like breaking promises, but in this case, he thought it was necessary to keep them all alive. There were people who had lost loved ones to Khan. Khan had held Tillman's family at gunpoint as well. Everyone else wanted Khan dead. Tillman was the only one who didn't and, so far, he had their trust. But how long would that last?

      Tillman could hear confused muttering as he walked away from his father. Some of the people still had their guns pointed at Khan. Tillman refused to look any of them in the eye, knowing this controversial decision would have to be explained again, but not right now. He passed Greg and Morelle, who looked at him, confused. Even his mother had her brow furrowed, surprised at the turn of events.

      Everyone had prepared for a war. Tillman had averted that outcome, but it was yet to be seen if the alternative was going to be better in the long run.

      Breathing a sigh of relief when he was inside, Tillman hobbled to the study and sat down behind the desk. He looked at the meticulous battle plans they had drawn up. Everyone had done exactly what they had been asked and expected to do, everyone except Tillman that is. If this had been a video game it would have been a shocking twist, and likely one that enraged players. The boss was there to be killed, not rehabilitated, but this wasn't a game, and Khan wasn't just some mindless obstacle that had to be fought to win the game. He was a man, and keeping him alive should mean something. Killing him wasn't winning, it only was proving that they weren't strong enough to let people have a second chance.

      Tillman leaned back in the chair and was well aware that it seemed as though he was trying to convince himself that he had made the right decision. He thought about what would have happened if things had gone as planned. Khan may well have shot him, since it was practically impossible to miss at that close range. A hail of bullets would have been fired across the battlefield. Khan and his men would have died, but so would many others with the errant bullets flying around. Bodies would have covered the ground and blood would have drenched the soil. Everyone here would have been hardened by the experience, but they also would have been scarred by it. Tillman hoped they would come to understand what he had saved them from.

      “I hope you at least see why I did what I did,” Tillman said, looking down at the dog at his feet.

      Major, ever the dutiful companion, was by his side, looking up at him with his deep dark eyes. It was quite possible that Khan had been responsible for the death of Major's original owner. In just a few short days Khan's merciless touch had brought sorrow to so many people. All of them flashed through his mind, but to kill Khan was the easy way out. This was the harder way, and that meant it was the better way.

      There was a knock on the door. Tillman cleared his throat. He had been expecting this.

      “Come in,” he said. His parents entered. Fernando had a thunderous look on his face, while Ana looked more subdued.

      “If you're going to give me another lecture, I don't want to hear it,” Tillman said. Fernando folded his arms across his chest.

      “There are a lot of confused people out there, a lot of disappointed people. They expected a war, Tillman,” Fernando said.

      “And they should be happy that I prevented one from coming to them,” Tillman replied tersely.

      “Did you, or did you just delay the inevitable? We don't have the element of surprise over Khan now. He knows what we're capable of, and if he wants to, he can adjust his plans accordingly.”

      “He won't. He values his life above all else. He won't want to risk dying. He knows I'll kill him.”

      Ana seemed to flinch at the words. Tillman clenched his jaw and leaned forward, shaking his head as he spoke. “I get that they're all going to be angry, but I just couldn't do it, Dad. I couldn't stand there and watch all those people risk their lives in this mindless war. What Khan's done is terrible, but it doesn't mean we have to sink to his level.”

      “Sometimes animals have to be put down, Son. You know that,” Fernando said.

      He and Tillman looked at each other, and Tillman remembered the secret his father had shared with him and nobody else, not even Ana. Tillman wasn't going to speak about it now since Ana was there, but Fernando had killed Javier, the man who had brought so much pain to Morelle's life. Tillman understood why his father had done what he did, for a court case only would have added to Morelle's anguish. Tillman caught a glance that Ana shot toward Fernando, intimating that perhaps she knew more than either man realized.

      “I don't want to live in a world where we have to think like that, Dad. That was the old way. We don't have to be shackled by the way things were. Whatever world we choose to live in, we choose to build, begins here. We have to be strong enough to say no, we're not going to kill today. Otherwise, it's never going to end. We're going to end up living in a medieval society where people get hands cut off for stealing.”

      “Or we live in a world where nobody gets punished for their crimes,” Fernando said bitterly, leaning on the side of the desk that was opposite Tillman.

      He towered over Tillman, and Tillman was reminded of his youth, when his father would use his height and size to intimidate him while berating him for not doing his chores or staying out later than he should have. Even though the size difference disappeared as he grew up, Tillman still was intimidated by his father.

      “It's not like that. Khan will be punished. He'll find it hard for people to work with him. He'll have to change his ways if he's going to make anything of himself. He'll find that he won't have as much freedom as he has enjoyed over the past few days,” Tillman said.

      “What's stopping him? You've just shown him that you're not willing to do what it takes. Whatever fear he had of you is gone. He's going to see you as soft, weak. I knew this would happen. I thought you'd changed, Tillman.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Fernando's eyes blazed with anger. “You've never really been invested in the real world, have you? You've always preferred to turn away and lose yourself in your games. That won't stick here. You can't live inside this make-believe world you've crafted for yourself, where you think that everything is going to turn out alright. You're going to have to face the reality of the situation. I totally understand why you'd want to do this, but it's not something you should do lightly, nor is it something you should have done without consulting the rest of us. This isn't one of your games, where you're making all the decisions for us. Don't you think we have a say in how we deal with Khan? The people out there are the ones who have suffered at his hands.”

      Tillman was taken aback by his father's outburst. He had thought that since he had returned home he and his father had managed to patch up most of their differences, and actually had come to a greater understanding of each other that had led to mutual respect. It seemed they still had some way to go, however. Tillman inhaled deeply before he spoke.

      “What do you mean I've never been invested in the real world?” he asked.

      “You know what I mean. You've always hidden away. You've spent your life chasing the pictures on the screen. Sure, it's brought you wealth and some semblance of fame. You've managed to carve out a career for yourself, and of course I'm impressed and proud of you for that, but you've never really lived. How many hours have you spent in this fantasy world? Ever since things ended with Angela you haven't had the guts to try again.”

      Mentioning Angela was the last straw. Tillman slammed his hand on the table. Major whimpered at the loud noise.

      “What has Angela got to do with anything?” Tillman growled.

      “She has everything to do with all of this. I know how much you loved her, but you let her slip away. You never wanted to put in the effort to make it work. She was the best thing to ever happen to you, and you let it go. She lived the life you always had wanted for yourself. She had kids, she got married, but she didn't do it with you. And instead of trying to find the same thing for yourself you hid away in these fantasy worlds, and now you expect people to do exactly what you want because you've deemed it to be the right decision. Not everyone thinks the same way as you, Tillman. You can't go around making decisions for everyone. They'll start to see you just like Khan,” Fernando yelled.

      “I am nothing like him!” Tillman shouted.

      “And as for Angela, that is my business and I would appreciate it if you didn't make assumptions based on your limited knowledge. I wish things had turned out differently, but I'm happy with my life. Sometimes I feel like you've never understood me. You've seen me grow up, you were there, but you never took the time to understand. Do you really want me to go out there with my gun and shoot Khan straight between the eyes? Will that satisfy you?”

      “It would help keep these people safe. It would alleviate their fears. Isn't that what you wanted in the first place? Isn't that why you brought all these people together? I remember what you said to us, Tillman. You said you wanted us to be a community, and that we had to work together if we're going to protect ourselves from people like Khan. But you've gone and taken matters into your own hands. You've shown a disregard for these people, everything they've gone through, and all that they've had taken from them. I hope you can live with yourself, because I have a strong feeling that this is going to bite you in the ass.”

      Fernando threw up his hands in frustration and then stormed out of the room, slamming the door so hard behind him that the entire house shook. Tillman's rage festered inside him. He almost was tempted to chase after his father and hurl his reply at him, but he was stopped by his mother. Ana had been sitting there quietly while the two of them had argued. Tillman looked at her desperately.

      “How can you stand it, Mom? How can you just sit there and listen to him go on like that?” Tillman asked.

      “Your father can be difficult sometimes, but he carries heavy burdens. You know, Tillman, when you were growing up all we wanted was for you to have a good life. I'm glad to see you are happy in your own way, but you have missed out on much. I fear that you have been living by yourself for so long that you have forgotten how to take the counsel of others. I was happy to see you again, and I was proud to see you bringing together all these people to fight this monster, but then you changed your mind.”

      “Are you telling me you think I should have killed him as well?” Tillman asked.

      Ana exhaled slowly. “I don't know about that. These are troubling times we live in, and although I look to the Lord for guidance it does not come easily. But one thing I do know is that to live a good life we will have to be honest with each other and trust each other. I know that your father does not always say things in the kindest way, but he only wants the best for you. It's all we've ever wanted for our children. I think he's now worried, like I am, that not only do we have Khan to worry about, we have everyone else who will not understand your actions.”

      “What about you? Do you understand them?”

      “I do,” Ana said simply, “and I am glad you chose this path. All this talk of war and killing, it does not seem right. The world has changed so much in such a short amount of time, but we should not lose what we value most highly. I know that sometimes circumstances drive us to reckless actions, especially when people we love are hurt, but there has been too much death. I hope the others will understand that. What are you going to do now?”

      “I think I'm going to stay here. I need to gather my thoughts. I'm not sure I can forgive Father for what he said. He shouldn't have brought up Angela.”

      “Do what you see fit, Tillman, but know that you are going to need his help. We all are going to have to count on each other.”

      With that, Ana left Tillman by himself. He gazed out the window, where he could see people huddling together. His ears burned, for he knew they all were talking about him, doubting his decision. He reached down and stroked Major, who tilted his head at the pleasant feeling. Tillman couldn't help but think about Angela and what she would have said to him if she were there.
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      Since he had been back home he'd been thinking about her much more than he had in the previous years. She'd always had good advice, and always was able to keep him on the straight and narrow. He wished that she was with him now, because he had no doubt she'd be able to tell him what to do.

      Although he was loathe to admit it, there was some truth in what his father had said. He had shied away from life after his relationship with Angela ended for the final time and retreated into his world of video games. It was a world he was a master of, where he did not doubt himself at all and had extreme conviction in all of his choices. He was a champion, and it was time that he made sure he didn't forget it. It was easy to follow doubt and hide away in the study, letting everyone else analyze his decision, but that wasn't in Tillman's character. He recalled memories of how he had battled all comers to extend his domination of video game championships, putting in the hours every day to hone his skills, making sure he fed his body and his mind.

      He would not crumble in the face of the apocalypse. He would not fail now. It had already taken its toll, and he would not see this community break apart because of his decision. He knew it was the one that had to be made, he only hoped that people would be able to see that.

      He also knew that the longer he spent in this study the more intense the speculation would become, and the stronger the feelings against him. He had to show his face and defend his actions, because he was sure he had made the right call here.

      “Come on, Major, let's go and face the music,” Tillman said.

      When he gave Khan the choice of living another day Tillman knew he would have to answer for it, but he hadn't expected his father to react so vehemently. Then again, given what his father had done with Javier it shouldn't have come as a surprise.

      He opened the door, and as soon as he did so he heard the conversation in the front room die down. He cleared his throat and entered the living room. His family and friends were there. He was grateful that the rest of the community wasn't. It would be easier to convince these people first, get them on his side, and then work his way around to the rest of the community.

      As he entered, all eyes fell on him. To his dismay, he didn't see support in all of them. Greg and Penelope offered wan smiles, as did Morelle. His father was sitting in his usual chair, pointedly not looking at Tillman. Jessica and Anthony were on the floor. Jessica had her head bowed, and her long hair was covering her face. Ana was standing by his father.

      “So, I'm guessing you're all going to have some questions for me,” Tillman said.

      His words hung in the air. Everyone looked at each other uneasily, shifting their glances back and forth. Since nobody was forthcoming with their thoughts, Tillman decided he would have to take the initiative. He stepped a little farther into the room, away from the door, and opened up his hands.

      “I know some of you won't understand what I just did, especially as I seemed so adamant about dealing with Khan earlier. I also know that there are plenty of other people out there who are going to think I've lost my mind. I promise you that I haven't. I'll explain myself fully in time, to everyone, but I wanted to talk to you first because you're my family. I know that I've taken some of you by surprise by what I did, but I think it's important for us all to think about the future.

      “When I was standing there I only could see what would happen if we continued with the plan. I saw the bloodshed, the dead bodies, I saw people crying out in anguish, and I thought there had to be a better way. It was a snap judgment, and I'm sorry I didn't have a chance to tell you about it. I know that I prepared you for battle and pulled the rug from under your feet, I just want you to know that I'm not playing a game here. I did this because I wanted to save as many lives as possible.”

      Again, nobody responded to him. Tillman was starting to feel uncomfortable when Jessica spoke in a low voice from the other side of the room.

      “How could you ever begin to think this was a good idea?” she said. All eyes turned to her.

      “Jess, I'm trying to explain that to you now. You know what it's like out there. I've told you what I've seen,” Tillman said.

      “And one of the worst things we've seen was him.” Jessica's voice was low and dry. She slowly raised her head. Her hair parted like a veil, revealing her shadowed face and her dark eyes that burned with resentment.

      “You've seen what he's done. How he's terrorized everyone. You were there when he tried to stop us from leaving the town.”

      “I know, Jess. It's hard, but we have to make these hard decisions. He's a man too, and we have to try and treat everyone--”

      “Like he did?” Jessica said, standing up now. Her small hands were clenched into tight balls and her body trembled with rage and tension. “You were there. You saw the way he looked at me. How could you do this? How could you invite him to be a part of this after he threatened me like that? After he came into our home?”

      “I...” Tillman began, but he didn't have a chance to defend himself as Jessica stormed out and stomped upstairs. Anthony sat there, open-mouthed, and then chased after her.

      “See what you've done?” Fernando muttered.

      “Oh, come on, Dad, I'm just trying to help here. At least I'm doing something.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” Fernando said.

      “I was the one who came back here to find you. I'm the one who went out looking for Jessica. I'm the one who took it upon myself to bring this community together and deal with Khan. I'm sorry that I'm just trying to do my damned hardest to keep everyone safe.”

      “That's not fair. I was here, keeping everyone else safe for years while you left us alone. You've barely even spoken to us over the years. Am I supposed to be grateful that you decided to grace us with your presence? The great Tillman Torres, champion video gamer. Loner. Lousy son.”

      Tillman was shocked that his father would talk to him like this. Even his mother gasped.

      “You left us when we needed you most. Frankly, I don't know how your sister even can look you in the eye. You've always done what you think is best for yourself, Tillman. Everyone always has come after you, and I'm sad to say that nothing has changed. You wanted to go off and have the life you wanted, fine, but you didn't have to burn the bridges. Your sister needed you and you went because you had to go and compete.

      “Well, now you've come back, because you needed someplace safe. Okay, I'll welcome you back. I'll let you make amends, but don't think I've forgotten about the past. I was hoping you'd changed, but you haven't. Now you've jeopardized everyone's safety by letting that man live. You should have just gone with the plan, Tillman. Why didn't you go with the plan?” Fernando spoke with such spite that Tillman remembered why he left in the first place.

      Tillman tried biting his tongue, but his emotions were raw, and his father had brought up a lot of bad blood.

      “I thought you had changed too, but I see that you haven't. You've always been the same, Dad. People are allowed to live lives differently than the way you'd want them to, you know. We don't have to follow your narrow view of the world. I was there. I offered Morelle as much help as possible, but there was only so much I could do. You like to think of yourself as a great father, but you weren't there when I won competitions. How do you think I felt, having to accept those awards and trophies, looking out into the crowd and not seeing my parents? Don't you think I would have liked to have told you about them, to share in my accomplishments? You made it impossible. I never wanted to be alone, I just wanted to be myself. And now you're giving me grief because I'm trying to keep people alive?”

      “You're keeping the wrong people alive. Khan doesn't deserve to live, not after what he's done.”

      “Well maybe I believe in a better world than you do. Maybe I don't like dealing in absolutes. It would be easier if the world was black and white, but we don't have that luxury. I'm just disappointed that you can't see it.”

      “And I'm disappointed that you're sticking to your guns with this,” Fernando said. He ran his hand across the top of his head and then grunted as he rose from his chair and pushed past Tillman. Ana followed him, leaving Tillman alone with Penelope, Greg, and Morelle.

      Tillman moved farther into the room and sat where his father had been sitting, resting his cane against the chair. Major plodded along beside him. He sighed as he sat down, and leaned forward, placing his head in his hands.

      “If you have anything to say you might as well say it now. I'd rather get it all over with at once,” Tillman groaned. Penelope and Greg glanced at each other.

      “I actually think you did the right thing,” Penelope said. Tillman looked up, surprised.

      “It's not what anyone expected, but you're right, a lot of people would have died if you hadn't stopped that battle before it began. I can't say that I'm pleased Khan is still out there, because the man is terrifying, but as a whole I'd prefer to live in a world where we didn't have to resort to violence and killing. We'd be no better than Khan. What right do we have to decide who gets to live and who dies? You were right in offering him a choice. Now what happens to him is up to him and the way he acts,” Penelope said.

      Tillman smiled at her, and turned his gaze to Greg, who drew in breath sharply.

      “I can see why you did what you did, and I'm not angry with you. I think that we have enough people that we can deal with Khan even if he tries to make trouble, but did you really think through all the repercussions of your decision? Did you realize how hard it would be to convince all of these people that it was the right thing to do?”

      “I'm starting to see that,” Tillman said with a weak smile.

      “It means a lot to me that you support me, though,” he said, and then he looked at Morelle, although he was almost afraid to let his eyes meet hers.

      “I support you as well,” Morelle said.

      “Even though his men almost killed you?” Tillman asked.

      “I don't like violence. The way of the world shouldn't be one where people always turn to killing. Jessica will see that too. So will Dad,” she said.

      “I'm not so sure about that.”

      “They will,” Morelle said.

      “If the plan had gone ahead as we expected we'd either be dead or gathering the remains of those who did die. We'd have to look at ourselves differently, and while Khan would have been killed, he's almost guaranteed to have taken you with him, and probably Dad and Penelope too. His men would have come, and they wouldn't have stopped until they'd killed as many of us as possible. Our new community would have dwindled, and we'd never be able to face each other. We'd all just drift back to our own worlds and try to forget the horrors we had seen.”

      A wave of relief swept through Tillman's body at this show of support.

      “It's good to know I'm not alone,” Tillman said.

      “You've saved our lives before, Tillman, and you just did again. Like it or not, you're our hero,” Penelope said with a grin.

      “I wouldn't go that far, but you haven't steered us wrong yet. You're a good leader, Tillman, and so far, you've made the right calls. I'll back you up,” Greg added.

      “It'll be okay, Tillman. Just give them time to adjust,” Morelle said softly.

      Tillman thanked them all, although he hoped the support of the three of them would give him enough strength to deal with the feelings of betrayal that the others had. He'd brought these people together, the last thing he wanted was to become an enemy of them.

      “I have to go talk to them now,” he said, looking out the window. He knew exactly what was going through their minds. Thoughts of betrayal, confusion, and pain. Tillman would have to try convincing them this was the better way.

      “You might not win this one, Tillman,” Greg said, reaching out his hand. Tillman took it and shook it.

      “I know, but we can't win them all. If they all stay alive, I'll consider it a win,” he said.

      Then he picked up his cane and tapped it on the floor a couple of times. Major stood at attention. Tillman wished he never had run into Khan. All this turmoil was due to the chaos caused by that man, and it would have been much simpler if these people had been brought together by a simple friendly greeting rather than a request to join in a mutual defensive pact. They all had turned to him as their leader, and it was difficult to see where he stood with them now. It was time to find out.

      All morning dark clouds had rumbled and undulated through the sky. The normally blue sky had darkened, a shadow had fallen across the land, and now bitter rain fell. It pummeled the house and the ground, splashing and forming deep puddles. As Tillman opened the door he saw the sheet of rain that was falling, and people scurrying for cover. His shoulders slumped because it was going to be even harder to talk over this rain, and the grim sight of the clouds was a foreboding sign.
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      Tillman stood in the doorway, looking at the rain falling. It slashed through the air and hit the ground harshly. He could see shadowy forms moving, but when he tried calling out his words were lost in the cacophony. The air simmered with the rain’s strength. This area always had been prone to loud and violent storms that seemed to come out of nowhere. From his youth Tillman knew that these storms often dissipated soon after they appeared. They were intense, but short, and all he had to do was wait it out.

      He breathed in the smell of the rain. It brought back memories of the storms from his childhood. Sometimes he had been playing outside and suddenly the heavens opened. The deluge would come, and he would be soaked to the bone instantly. He'd always run inside, and his mom would be there, ready with a towel, blanket, and a hot chocolate. He'd watch the windows blur as rain fell down and wonder at the power of the nature that it could cause such a thing so instantly.

      The storms continued as he was older. There were times when he had missed them because he was so lost in a game in the arcade. Other times he couldn't help but be disturbed as the rain pelted the building. Sometimes everyone stopped what they were doing to gaze outside in reverence as Main Street was flooded. Tillman had died and lost more than a few times because of the rain.

      Then there were times when he had been caught in the rain with Angela. Sometimes they had tried to run, other times they had declined to flee, preferring to brace themselves against the stinging pain of the tough rain drops. He remembered holding her close, feeling her wet clothes cling to her skin, tasting the rain as it trickled down her lips. The powerful memory almost made him shake with its intensity, and he was glad he was holding his cane.

      He stepped out onto the porch. Thankfully, the wind was light, so it wasn't blowing the rain into the porch. He took a pot and placed some seeds in the soil. There was no hope of him reaching anyone in this weather. The best thing to do was let it die down so he could be heard.

      The soil was warm and soft between his fingers as he slipped the seeds into the pot and covered them. For a moment he wondered if this storm was just another sign of the apocalypse. Perhaps this one would rage forever, another Great Flood that would wipe away all those who were not worthy of life. Tillman wondered where he would fall on that scale. He looked back on his life and he honestly couldn't say if he had lived a good one. He had loved and lost, he had forged out a successful career for himself, but what had he really done that was noble?

      He hated to admit it, but some of the things his father had said struck him close to the bone. He had turned away from the real world. After his relationship with Angela finally had ended for the last time he had withdrawn his heart from any kind of romantic attachment. It didn't seem worth the pain to open himself up to that again, and although he enjoyed brief flings they were shallow things that didn't last. His whole life had revolved around his standing in the video game world, and he was left to ponder how he would be feeling now if he had had someone he loved beside him.

      He sat there, alone on the porch, for a good long while. Major was at his feet, staring out at the glum world too. Then Tillman heard footsteps. He looked behind him and saw Jessica standing there with Anthony behind her. He seemed to be pushing her forward, encouraging her to speak, but she was anything but willing. Her head hung, and her shoulders were slumped. Her hands were digging into her pockets. She glared at Anthony as he gently pushed her forward, and then sighed.

      Tillman looked up and waited patiently for her to speak.

      “Given that you saved our lives before I should give you a chance to explain yourself,” Jessica said.

      Anthony shook his head. Clearly, this wasn't what they had agreed she would say. Tillman shot Anthony a look that told him he should give them some time alone. Anthony didn't like the idea, but he went back inside anyway, closing the front door behind him. Tillman pulled out a chair and gestured for Jessica to sit down. She threw herself into the chair and raised one leg, so that her arm could rest on her knee.

      “I know you find it difficult to understand why I made that decision,” Tillman said.

      “I just don't get it. How could you let him live after all he's done? All those people we saw in town, the way he threatened us, threatened me...” she said, choking on her words. Tillman's heart broke at how pained she was by this, and he knew he would have to measure his words carefully if he was to get through to her.

      “I was trying to save as many lives as possible. Everyone here was willing to lay down their lives for the sake of killing Khan, but that didn't seem right to me. I wanted to make things different. I wanted to let people live. We've seen a lot of horror, Jessica, and there will be a lot more to come. I just don't want to see horror all the time.”

      “But he's a monster,” Jessica wailed.

      “He's a man, and part of life is learning to live with people you have nothing in common with. I don't like Khan. I don't care for his well-being, and I know that we all would be better off without him around. But I can't just wipe him out of existence. How many lives would that cost? It wasn't a price I was willing to pay, and I hope that when people think about it they realize it's too high a price as well. Whatever we do here sets a precedent for how we're going to live for the foreseeable future. The world as we know it is gone, as are the rules by which we used to live. We are making the rules now, and it's important that we make the right ones.

      “I shouldn't have done it so abruptly, and I'm sorry for taking everyone by surprise, you especially. I know that you have a personal investment in this, but you have to know that I'd never let anyone hurt you, especially not Khan. I've given him one chance, Jessica, and one chance is all he's going to get. I'm not going to let him get away with the way he's acting. If we're making these rules then everyone has to abide by them, but I think everyone should have the chance to choose to live with us.”

      “Even after everything he did? All the people he killed and threatened?”

      Tillman hung his head. “I like to believe that everyone can be redeemed. Millions have died, Jessica, maybe billions if the entire world was affected. It's hard to wrap my mind around that amount of loss. It's truly staggering. The lives I save may not make a big difference compared with that. When I think about it, it seems as though I'm fighting against a tsunami, but I have to try making a difference. I can't let us all be consumed by this darkness.”

      Jessica nodded along with him as he spoke. Tillman watched her closely and realized she still was struggling with all of this.

      “Do you think the same about my father?” she asked. The question took Tillman by surprise. His eyebrows shot up.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If my father came back, would you give him a chance to redeem himself?”

      Tillman thought about the question. For so long he had hated Javier for the way the man had treated Morelle. Tillman always had wanted to take vengeance on him. He'd only recently learned that his father had done exactly that, but he realized that if he still held onto those beliefs it only would make him a hypocrite.

      “I suppose I would have to, wouldn't I?” Tillman said, smiling weakly.

      “Sometimes I wish he would come back,” Jessica said, looking out to the rain. Tillman wasn't about to tell her that it wasn't possible. Only he and Fernando knew the truth, that Fernando had gone and killed Javier. “But I know it would kill Mom, and I don't want to see her hurt.”

      “How much has she actually told you about her relationship with your father?” Tillman asked gently.

      “Enough. It's not hard to pick up on things, even though people were trying to hide it from me.”

      “You've always been a sharp kid.”

      Jessica grunted. “It wasn't hard to tell that something was wrong. Mom wasn't like the other moms. She always appeared withdrawn, like she wasn't really part of the world. Whenever I asked about Dad everyone grew tense. The parents of my friends spoke in whispers when I was around. I don't want to forgive him for what he did to Mom, but I've always been curious about meeting him. I've never had a father, and I guess I just wonder what it would have been like.”

      Tillman's heart went out to her then, and it pained him that he never could tell her the truth for fear of ripping apart the family.

      “Believe me, sometimes it's more trouble than it's worth,” he said. To his relief, she smiled, although her eyes glistened with tears. She wiped them away quickly. “I guess it's hard for you, never being able to know him properly, only knowing him through the stories and memories.”

      “I just...I'm scared sometimes as well,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “It sounds stupid, but I know that he hurt Mom and that he made her miserable. But I'm his daughter. I have parts of him inside me. What if I end up like him?”

      “That's never going to happen,” Tillman replied quickly, wondering how long she had been plagued with this thought. He doubted she had shared it with anyone else.

      “But how can you be sure?”

      “Is that why you've found it hard to be close to Anthony?”

      Jessica nodded. “He's so sweet. I don't want to hurt him.”

      Tillman leaned back and put the potted plant down. Then he stretched out his hands and took Jessica's in his.

      “Believe me, you'll be hurting him more if you're not honest with him. I know it's hard, but the best thing you can do when you're faced with emotions like this is to share them. Talk to Anthony about your fears. That's how you get close to people, and you'll feel all the better for it. But I know that you won't be like your father in that way because the goodness of your mom is too powerful and bright to be darkened by his shadow. You're too pure, Jess. I don't think you have it in you.”

      “What was he like? Was he really all bad?” Jessica asked.

      “No, not all bad. Your mom wouldn't have fallen in love with him if he had been all bad. He was charming, successful, and confident. When she met him, he was everything she wanted, and it was just a shame that none of us could see the truth. But that's all in the past now. You shouldn't be worried about turning into a monster like him because you're not like him. I can see that. You only want the best for people, and that's what I'm trying to achieve here too. If we kill Khan, we're just giving into our fear. We're not actually making any progress. If he blows the chance, then that's on him.”

      “I'm not going to be left alone with him,” she said.

      “I wouldn't expect you to be. I'm not going to jeopardize anyone's safety or comfort.”

      “Thanks for the talk,” she said, and brushed the hair away from her face.

      “Any time. I've got a lot of years of these talks to catch up on. Now why don't you head back inside and go and talk to Anthony? He's one of the good ones,” he said.

      Jessica nodded and went to rise. As she did, Tillman suddenly saw two figures burst through the wall of rain. They stomped up the wooden steps of the porch. Major barked and Tillman pushed Jessica out of the way. Before he could do anything else he felt a strong fist crash into his jaw, then another jabbed into his stomach. He fell to the floor, clutching his ribs, gasping for breath. Jessica screamed and flung open the door. Greg and Fernando rushed out after hearing the scream.

      Tillman looked up and saw Simon and Tabitha. Simon had a cruel look on his face, while Tabitha just looked hurt. He'd almost expected this. Since he'd met these people he'd known Simon to be forthright and rash with his opinions and actions. Tabitha had seen her husband killed before her eyes by Khan, and it looked as though neither of them were going to give Tillman the benefit of the doubt.

      “You know why we did this,” Simon growled.

      Tillman looked up, then glanced at Jessica, fearing for her safety. As Greg and Fernando appeared, Tabitha and Simon fled, running back down the steps, disappearing into the rain. Fernando strode toward the edge, peering out, but he was unable to see anything through the deluge. Greg and Jessica helped Tillman to his feet. After an initial inspection it was clear the wounds were just superficial, although over the past week his body had taken quite a battering, and he was becoming annoyed at the constant aches and pains that nagged at his body.

      “Your conversation got off to a good start,” Fernando said without sympathy, pushing past the others to get back into his house. Tillman glared at him. It seemed their differences ran deeper than he first thought. Tillman had a lot of relationships to repair, but he wasn't sure where to start.

      Greg handed him his cane and they made their way back inside the house. Major barked at the rain, as if to warn it away, but it continued pouring, and Major's barks were lost in the cacophony.
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      Tillman cut a sorry figure as he returned to the house. Ana and Morelle ran to his side and offered him some comfort, but he brushed them away. He wheezed as he sat on the couch and closed his eyes.

      “We should make them pay for that,” Greg said.

      “No, it's okay. It's to be expected,” Tillman said.

      “Are you serious?” Penelope asked.

      “I am,” Tillman replied. “They're unhappy. I can understand their frustration, especially Tabitha, but until I can speak with them all there's not much I can do about it.”

      “We can't just let them get away with this. I'm all for turning the other cheek, but it seems people are all too quick to jump to violence,” Ana said.

      “Mom, really, I'm fine. Once the rain has stopped I'll go talk to them and we'll all sort this out together. I brought them together. I'll be able to talk some sense into them,” Tillman said.

      “Do you really believe your own hubris?” Fernando said. He was leaning against the frame of the door, arms crossed over his chest. He wore a stern expression and looked as solemn as a stone statue.

      “Of course I do. They're reasonable people. They'll listen to me once the initial surprise and confusion has worn off. If it wasn't for this damned rain I'd be out there already, but there's no sense me going to them one by one. I have to talk to them all right now. I have to find out what happened with Khan too,” Tillman said.

      “I saw some people usher him away just after you left. I'm sure wherever he is people have a close eye on him,” Penelope said.

      “That's what I'm worried about. People could start taking the law into their own hands,” Tillman said.

      “Are you surprised? Tillman, you know what you've done, don't you? You've made yourself the bad guy in all of this. These people can treat you as they treated Khan. You've basically tried to put yourself as their leader, and then you acted alone. They won't see that you did it in the best interest of the community. They'll only see you as trying to elevate yourself to a king. This is what I tried to warn you about. Not everything is going to work out the way you want it,” Fernando said.

      “I know, Dad. I'm not blind to that,” Tillman said, wincing as he spoke.

      “Did you even think about these consequences? Did you understand that you could lose the trust of everyone in this community?” Fernando said.

      “Yes dad, and if I didn't before then I sure as hell know it now,” Tillman said through gritted teeth.

      “Why don't we all just calm down. Fernando, will you help me in the kitchen? Let's hope this rain stops soon. We're all getting a bit of cabin fever being cooped up like this,” Ana said. Fernando grimaced and grumbled as he left. Tillman glared at him and shook his head. Then he pushed himself up and steadied himself on his cane.

      “What are you doing?” Greg asked.

      “I have to get out there. The longer this goes on the angrier they'll become. We're not the only ones who are going to get cabin fever. If I stay here, they'll start getting ideas about why I did what I did. Maybe they think I'm just trying to take control of this community. I don't know, but I have to explain to them what's really going on. If I have to get drenched and go house to house, then I will. I need to talk to them,” Tillman said.

      “Tillman, look at it out there. You'll get ground down and battered by the rain if you're not careful. Just wait out the storm,” Penelope said.

      “I can't. The longer I wait the more people will distrust me. I need to speak with them,” Tillman declared.

      “I agree with Penelope. You shouldn't go all over the place, but if you're going anywhere, then you should go to Amber's house. She'll welcome you in,” Morelle said. Tillman nodded toward her and then made his way out.

      “Are you sure it's safe to go alone?” Greg asked.

      “Maybe not,” Tillman said. “Want to come with me?”

      “I knew I shouldn't have said anything,” Greg said with a broad smile. He stood up. Major stood to attention was well, but Tillman picked him up and handed him to Penelope.

      “Keep him safe and dry,” Tillman said. He took Greg to a closet and they pulled out a couple of waterproof jackets.

      “I don't think these are going to make much difference,” Greg said wryly. Tillman shrugged and put his on. Greg followed suit, then they left the house and made their way over to Amber's place.

      As soon as they stepped away from the cover of the porch the two men were barraged by an onslaught of rain. It felt as though they were being punched from every side. They barely could hear each other over the deafening sound, and their feet slid against the slick pavement. They tried keeping to the road because the grass on the side had turned to mud, but the road surface was slick with water. Huge puddles also had formed in the dips and potholes. The world around them looked bleak and gray. Their heads were bowed, and they only could raise them to look forward for a few moments at a time. Their vision was blurred by the rain, and they struggled forward, step by step.

      “This is crazy!” Greg said.

      “Just be thankful we didn't have to deal with this while we were on our way here,” Tillman replied, shouting at the top of his lungs just to be heard.

      Thankfully, Tillman had a good sense of direction and it wasn't too far to Amber's house. Tillman made sure to keep his bearings right as he made his way there, and then suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, a house appeared through the rain. He nodded toward Greg and they walked to the front door. This house was built the same as that of Tillman's parents, including a porch at the front. As soon as Greg and Tillman were under the cover of the porch they peeled back their hoods and sucked in breath. Their skin was mottled red by the stinging rain. They rapped on the door.

      It opened slowly, and the huge form of Jack was standing there. Tillman tilted his head up to look at him.

      “I've been expecting you,” Jack said.

      Tillman didn't know if that was a good thing or not. Of everyone he had met over the past few days, this man was the most dangerous. Amber's husband was an ex-Marine, with skills that went far beyond even what Tillman was capable of. This man had lived the life that Tillman had spent weekend courses training for, and Tillman couldn't help but feel a little insecure around Jack.

      Jack led the two of them in and told them to hang their jackets on the coat hooks by the door. Tillman and Greg looked very sorry for themselves, dripping all over the floor. They walked into the living room, where Amber and Jack were sitting.

      “I'm sorry for getting your house wet,” Tillman said. Amber smiled at him. Jack didn't look amused at all.

      “I think you have more than that to apologize for,” Jack said, his deep gravelly voice making his words sound even more ominous than they already were. Tillman looked askance at Greg. Amber welcomed them in. She'd already taken the precaution of putting towels on the chairs. Tillman and Greg positioned themselves carefully on the towels, trying to ensure they didn't ruin Amber's furniture.

      Tillman inhaled before he spoke. “I know I have a lot of explaining to do, but surely you can understand why I did what I did.”

      “Why don't you try me,” Jack said. Tillman told him the things he had told his father and Jessica, the things he would tell all the others. Soon enough he would be tired of saying the same things over and over again, but for now he still was filled with passion.

      “I gotta say, Tillman,” Jack said after Tillman had finished, “I'm mainly giving you the benefit of doubt because of Amber's relationship with your sister. But I don't agree with the way you went about things. You told people one plan, then you went completely off-book. That's not cool, and a lot people are going to lose faith in you.”

      “I know, and I'm going to work hard to get that faith back. It would mean a lot if you would stand by me,” Tillman said.

      “I don't know. I've seen a lot of things, Tillman, but this Khan guy...he's only out for one thing.”

      “But it only would be worse if there was all-out war. Surely you'd want to avoid the loss of unnecessary lives?” Tillman asked.

      “Not if it will save further suffering down the line,” Jack said. “It's impossible to know the future, but while someone like Khan lives, people always are going to be in danger.”

      “So, you don't think people can be redeemed?” Tillman asked.

      “Not all the time, not people like Khan. He doesn't strike me as the type to show remorse,” Jack replied.

      “I need to ask you something, Jack. Are you going to try leading these people?” Tillman asked, wanting to know if he was going to suffer any challenge to his authority.

      Jack smiled wryly. “You don't have anything to worry about on that front. I had my fill of leadership in the Marines. I came back here to have a quiet life. I'm not looking for that to change, but I won't stand by and let innocent people get hurt.”

      “You and I have that in common,” Tillman said.

      “Did you know Simon and Tabitha attacked him?” Greg said. Amber gasped, while Jack just pressed his lips together.

      “I didn't, but I'm not surprised. I was keeping an eye on Simon. He always seemed to be the likeliest one to blow a fuse and Tabitha, well, she's hurting. If she can't get to Khan, then she's going to go after the next best thing, which at the moment is you. Let me show you something,” Jack said. He got up and led Tillman and Greg to a small room in the back of the house.

      “He hasn't let out a peep,” Amber's father said, nodding to Jack. Jack nodded back. Tillman wondered what was happening when Jack opened the door to reveal Khan, tied up on a chair. Khan smiled as he saw Tillman.

      “I decided to take him back here. I figured it was better than letting him run away or being at the mercy of someone like Simon. The rain hit quickly, and I didn't have much time. His men went away. Khan told them to gather supplies and bring them here in a few days. Whether they will or not I don't know. You might still have a war on your hands, Tillman, whether you like it or not,” Jack warned.

      “My men will do as they were asked. This offer of yours has potential. It will be nice to have new friends,” Khan said with a wicked grin. Jack snorted derisively and then shut the door, closing Khan in darkness once again.

      “I'll keep him safe until the rain stops, then we all can get together and talk about this. But I can't promise that everyone will see things the way you do. If I were you, I'd have put a bullet in his skull as soon as I was able to do t. Then I wouldn't have had to worry about this again,” Jack said.

      Tillman left the house with a heavy heart. He and Greg braced themselves before they entered the slashing rain again.

      “That didn't go as badly as it could have,” Greg said.

      “No, but it didn't go as well as it could have either. I would have thought that someone like Jack would know that we couldn't go through this world killing each other. We have to be smarter than that,” Tillman said.

      “But he's right, it could lead to more trouble later on. If Khan's men do decide to attack, we're not going to be as united, and now people are going to start questioning your decisions. They might start thinking they were wrong to believe in you, and where is that going to leave us?” Greg asked.

      Tillman wasn't sure, and it caused him much anguish thinking about it.

      The two men raced back home, getting soaked again. The rain hadn't let up in its intensity and still battered them. When they returned they were gasping, and quickly peeled off their clothes. Tillman wasn't surprised to find small bruises over his skin. He brusquely greeted everyone, then made his way upstairs to his bedroom, where he shut the door behind him. He grabbed a towel from the closet and dried himself, wincing as he pressed the parts of his body that ached. Then he sank into bed and let the warmth and comfort of the mattress swallow him up.

      Tillman closed his eyes and draped his arm across his forehead as he breathed in deeply. At least Khan was safe for now. Jack wouldn't let anyone murder him, even though that's what Simon and Tabitha wanted to do. He hoped that everyone would be reasonable and believe in him when he eventually got to tell them the world he dreamed of, but until then he was shut in this house, at the mercy of the rain.

      Tillman thought about the future and the way he wanted to live. There was so much yet to be decided, so many different ways to live. It was clear that many of the laws and social contracts they had lived with just weren't going to cut it anymore. They were going to have to come up with new ones, and Tillman decided there was no time like the present.

      He went to the desk in the corner of his room and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen, then returned to bed. As the rain pattered against the wall behind him he put pen to paper and began developing the rules of this new world, ones that he hoped would prove to everyone that he still could lead them; that he still could keep them safe. On more than one occasion he gazed out the window, lost in thought, just hoping the rain would stop soon so they would not be lost in this limbo any longer.
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      When morning came it brought with it the sun. The dew quickly had evaporated, but puddles remained. Tillman only had managed to get a few hours of sleep, for he had been up all night working on his project, refining the new rules until they had been distilled down into a number of perfect tenets that should lead to a well-balanced and thriving community.

      Tillman took his stack of papers downstairs with him and went into the study to find a folder for them. He didn’t want anyone to see them until he was ready to announce them to the entire community.

      The new day brought with it a new hope that things could be different. Tillman walked into the kitchen and found there was still tension between him and his father. That would have to wait. There were more important things to take care of today. Greg apparently already had explained to them the situation with Khan. Tillman announced that he was going to talk to the rest of the community today.

      “What if they don't listen to you?” Jessica asked.

      “I'm sure they'll appoint a new leader, and we'll have to make the best of the situation. Whatever happens, these people aren't bad. They're just scared, but they're working together. I am confident that there will be a community forming out of this, it just remains to be seen what the nature of it is. Either way, we'll have people we can share things with, people we can help. It's going to be alright,” Tillman reassured her. He only wished that he could be as sure of this as he sounded.

      They asked what was in the folder. Tillman gave them an enigmatic smile and merely said something that should make people see how committed he was to giving them a good future. Fernando didn't have much to say to his son, and for the time being Tillman was okay with this. The strain of speaking to his father was too much to bear at the moment. He'd already had endured a number of emotional conversations with Fernando since his return, and while he thought they had settled the issues of the past, it seemed as though there were other issues to deal with.

      “Tillman, I hate to say this, but how can you be sure that people aren't just going to shoot you on sight?” Greg asked. Morelle, who was sitting beside Greg, turned her head away.

      “I've thought about that, and frankly I can't be sure. For all I know Simon, Tabitha, or someone else is waiting out there ready to take a potshot at me as soon as I step out the door. But this life is now all about risk. I can't hide away from my responsibilities. Whatever happens now is a result of the decision I made, and I'm going to have to stay true to myself and live with it. But I want to have faith in my fellow citizens. I want to trust that they won't be that reckless. If I'm wrong, then I'm not sure I'd want to live in this world anyway,” he said.

      His words were grim, but it was a grim time. He ate some breakfast that Ana had prepared and then gripped his folder tightly as he was ready to make his way outside. As he rose from the table, everyone else rose too.

      “What are you doing?” Tillman said.

      “We're coming with you,” Penelope replied defiantly.

      Tillman looked at each of them in turn, amazed they would make this gesture for him. So often in his life he felt as though he was alone, but in times like these he realized that he was surrounded with love, and that filled him with pride. His heart swelled as he saw friendship and love looking back at him, even from his father. Tillman gave him a questioning look.

      “Even you?” Tillman asked.

      Fernando cleared his throat. “You and I have our differences, but you're still my son. You have convictions and you're sticking to them. I admire you for that at least, and if you're going out there, then I'm going too.”

      “I appreciate all of this, I really do, but I don't want you coming out there. Whatever happens, this is on me. If I fail in this, they'll want to ostracize me. I don't want them to do that to you too. You don't deserve that. You have friends here; these people are your neighbors. You shouldn't bear the shame of knowing me. I have to stand alone. If I'm going to win their support, they must be swayed by my words. If I need you, I will call for you,” Tillman said.

      “I have to do this,” he added, for he knew they were going to argue with him.

      He took a deep breath. Then, as he was about to leave, Major was standing in the doorway. Tillman looked down at the dog and his heart melted as he looked into his chocolate-brown eyes. Tillman then understood that he wasn't going to be doing this completely alone. Major scurried along beside him as Tillman strode out of the house into the middle of the neighborhood. He carried with him a folder and a pistol.

      When he reached the middle of the neighborhood he looked around hesitantly, waiting for someone to take a shot. Nobody did.

      I'm off to a good start, he thought to himself. He raised his gun up in the air and fired two shots. They cracked loudly, breaking the silence. The sky was blue. The gray clouds of the previous day had vanished, the only remnants the muddy ground and the puddles that were spread out like a hundred small ponds. Tillman waited a few moments as the shots echoed around, and then, one by one, doors began opening and people spilled out.

      Tillman saw the familiar faces form a circle around him. They looked intrigued, confused, surprised, but they were giving him a chance to speak at least. Tillman stood in the heart of the circle with his chest puffed out and his head held high. He didn't want to give them any sign of doubt or weakness. His father had said that he was sure of his convictions, and Tillman took those words to heart. He believed in the rules he had written, and he was going to make these other people believe in them too.

      He waited a few moments for as many people to emerge from the houses as possible before he spoke. When he did, his voice was loud and clear, ringing out through the neighborhood.

      “I know that many of you were surprised by what happened. I know we had a plan, and I didn't follow it. I'm sorry for that,” he said, and then went on to explain to all of them why he did what he did. He spoke plaintively and sincerely, and hoped they all accepted what he told them about his intentions, how he wanted to prevent the loss of lives.

      “When I looked around I saw so many people who were vulnerable, and I thought about the future that would be taken away from them. I know it's not easy to think about living with a man like Khan but think about what it means to live with each other. Instead of having a memorial service and building a pyre to the men and women who fell in the battle, we all still are standing. We still have the chance to work together and make a brighter future for ourselves. But that future begins here. The road to the future is paved with all the decisions we make here and now. I want to give people the chance to redeem themselves. I don't want to embroil everyone here in a war if it’s unnecessary. Let's all look at each other now and think about what we're worth,” he began.

      He was allowed to speak uninterrupted for the first portion of his speech, but then Simon and Tabitha strode through the crowd and walked up to him.

      “Do you really think you're the best person to lead us, Tillman?” Simon asked. Tabitha simply glared at him.

      “You're willing to let criminals get away with murder for your philosophy. Frankly, I think this was all some kind of strange power play. I don't know what your endgame is, but I wouldn't even be surprised if you were working with Khan. There has to be something more to this. You were adamant about him being punished for the things he's done. You've heard the stories about the people he's killed. What right do you have to come into our neighborhood and tell us that we should trust this man?”

      “I don't know, Simon. All I'm asking is that you give me a chance. I promise you there's no hidden agenda here. The only agenda I have is peace, and I've drafted rules to show it,” he said. As he spoke he lifted up his folder so everyone could see it. “I've spent the night coming up with some rules to govern the community.”

      “Rules that you would enforce I suppose? You know, I've always hated people who try to gain power for themselves. You've taken control, Tillman, but I'm not sure you know what to do with it,” Simon said. The two of them now were standing in front of Tillman. After their last interaction, where they had attacked him, Tillman wasn't entirely comfortable with them standing so close.

      “All I want is for people to be safe,” Tillman said, turning his gaze from the crowd to look directly into Simon's eyes.

      But it wasn't Simon who spoke next, it was Tabitha.

      “How could you?” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “How could you let him live after everything you promised? He killed my husband, my husband, and you would just let him live? You promised that we would be able to defend ourselves against him, not that you would let him live among us. That's not your decision to make, Tillman. You should have asked us first. You’re no better than him, demanding things from us that we're unwilling to give.”

      Listening to the raw emotion in her voice and looking at the pain etched upon her face made Tillman realize his greatest error, and he saw himself in a new light. All this time he had been thinking that he was doing the right thing, and people were annoyed at him because he had taken away their opportunity for revenge. But that wasn't it at all. They were angry because he had made the decision for them. He had acted like a dictator rather than a leader.

      For so long Tillman had been in control of his own life. He had steered himself in the way he wanted, without any concern for others. Then he had made decisions for Greg and Penelope, dragging them across the country to his parents. He hadn't even asked them if there was anywhere else they wanted to go. A hole opened in his heart as he saw how selfish he had been, how thoughtless and insensitive, but it was time that all changed.

      “I have failed you,” he said softly, so that only Tabitha could hear. “I have failed you all,” he raised his voice so that everyone around him could hear.

      “I do not regret what I did, only that I did not think of it early enough to consult with you all. I did not mean to wrest control away from you or tell you what you should and should not do. You all are in control of your own lives. You all are free citizens. I never would want to infringe upon that, but I want your trust again. I want your faith. I want you to look at me and see a man who just is trying his best to make sure everyone here prospers. That's what I've been working on,” Tillman raised the folder aloft again.

      “Or do we want someone who isn't going to betray us?” Simon asked, raising his hands.

      “Let us have an election now! If I am chosen, I'll bring Khan out here and kill him. That will avoid a war, and we'll all be able to sleep a little safer. Then we'll take care of anyone else we see as a threat.” Simon narrowed his eyes at Tillman as finished speaking.

      To Tillman's dismay, there were people nodding along, agreeing with Simon's words.

      “Is that all that will satisfy you? Blood? Tabitha, killing Khan won't bring your husband back. Nothing will. But killing Khan only will make the cycle of violence continue. Think of all the children who are going to be brought up in this world. If they look and see us executing people, what kind of morality are they going to have? That kind of world is the kind of world that breeds people like Khan. If we kill him, there will be more like him who will rise one day, and we'll make the same mistakes as the people who have gone before us.”

      As he spoke Tabitha gasped and her hand fell upon her stomach. Then her eyes fell that way too, and Tillman realized the terrible truth. She was pregnant. Khan hadn't just killed her husband, but the father of her future child as well. As soon as he grasped this Tillman was worried, for it meant his message of peace would be harder for her to accept.

      Tabitha fell to her knees. Simon glared at Tillman.

      “Do you see what you've done?!” he yelled.

      “No,” Tabitha gasped, tugging at Simon's shirt. “He's right.” Tillman's eyes widened. She repeated it again, so everyone could hear.

      “I don't want my child being raised in a world like this. I don't want him to think killing is okay. I don't want him to be a savage,” she said, and then collapsed into tears. Simon glared at Tillman once again but knew that he was going to be fighting a losing battle.

      “All I ask is that you hear what I have to say. Listen to my rules and see if they're the kind of rules you think you can live by. If not, then I'll walk back to my house and I'll let you decide how you want to live your lives,” Tillman said.

      There was palpable tension in the crowd as Tillman waited for them to answer. He looked at each of them in turn. He knew that he had gotten through to some people, but there were still many who doubted him. Nobody told him to remain silent, though, and nobody told him to return home.

      They were a willing audience, so he spoke to them.
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      “These laws have been on my mind ever since I realized the world had ended. I knew that as soon as I made it home it would be time to start making a new world, forming a new community. With the lines of communication severed, the infrastructure that allowed for a global network has collapsed. There's no chance of us being one country, not for the foreseeable future anyway. We're more like old tribes, having to govern ourselves, and that means we need new laws. Without police to enforce the laws we're used to some of them have lost their power, and not all of them will apply to us. The circumstances of life have changed, and we're going to have to adapt. These laws are part of that process,” Tillman began.

      Everyone had moved in closer to him, and it was as though he was giving a sermon.

      “So, will Khan be subject to these laws?” Declan asked.

      “Everyone will. As soon as people are accepted into the community they will be subjected to these laws, and if they break them, punishment will follow. But it's important that we start with a clean slate. This life is a second chance for all of us, and even though it's going to be difficult we should let people prove themselves. It is up to each of us to decide how we react to him. I will not blame any of you if you do not want to socialize with him, but you should not seek vengeance, else you will end up breaking the laws yourself,” Tillman explained.

      “Let's hear these rules then, Tillman. Then we'll decide what to do,” another voice called out. Tillman didn't know exactly who had spoken. But he was glad for the opportunity to plead his case. He opened his folder and began to read from the top.

      “These rules are set to govern the people of this community. They have been written for the purposes of keeping people safe and defending their rights. If any laws are broken, the perpetrator will be subject to a punishment deemed fit by his peers,” Tillman began. He glanced up just to make sure everyone still was listening, and he was pleased to see they were rapt with attention.

      “You can kill only to protect yourself. Murder is prohibited, but there are wild people out there who might try attacking, especially if we're out hunting and scavenging. We are allowed to defend ourselves, although killing never should be taken lightly.

      Theft of any kind is not allowed. We need to trust each other. Our society will have to change. We have lived in a material world, where pursuit of wealth was our main goal. We will have to adapt and look to share our resources. Few of us would be able to make it through winter alone, let alone the rest of our lives. The point of being a community is to ensure we can thrive and grow together. That means relying on each other and sharing what we have where we can.

      But with that in mind, it's also important to respect each other's personal boundaries. That means no entering another house without permission. Ask before you borrow something. Just be courteous and respectful when it comes to dealing with the people around you.

      As we venture out we are going to find abandoned homes. If you want to settle in one, it should be discussed, especially if more than one person wishes to settle in it. With that in mind, there's another point I'd like to raise as well. In time, I am sure we're going to see more refugees coming from the city. The more people there are, the more dangerous it will be. I have no doubt that people already are making their way out of the city in droves. Soon enough they will come, and they may want to settle here. We should not be opposed to this possibility. We should be open to taking in strangers. Although, again, I would not force anyone to do anything they are uncomfortable with.

      Many of these rules boil down to being a decent person. Do not lie, do not falsely accuse others to sow discord, do not steal from each other, and do not attack each other. Help each other as much as you can, share the wealth, help carry the burden of others. Be responsible, be productive. Because we are a small community we will need everyone to do their fair share of work. There is plenty to do, whether it's hunting for food, building shelters, making clothes, or a hundred other things. We will have jobs, and we will survive this, as long as we work together.”

      When he finished speaking he looked at them and was relieved to see that many of them were looking hopeful. Some still remained skeptical, however. But before they could raise any concerns Tillman spoke again.

      “Think about these rules for the rest of the day, and we will meet again tomorrow to discuss them. They are, of course, open to being amended, and there are some things that need discussing further, such as the punishments. I do not propose these rules as final, or that my evaluation is the correct one, but I hope you will all see the benefits of working together to build a brighter, better future.”

      Tillman exhaled slowly and winked at Major. The presentation had gone a lot better than he thought. A few people had begun drifting away, but plenty were still there. There was one other thing to take care of.

      “Bring out Khan,” he shouted. Eyes turned to the rear of the crowd. Jack arched an eyebrow, and slowly returned to Amber's house. He emerged with Khan in tow. Khan's hands were tied behind his back, and he wore a grin.

      People gasped as they saw him, and backed away, fearful that he would find some way to strike out at them. It was as though Jack was bringing out a wild animal, and everyone was afraid he would break free. Tillman wasn't afraid, though. He knew that Khan wanted to live above all else.

      Jack brought Khan to Tillman.

      “Nice to see you again,” Khan said, baring his small teeth in that big, gaping mouth. Tillman wasn't sure he ever would get used to seeing that.

      “Khan, you're going to go back to your people and you're going to gather resources for us, which you'll return here tomorrow,” Tillman said.

      “And why would I do that?” Khan replied.

      “Because right now the only reason you're not dead is because I've asked people not to kill you. I've made you a proposal, but it's going to be a long road. If you want this to go smoothly, then I think a show of goodwill will go a long way. Come back with supplies and you might start to change people's minds,” Tillman said.

      “How do you know I won't just come back with my men and kill you all?” Khan asked.

      “Because you're smarter than that. You know that we can defend ourselves, and if you do that, I'll have no choice but to hunt you down. You'll be the first one to die, Khan. You're the one who all these people hate. You're the one they'll all be looking for. Your other men might be able to escape, but you, no. You've made yourself a target with your actions. You're treading a fine line, and if you make one tiny slip, you'll be sealing your own fate,” Tillman said.

      “Besides, I'm going with him,” Jack said.

      This time it was Tillman's turn to be surprised.

      “I can't ask you to do that,” Tillman said.

      “That's why I offered. You might think fear is enough to keep him from straying, but I think a constant reminder will help things go a lot more smoothly. I'll take a couple of guns and my hunting knives. It's been a while since they've seen action.” Jack spoke this words so casually that they were more menacing than if he had snarled. Although Khan was a brute, Tillman saw fear flicker through his eyes.

      It was settled then. Jack and Khan left, and Tillman bid everyone a respectful farewell, saying he would see them the following morning. All in all, it had gone far better than Tillman could have hoped. But now he had another challenge, confronting his father.

      Tillman returned home to a smiling crowd. They had been watching with great interest and had listened to Tillman's booming voice. They all had been impressed, and things seemed less bleak than when it had been raining.

      “You did well out there,” Greg said.

      “They seemed to listen to you. I think it was good that you came up with these rules,” Penelope said.

      Tillman thanked them and handed over the folder so they could see all the notes he'd made.

      “I just hope they're on board with them tomorrow,” Tillman said.

      “Do you think Khan will be too?” Penelope asked.

      “I still get shudders whenever I see that man,” Morelle said.

      Tillman's smile faded at that comment. He knew it was going to take a long time for people to get used to Khan being around.

      “He'll have to if he wants to live,” Tillman said. “I'm not as soft as a lot of people think. If he proves that he can't live in this world, then he's going to have to be punished for it. I just wanted to avoid a war, that's all.”

      “You've done that,” Jessica said. She seemed calmer since their talk, and Tillman was glad she wasn't looking angrily at him anymore. Greg and Penelope were passing around the folder.

      “I'd like for you all to take a close look at those rules and think about any changes. I want everyone to have some input into the way we live. It's important that everyone is okay with the rules that we live by, and I'd really appreciate it if you could think of anything that I might have missed. I think for now I'm going to get some rest. I barely slept last night because I was working on those,” Tillman said.

      “Go ahead, you deserve it,” Ana said.

      Tillman nodded at them and left Major in the company of Jessica. The two of them quickly had come to adore each other. Tillman hadn't been entirely honest with them, though. It wasn't just working on the rules that had kept him up, but anxiety about the way the confrontation would go. It went just about as well as he could have hoped, though.

      Then as he stepped out of the living room, he saw his father leaning against the entrance to the kitchen. Tillman froze, and his body went rigid.

      “I heard you outside,” Fernando said.

      “What did you think?” Tillman asked, on guard, totally unsure what his father would do.

      “The rules seem solid. People should buy into them, if they have any sense about them.”

      “I appreciate that. But something tells me that's not what you really think. What are you trying to tell me, Dad? When I came home you were angry with me. Fine. I was angry with you too, and angry with myself for staying away for so long. Then I thought we'd managed to patch things up. But then you explode at me and I just...I just feel like no matter what I do, I'm always going to disappoint you, and I don't know what I can do to fix that. At this point I'm not sure it's even worth trying.”

      “If that's truly the case, then why are we having this conversation?”

      “Because I want to try. Do you think I just came back here because it was the only place I knew? I wanted to see you all again. I knew it would be hard, but I didn't know it would be this hard. Come on, Dad, do you really want to be this difficult with me? Why do you always have to be so hard on me all the time?”

      “I'm not hard on you, Tillman.”

      “Yes, you are. You always have been. Whenever I came back after school thinking I'd done well on a test I'd bring it home and you'd say that I should have gotten a higher grade. You said I should have aimed higher than playing video games for a living. You said that I should have tried harder with Angela. It just seems that you look at my life and all you see is failure. Do you know how that makes me feel?” Tillman said, emotion creeping into his voice.

      “I only ever meant to push you forward, and hasn't it worked? Your drive to be a champion comes from that quest always to be perfect. If I had let you rest on your laurels, you wouldn't be half the man you are today.”

      “I did that in spite of you, Dad, not because of you. You can't take credit for my success like that. I'm the one who put in the hours to be a champion. I'm the one who made sacrifices. I'm the one now who is out there making the hard calls, trying to get these people to band together because it's the only hope in hell we have of making it through this apocalypse. I don't need you looming over me like a shadow, making me feel like I'm doing the wrong thing all the time. You're my father, where's the support? You know what?” Tillman said, anger rising within him, “You're one of the reasons I was afraid to have kids. I was afraid that despite my better nature I'd end up being a father like you, and I didn't want to subject anyone to that.”

      Tillman didn't realize his words had stung so much until his father visibly recoiled, but it was too late to take them back now.

      “Then I guess it doesn't matter what I say,” Fernando said.

      He went into the kitchen, then out the back, slamming the door behind him. Tillman wondered if he should chase after him, but he was too angry, and it only would end in another argument. Tillman stomped upstairs and threw himself on his bed, as though he was a teenager having a tantrum. His father was impossible sometimes, but he wondered how was he going to get the community working together if he couldn't even have a healthy relationship with his father?
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      Tillman awoke a few hours later, feeling refreshed, although his soul still was heavy after the confrontation with his father. After everything that had been said he wasn't sure there was any way back for them. Perhaps that was just the way it should be. After all, there was nothing that stated you had to like your family, only that you had to put up with them. Tillman didn't know if he and his father were too similar or too different, but it felt as though trying to have a fulfilling relationship with him was like getting blood from a stone. It was time to stop wasting energy on something that couldn't happen and focus on other things instead.

      He peered out of his window and looked around at the neighborhood. The windows were lit up with candles, and he liked the idea of everyone sitting down with their friends and family, talking about the rules he had come up with. An unnerving feeling settled in his stomach, though. He was worried the rules would be rejected, and people would refuse to live in the world that was best for them. But he tried to make himself believe and hope that everything would get better.

      As night fell he worried that something would go wrong. Perhaps Simon would realize that people were taking Tillman's side, and Simon would try stopping it by doing something rash. Tillman still sported a bruise from when he had been attacked by Simon earlier. Next time it could be worse. Khan was still a chaotic element as well. As much as Tillman spoke of his faith that Khan would value his own life over everything else, Tillman didn't know for sure. Khan was a wildcard, and the neighborhood would have to remain vigilant in case he chose to attack. Of course, doing so meant that Khan and his men would have had to overpower Jack, and that was not going to be easy.

      Tillman stretched and then made his way downstairs. The house was relaxed, with everyone still mostly socializing with each other. Jessica and Anthony were playing with Major in the front room. The two teenagers seemed to be getting along well, and Tillman assumed that Jessica had followed his advice and told Anthony how she really felt. A sad smile crossed his face, for when he looked at them he saw himself and Angela at that age. They were so naive in their happiness. He hoped that Jessica enjoyed a happier ending than he did.

      Ana had prepared some food, making a miracle out of the meager supplies they had. Although the fact they had resisted Khan had been a boon, since they didn't have to give him the resources he had demanded. This meant they were eating better than they had assumed. Fernando wasn't anywhere to be seen, and Tillman didn't inquire as to his whereabouts. Morelle and Greg were sitting close to each other at the dinner table, which Tillman saw when he went into the kitchen. Penelope was helping Ana with the dishes, which required a lot of scrubbing as hot water was hard to come by.

      Greg and Morelle looked up as he entered, and Greg seemed to stiffen. The two of them had been sharing a private joke. Their hands were twined together, but out of respect for Tillman, Greg pulled away. Tillman smiled at him, trying to make it clear that he was happy for them. Tillman had told him so already, but Greg likely was being as careful as he possibly could. Morelle had been through a lot and was sensitive, but Tillman wasn't going to stop her from pursuing anything that might bring her joy. Happiness was a rare thing, especially in this world, and Tillman wasn't going to prevent anyone from finding theirs, as long as it didn't infringe upon the personal liberties of anyone else.

      “Are you confident about tomorrow?” Ana asked, tossing Tillman a glance over her shoulder from the sink as Tillman sat down and ate.

      “I think so. People are pretty rational. I think they know that their best chance of building a community is to work together and not get caught up in thoughts of war. I just wish I had led with that in the beginning. Khan made a mess of everything,” Tillman said.

      “At least you're on the right track now,” Morelle said.

      Tillman shrugged. “I think the thing that most helped me was Tabitha. People saw her letting go of her need for vengeance. That kind of thing is powerful, although there will be those, like Simon, who just want to be contrary.”

      “But like you said, sometimes we just have to deal with people like that,” Greg said.

      “Indeed,” Tillman said, and focused on his food.

      After a few moments, Ana craned her neck out of the window.

      “I wonder what your father is doing,” she said. Tillman paused for a second, then continued chewing his food, not saying a word. “He's been out there for hours now. He'll give himself a bad back if he keeps going. Tillman, will you go have a word with him please? Tell him that he's allowed to take a break.”

      “I don't think that would be best, Mom,” Tillman said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because we had a little...disagreement.”

      Tillman's shame grew as his mother seemed to visibly age. Her shoulders slumped, and her head drooped. She sighed loudly and shook her head.

      “I'm sorry, Mom. He's just impossible sometimes,” Tillman said. To his surprise, Ana turned around, eyes blazing with anger.

      “Your father has done more for you than you'll ever know. I love you, Tillman, but sometimes you never can see anything other than what's right in front of you.” She dried her hands vigorously and then marched outside to join her husband.

      Tillman was dumbfounded. It was very rare for his mother ever to act like that, and it seemed to be completely unjustified. From Tillman's viewpoint, his father was in the wrong, and Tillman didn't understand what he had done that was so bad.

      “Do you have any idea what that was about?” Tillman asked Morelle. Morelle sighed and rubbed her temples.

      “Just the same old story,” she said weakly. “You have to understand, Tillman, that for all the time you were gone they've had ideas of what it would be like when you came home, of what you would be like, and now that you're here, well, the reality is different. You know what Dad is like. If things aren't done his way, then he finds it hard to understand them.”

      That made it all the richer that his mother would criticize him for being unable to see things from anything other than his own perspective.

      “But what did she mean when she said he's done things for me that I'll never know?” Tillman asked with a blank face.

      Morelle shrugged. “I think that's just something parents say, isn't it?”

      She then proceeded to drag Greg up and lead him away under the pretense of wanting to show him a book to read, leaving Penelope and Tillman alone in the kitchen. Tillman finished up the food that was on his plate, then took it over to the sink, where he scrubbed it clean. Penelope was just finishing with the dishes.

      “Thanks for doing this, by the way. I really appreciate how you're helping out around here,” Tillman said.

      “It's the least I can do. So, what are you going to do about your dad?” Penelope asked pointedly.

      “I have no idea,” Tillman replied honestly.

      “I'd offer advice, but I don't have much to give in this area,” Penelope said. The two of them sat down at the table again. Tillman glanced toward the kitchen door to make sure his parents weren't going to come in.

      “Anything you can give would be helpful. It's not like I have any insight, at least according to my mom. I just don't understand it, you know? I come back here and, okay, things are tense. Then we get back to a good place, and then he explodes at me and just acts like he's disappointed because I avoided a war between us and Khan. I don't understand where he's coming from,” Tillman said.

      “I guess asking you to talk about it isn't going to be an option?” Penelope said.

      “I mean, I'd be happy to, but I don't know if it will accomplish anything. All my life we've ever only talked past each other. I've tried to ask him for advice, but it always turns into a lecture. Morelle wasn't kidding when she said that Dad always thinks he's right. He has a singular vision for the world, and when things don't line up he starts to have a problem.”

      “Well, if you plan to stick around here, you'll have to find a way to sort things out, or you'll have to avoid him for the rest of your life, but I don't think that's an option.”

      “I already tried that, and it didn't go down well. I know he doesn't like what I've done with my life, I just don't get why he's so upset with everything I do.”

      “The only way to find out is to talk to him about it, as difficult as that is. Otherwise, you just have to be content with having this divide between the two of you.”

      “I don't want that divide. I'd love to be close with him. I actually enjoyed these past few days. It really felt as though we were making up for the lost years, but now...”

      “It'll be okay, Tillman. It's a stressful time for everyone. I'm sure once it passes it will get better,” Penelope said.

      “I don't know about that. I don't think things are going to get any less stressful. We still have to think about the future. If people agree to these rules, then we're going to have to plan for winter and beyond.”

      “I'm sure you've already been thinking about that, haven't you?” Penelope flashed him a wicked grin.

      “You know me so well.”

      “Go on, tell me what we have to do.”

      “Well, first of all, we're going to have to find a reliable source of water, more than one if possible. The rain yesterday was a blessing. I'm hoping that people had the presence of mind to capture the water. It won't be the best-tasting water we've ever had, but it'll keep us going for the time being. We'll need lumber and maybe some oil heaters to keep us warm. The nights are going to get colder quickly, and it's only going to get worse in winter. Without any medical facilities close by we can't afford to get colds or pneumonia. People like Khan won't be our biggest worries, the cold will, but we'll have to balance out things. We can't ravage the land for everything. We have to keep growing things, keep planting seeds for the future.”

      “Do you really think we have a future?” Penelope asked.

      Tillman pitied her for the look in her eyes. For a woman like Penelope her life had been ripped apart. Unlike Tillman, she only just had passed the threshold into adulthood. There were so many things that she had wanted to accomplish, so many dreams she had wanted to chase, and they all had been snatched away from her.

      “We do, but whether it's a bright future is up to us. Like I keep saying, the choices we make now are the choices that are going to inform the way we live. If we prepare and plan and work together, there's no reason why we can't have a prosperous future.”

      “But the world never is going to be like it was, is it?”

      “No, probably not, but we might be able to salvage some of the technology. The EMP won't have fried all the solar panels. So in about five years we can make use of them and perhaps start using the technology we're used to again. Although by that point, who knows what stage we'll be at? We might find that we prefer to live without a dependence on technology.”

      “I can just imagine you in five years, scavenging through an old town when your face lights up. You burrow through a pile of rubble, pull out something that's covered with dust. You wipe the dust away and it's a PlayStation.”

      Tillman grinned and laughed loudly. “Yeah, I can see that too, and if it works you won't see me for a month.”

      “Maybe one day I will get to see the world,” Penelope said wistfully.

      “That's your biggest dream?”

      “They don't get much bigger. I've always wanted to, since I was a kid. The city I grew up in was massive, but I felt so lonely. I knew there had to be more. Once everything went down with my parents I wanted to get as far away as possible. I used to distract myself by reading about all these exotic places. I was saving up for a huge trip. I wanted just to spend a year or so going around the world, but then, well,” she gestured broadly to everything.

      “I'm sure if it comes to it, we can get you to the coast and see you off on a sailboat,” Tillman joked. “In all honesty, though, I've traveled to a few different places and while it's good, the thing that makes places different are the people. There are different ways to travel, across the land, or across your own soul, sometimes both. Does that make any sense?”

      “Not really,” Penelope said.

      “It does in my own head,” Tillman said. Then he sighed again. “I'm going to have to talk with him, aren't I?”

      “Your only other option is to let it go, and I don't think you're going to be able to do that.”

      “Sometimes I really hate being me,” Tillman said with a grin.

      “Why don't you go get some rest? You deserve it after all the work you've been putting in,” he suggested. Penelope rose, but before she left she turned to ask Tillman another question.

      “Did you decide not to kill Khan because of what happened before?”

      She was referring to when they had been tracked by men on the way to Tillman's home, and Tillman had killed a man who had threatened Penelope.

      “Perhaps. It's not something I want to make a habit of,” he said honestly. “But if Khan does anything like that again, I won't hesitate to kill him.”

      Penelope nodded, then she left Tillman alone.
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      Tillman remained sitting at the table, alone in the kitchen. In other areas of the house he could hear the faint sound of happiness from Jessica, Anthony, Morelle, and Greg. Outside the night was dark, although candles had been set up in the garden to let people see. The flashlights still were working, although they only were used when it was deemed absolutely necessary so the batteries last as long as possible.

      Tillman thought about his conversation with Penelope. There was really only one course of action, to speak with his father and try sorting out this mess once and for all. Tillman wasn't the type of person to let something like this lie, and he couldn't leave home like last time. He was here to stay, and that meant he would have to be on speaking terms with his father. Because the alternative only would lead to tension that neither of them would be able to abide.

      However, it wasn't an easy prospect. At this point Tillman actually was looking forward to speaking with Khan again rather than to his own father. There was much less emotion involved where Khan was concerned.

      But that was part of the package when family was involved. The ties that bound families together by blood often were strained, and it took more effort than usual to maintain them. In truth, Tillman wasn't sure he would be friends with his parents if he wasn't related to them. They had little in common, and neither of them seemed to understand him. That was one of the reasons he had left in the first place. But he was back at home now and it was time to make amends for the past. Reluctantly, he dragged himself up from the table and walked outside. The cool air of the night hit him, as did the stillness and the quiet.

      The houses around him were lit up by candlelight, just like this one. The orange glow didn't offer much light, and he didn't understand how his father could have been getting any work done, but he had been out here for hours.

      Tillman walked down the garden path but hesitated when he saw his mother coming toward him. She was muttering to herself, shaking her head.

      “You two had better talk some sense into each other. I am at the end of my rope and if the two of you can't live under the same roof, I don't know what I'll do. This has gone on too long now, Tillman,” she said, then continued muttering as she went back in the house. If Tillman thought this was going to be hard, he really had no idea.

      Tillman heard his father curse under his breath as he strained, then a ripping sound followed as Fernando tore a weed from the soil. Fernando tossed it in a bag, and then slapped his hands against his thighs. Even in the dim light Tillman could see that Fernando's hands were as black as coal, and stains were covering his pants.

      “Mom is going to be annoyed that she's going to have to clean those,” Tillman said.

      “She's annoyed anyway,” Fernando replied. He didn't turn to greet Tillman, nor did he ask for Tillman's help.

      “Why are you doing this now?”

      “Because things need to be done, and if they don't get done now, they never will. I've been meaning to sort out this garden for a long time, and if I don't get it done soon, I'm not sure I'm ever going to. I want to dig out weeds so we can plant seeds where they were growing. I've got some that will sprout in winter, but it's going to be rough going. We'll need more water, and a lot of luck, for a start.”

      “We'll get it,” Tillman said. “I'm already thinking about different locations to get the resources we need. With everyone pulling together we should be able to get enough supplies to take care of us all.”

      “I'm sure Khan will be a good help as well. A strong man like him will be able to carry a lot.”

      It was impossible for Tillman not to notice the strained tone in Fernando's voice.

      “I know you don't agree with what I did, but he's alive and he might well be able to contribute something to this community. If he doesn't and he just makes things worse, then I'll hold my hands up and deal with him myself. But you can't stand here and hold this grudge against me,” Tillman said.

      “Don't tell me what I can and can't do,” Fernando said through gritted teeth.

      Tillman felt the anger rising within him again, and it took all his willpower not to bite back. If he was going to get this thing settled with his father, then he had to ensure he remained calm. It was going to prove difficult, though, as all the frustration of his youth came back with a fury.

      “I'm not trying to tell you that. I'm just trying to make you see that it's better for your own mental health to let go of things like this.”

      “Ha, mental health. I swear, everyone nowadays has some kind of mental health problem. That's the problem with your generation. You always want to label and understand everything.”

      “There's nothing wrong with that.”

      “Except when you use it as an excuse. I'm surprised you haven't made some diagnosis of Khan yet. I'm sure you'll find a way to excuse the inexcusable.”

      “Hey, I'm not defending him. What he's done is terrible.”

      “And you're letting him get away with it.”

      “I'm trying to set an example for a better world,” Tillman said, unable to keep his voice from rising at this point.

      “You're trying to force your morality on everyone,” Fernando said.

      “I'm not trying to force anything. I'm trying to keep people alive. I'm surprised you can't see that. Just what is your problem with me, Dad? I've achieved a lot in this world, but I've never been able to make sense of you. I look back at the arguments we had when I was younger, and I still don't understand them. It's like you've just been permanently disappointed in me, and I don't know what I have to do to earn your approval, but I think I'm done trying. When I decided to come back here I wasn't sure that I should. It had been so long, but given what I'd seen I wanted to be close to my family. I'm starting to wish I'd never come back.”

      “I'm glad you did,” Fernando said, standing up, still with his back to Tillman.

      “What?” Tillman asked, not believing his ears. His father could turn between saying the right thing and the wrong thing so easily it often made Tillman's head spin.

      “You being here is a good thing, and I'm glad you came back.”

      “Then why don't you act like it?” Tillman asked desperately. When his father didn't offer an immediate response, Tillman continued talking. “You treat me like I'm always doing something wrong. You're never happy with me, so what am I supposed to believe? You're not making me feel welcome in my own home. I can't understand what's going through your mind. Please, just tell me the truth. What is going on with you?”

      “You know, Tillman, when I found out I was going to have a son I was the happiest I ever had been. I was scared as shit too, but I was happy. I thought of all the things that we could do together, all the things I could teach you. We were going to be best friends, but I guess things don't always work out the way we'd hope. You always were different from other kids. I don't know how it happened, but you seemed to develop interests that were totally opposite to mine. I tried to indulge you and share those things with you, but the older you got the more you started to drift away.

      “Maybe I didn't handle things the best way I could. Maybe I should have been more understanding, but I only ever had your best interests at heart. The only reason why I wanted you to pursue a more stable career is because I wanted you to have a good life for yourself. I saw how you were torn between Angela and this career, and I thought that if you kept going, it eventually would tear you apart. And you can't really blame me for not seeing how successful you'd become. It wasn't as if you were training to be a football player or anything. Back then the games you played seemed to be nothing more than an amusement. I never thought they would be enough to sustain a career, or a family. But then you chose your career over Angela. You chose it over us. You walked away when we needed you most, when Morelle needed you...when I needed you.”

      “What did you need me for? You've always been strong. You've never tried to get me to help you with anything.”

      “Javier.” The single world sent a jolt down Tillman's spine.

      “What about him?”

      “I wanted you to help me kill him. A man like that didn't deserve to live, but you already were being drawn to your new life. I knew you'd never want a part of it, and I was right. If you had, we'd be in this situation again.”

      “Is that what this is about? You're thinking that Khan and Javier are the same?”

      “In a way, yes. I thought you were a man who would do what had to be done, Tillman, like me. When you came up with that plan I thought you were going to take care of him and save all of us from a lot of anguish. But then you went back on your word. That was the moment I realized we were even more different than I had imagined. When I told you what I had done with Javier I wanted to share it with you because I knew you had gone through something similar. But when you gave Khan a chance to live it showed me what you truly thought of my decision. I can tell that you think I was wrong, and I don't need that kind of judgment from my son.”

      “Dad...I never made this decision as an insult against you. Look, what you did with Javier was...I get it, okay? He had made Morelle's life a living hell, and you punished him for it. All I can say is you're lucky that you got away with it. But me with Khan...it's entirely different. I'm still your son, for better or worse. We may not have a lot in common, but we're still family. It's just unfair that you hold me to these standards that I never signed up for. I'm sorry that I wasn't the best friend you wanted, and that I didn't do the things you wanted me to do, but why did you never judge me as my own person?

      “You've always held me up to the standards that you've set for me. Never once have you looked at my life as separate from yours.”

      “How can I? You're my son.”

      “Then act like my father. Let go of the preconceptions you have of my life. None of us do everything that other people want. The only way we can be happy is to let other people live their lives and make their own mistakes. But you have to understand that me letting Khan live wasn't an indictment of what you did with Javier,” he lowered his voice as he mentioned this last part, wanting to make sure that nobody overheard.

      “I'm trying to make this a better future for all of us. I appreciate that you brought me into this world, but it's time for you to start letting go. I'm never going to be the son you wanted. I never was. I'm my own man, and I'm sorry if you can't accept me for who I am, but I'm the one who is standing in front of you. I'm the one who has come home against all the odds. If that's not good enough for you, then I don't know what is, and I'm done trying.

      “Do you know there were some calculations made in the event that an EMP struck? People calculated that around ninety percent of Americans would die within the first year. That was just a projection, of course, but from what I saw over that first night it's not far off. I'm trying to stop that from happening. I'm going to do anything I can to prevent loss of life. If it means I have to let someone such as Khan walk this Earth, then fine. As long as he plays by the rules from now on, he can live. You can disagree with me all you want, but that's the decision I've made.”

      Fernando wore a smirk, and Tillman wasn't entirely sure how to translate the expression.

      “I guess I had that coming. One of the hardest things for a father to admit is that his son is his own man. You've been that way longer than I can remember, and I should have adjusted by now. The truth is I admire what you're doing here. I guess I'm just a sorry old man who regrets not seeing his son turn into the man he is today.”

      “That doesn't mean you have to lash out in anger. It doesn't mean you have to push me away. I'm here now, Dad. I'm here.”

      Fernando stood up straight and then, after a pausing for a few moments, held out his hand. Tillman pushed it aside and embraced his father. It had been a long road to get to where they were today, and it would take a lot of effort on both their parts to avoid slipping into old habits, but Tillman finally felt he had gotten through to his old man. The pain of youth began ebbing away as the men embraced, and Fernando choked back some tears. Tillman felt himself getting more emotional than usual as well, and he quickly excused himself. Fernando nodded, and said he was going to remain in the garden for the time being.

      Tillman exhaled deeply as he went back into the house and thought about what his father had said. He certainly hadn't been the perfect son and wondered if there had been more he could have done over the years to make their relationship a healthier one. He certainly could have made more of an effort to show interest in the things his father tried to share with him, and he had made a promise to himself that he would try making up for the mistakes he had made. He would try making up for lost time, because he didn't know how much time they would have left.

      The night was another peaceful one for Tillman, who awoke at the crack of dawn the next morning. He rummaged through his closet for some old, better-looking clothes, and managed to find a suit that his mother had placed there. Thankfully, he had made the effort to maintain his trim figure, and he felt the benefits now as the suit still fit.

      He was the first one up, aside from his mother, who always seemed to be up early and late to bed. Tillman never quite had figured out how she lived life that way.

      “Dad and I had a talk last night. I think we managed to sort things out,” Tillman said.

      “I'm sure, until the next time you two have an argument,” she sighed.

      “I'm going to try, Mom.”

      “I know, and I'll make sure he will as well.”

      “There's just one thing I don't understand. What did you mean when you said that he did more for me than I understood? Were you just talking about the sacrifices that every parent makes for their children, or is there something else?”

      Ana stopped what she was doing and sighed.

      “That's more something for your father to talk to you about,” she said.

      “But you were the one who mentioned it, and if he was going to tell me, I think he'd have done it by now,” Tillman replied. “If there's something I should know, then you should tell me.”

      “It was a long time ago. I shouldn't have said anything. It's all in the past.”

      “Mom, just tell me,” Tillman said, his voice sounding harsher than he had intended. He knew that everyone had secrets, especially parents from their children, but he had too much on his mind to let this linger. If there was something he should know, then he wanted to know it now.

      “It's about Angela,” she said. Tillman felt as though he had been punched in the gut. “Are you still sure you want to know?”

      Tillman nodded, but he settled into a chair, a blank look on his face.

      “What about her?”

      “Do you remember when she invited you to go visit her at college, after you had split up?” Ana said. Tillman nodded. “Your father arranged that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He spoke with Angela and told her how much you loved her and how much you regretted letting her go.”

      Anger coiled within Tillman and he made his hands into tight balls.

      “He had no right to do that,” Tillman said tersely.

      “He had every right. He's your father,” Ana's tone was the only thing preventing him from exploding with anger. Tillman guarded his personal territory with pride, and to think that Fernando had interfered in his relationship made his blood boil.

      “You have to understand,” Ana continued, “we watched you lose yourself. You always had enjoyed games, but after you and Angela broke up it got to the point of an obsession. You barely spoke to us. You did nothing other than go to that arcade and play and play and play. You have no idea how hard it is to watch your child get sucked into something and there’s nothing you can do can get them out. We tried talking to you, but we didn't understand you. This new generation was so different to us that we didn't know how to communicate. That's our fault, but you didn't make it easy.

      “You refused every invitation we gave. Your father tried to take you fishing, tried to take you camping, but you only wanted to play games. And okay, you have been successful. I'm proud of what you've become. But what has it cost you? Your father wanted more for you than the life you were heading toward. So, he got in touch with Angela and told her you were having a tough time, and that you needed her--”

      “She never mentioned it to me.”

      “She needed you as much as you needed her. She knew how you would feel, though, so she didn't tell you. But it was good, and for a time we actually hoped you would make the right decision and get married. We always knew you were meant to come back here. The two of you were so perfect together,” Ana said.

      “What you did...do you have any idea how much pain it caused me?”

      “You were suffering, Tillman.”

      “I was dealing with it. Being with Angela again was good, but it only served to open old wounds, and it was harder to say goodbye the second time. That's not the life I chose. It wasn't your right to choose for me either.”

      “We only did what we thought was best. That's all we've ever done. Despite what you may think, we love you, Tillman, dearly, and we've only ever wanted the best for you. There's more to life than gaming, and we tried to make you see that. Maybe we didn't go about it in the right way, but you didn't give us much choice, did you?”

      She left the question hanging in the air as she exited the kitchen. Tillman didn't choose to follow. There was much he had to prepare for.
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      Later in the morning, everyone else woke up to a ring of crates and boxes that had been arranged in a circle in the middle of the neighborhood. Liam and a few others had seen Tillman dragging out the crates and had come to help. Tillman was grateful for everything they were doing, and they seemed to return the feeling.

      “I know that some of the others are going to be harder to convince, but a lot of people liked what you said yesterday. I think letting Khan live took everyone by surprise. Nobody saw it coming, and they were confused,” Liam said.

      “I can't blame them. I'm just worried that Simon has been trying to get them to pull in a different direction,” Tillman said.

      “I wouldn't worry about him. He's got a loud mouth, but we all can think for ourselves. Frankly, I think most people were glad they didn't have to fight. None of us were really born for it. I know myself and the people around me were relieved when you said there wasn't going to be a war. I think this is what this community needs; a solid set of rules. It's going to go well, I can feel it.”

      Tillman thanked Liam and only wished that he felt as confident as Liam seemed. One by one, people came out to join them, some of them sitting on the boxes and crates, others preferring to stand. Tillman welcomed them all, returning some smiles, hoping they all would see the wisdom in what he was trying to achieve.

      As soon as everyone was assembled Tillman took a deep breath and smiled broadly.

      “Thank you all for coming. I hope that you've all taken the opportunity to think about the rules I laid out, and I'd love to hear your thoughts on them,” he began.

      “What do we do if we have something to say? Do you we have to raise our hands like we're in school?” Simon called out. Tillman wasn't surprised that he was the first one to speak.

      “Of course not. We're all adults here. We all have a right to say our piece, but I don't want this to become uncontrolled. If you have something to say, then come up here and we'll get through everything. It could be a long day,” Tillman said. This remark was met with tittering laughter, but Simon scowled as he marched forward.

      “I have something to say now,” he said. Tillman exhaled slowly.

      “Go for it,” Tillman said, relinquishing the ground.

      Simon prowled before the assembled crowd like a panther. To look at him was to see an unremarkable man, but there was a fire in his eyes that burned fiercely.

      “These rules Tillman has given us are very thoughtful, and I can't really fault them for their content, but I think the bigger question is are we going to have him as our leader? He's already lied to us once, and he's not even truly part of this neighborhood. I know that some of you who have lived here for years remember him when he was a kid, but he left. Do we really want someone like that to lead us? I, for one, would much prefer to have someone we know we can trust in the driver’s seat,” he said.

      To Tillman's dismay, there was more than one head nodding along with him.

      Then, Declan stood up. He was the former leader of the local Scout group, and the one who had provided them with whistles so they could communicate with each other over long distances.

      “I think Tillman has done right by us, Simon, in many ways, but do we need a leader at all? Now, I've had experience leading the Boy Scouts, so I know the value of a chain of command--”

      “Are you putting yourself forward?” Simon said, laughing.

      “No, that's what I'm saying. It's important in the Scouts or in the army because people need to follow orders, but we're not an organization. Is it not better to have a ruling body, like a parliament? Something where we can discuss issues and then have a group of people deciding what's best, or even a true democracy, where we put everything to a vote?” Declan said.

      “Oh yeah, that's what we need, everyone being unable to make a decision because they'll never agree. What we really need is someone to take control, but it has to be someone who we trust, who we know will make the best decisions for us,” Simon said, emphatically pointing at the crowd.

      “What we need is to talk about the laws we're going to abide by, and the punishments that we're going to enforce if people step out of line. We can talk about leadership later. Let's get these important matters done first,” Tillman said.

      “You don't think who leads us is important?” Simon asked, shocked.

      “I never said that,” Tillman protested, but Simon wasn't listening.

      “I'm putting myself forward for leadership. Everyone here knows me. I'll do whatever it takes to keep the neighborhood safe. I won't hesitate, and I won't delay. Let's just get this settled now and we can be done with it. All those in favor of following me, raise your hand,” Simon said, trying to rush through the process.

      Tillman knew why. If Simon could install himself as leader without due process, it would be harder to reverse the result. More than a few hands shot up. People were scared. They wanted to get things sorted, but this wasn't the right way. Tillman was about to speak up when a hush fell over the crowd.

      Simon had been grinning, but as he saw more than one person put their hands back down he turned around, scowling, first at Tillman, then at Fernando, who was walking up to Tillman and Simon. A lump formed in Tillman's throat. His father wasn't the worst choice for leader, but if he declared his desire to be the leader it only made Tillman feel like Fernando didn't trust him to see this through. Tillman held his tongue, but stepped away, giving his father space.

      Everyone in the crowd assumed Fernando was going to put himself forward for the role of community leader, and Tillman had no doubt he would win with an overwhelming majority.

      “Friends, neighbors, some of you know me well, others know me a little. Over the course of the past few years we have drifted apart as a community. I wish things had been different, but now we have the chance to make things right again, like they were in the old days. We can be friends, family, but to do that we have to ensure we take our time with these decisions. Patience is a virtue, and it's important we make the right decision for all of us. We don't need to rush into anything.

      “That being said, if we do need a leader, then it's not hard to look any further than my son, Tillman.”

      Tillman was shocked when he heard his father say this. After all their differences and arguments, all their strife, to hear his own father backing him filled him with pride. It didn't make up for all the tournaments and trophy lifts Fernando had missed, but it was a start. Even Simon looked shocked.

      “He works hard. He's made a good life for himself, and against all odds he made it back here so he could be with his family through all this. He's made mistakes, but who of us hasn't? And he made the mistakes for the right reasons. He was trying to keep as many of you safe as he could, and the fact that you're all here now is testament to that. He's taken the time to think about these rules. He's always got one eye on the future, he always has. If you choose him to lead us, I promise you won't regret it, and he has my vote,” Fernando added. He walked up to Tillman and placed a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it gently.

      “Thanks, Dad,” Tillman whispered.

      “You're welcome, Son. Just don't prove me wrong,” Fernando said with a wink.

      Tillman exhaled with relief as everyone nodded along with Fernando's testament. Those who supported Tillman far outweighed the ones who opposed him now, and it seemed as though his actions in letting Khan live were being forgiven.

      But then, in the distance, the sound of a wagon being dragged along rumbled through the air. Everyone turned to see Khan and his men coming toward them, hauling a wagon behind them. A tarp covered the contents, and Jack was nowhere to be seen. Tillman's throat tightened. Khan had given Tillman his word, but it was yet to be seen if Khan could be trusted.

      Everyone rose and stiffened, all of them afraid of what Khan could do. A tense silence hung around the people of the neighborhood. They were defenseless and afraid. If Khan chose to attack now, he could slaughter them, especially if he had weapons under that tarp. Jack's absence made it more likely that Khan was coming to attack them, and Tillman felt as though the world had betrayed him. All he'd wanted was for his faith to be repaid, but it was starting to look like you had to become a monster to survive in this world.

      Tillman furrowed his brow and shot a look back to Greg and Penelope to get weapons from the house.

      Khan dragged the wagon up, and as it came closer Tillman saw that some of his men were pushing it from behind. One of them called out for the wagon to come to a stop, and then he brushed his hands. As he came from the rear of the wagon Tillman saw that it was Jack. All the tension drained from Tillman's body when Jack and the others pulled off the tarp, revealing clothes, cans of food, blankets, and all manner of other goods. The people of the neighborhood were so amazed by this offering that they ran up to the wagon to investigate.

      Tillman wasn't so taken aback, for he wasn't convinced that Khan was as good as his word.
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      Tillman studied Khan carefully. Jack came up to Tillman and nodded.

      “Everything alright here?” Tillman asked.

      “Actually, yes. The boys were no trouble,” Jack said. Then he left, going off to find his wife. Tillman was left standing with Khan.

      “I did what you asked,” Khan said, his voice rumbling deeply.

      Tillman still found it strange to stand before him as an ally after all that had happened between them. It only had been recently that Khan had refused to let him, Jessica, and Anthony leave the town. Tillman had proved Khan wrong then, and he hoped Khan wasn't going to return the favor.

      “Looks like you have everyone working together,” Khan said.

      “So far, so good,” Tillman replied.

      “Still, it's easier for them to all unite against one man.”

      “I'm still not convinced that you're going to stay true to our deal,” Tillman said.

      “I suppose you wouldn't be, and I doubt anyone else here is either. But you were right, I do value my life.”

      “I almost didn't expect you to come back.”

      Khan shrugged.

      “If they're going to kill me, let them. I know you don't think much of me, but I do take my word seriously. I'm not about to get in an all-out war with you, Tillman. I know now that you can put up a fight. But if I had been in your position, I would have killed you.”

      “I know you would have, so it's fortunate for you that our roles haven't been reversed.”

      Khan grinned at this. Tillman had to try hard to push his anger down deep inside of him. He remembered Major's owner, and George, a man who had been doing nothing but minding his own business. Khan had killed them both brutally, without mercy.

      “Tell me something, Khan. Do you regret what you've done?” Tillman asked.

      “Will it change what happens to me?”

      “No, what's done is done.”

      “Then no, I don't. It's the law of the jungle, Tillman. The weak shall perish. I'm just helping them along more quickly.”

      Tillman was disgusted by Khan's lack of remorse. It was only for the sake of his principles that Tillman wasn't killing Khan, and it wouldn't be the last time he thought of the alternative.

      “You'd better go try making a good impression. I hope I won't regret this, Khan.”

      “Oh, I'm sure you won't,” Khan said, smiling in an enigmatic way. Tillman tried to shake off the coiling anger that twisted inside him.

      “Are you sure you really want to let him walk out of here?” Greg said, sidling up to Tillman.

      “I have to, Greg. I have to set the example. Trust me, there's nothing I'd like more than to make him pay for the horror he's caused, but that's not what the community needs.”

      “I know what the community does need, though,” Greg said. Tillman raised an eyebrow. “You,” Greg added. Tillman smirked.

      “That remains to be seen,” Tillman said.

      The people still were poring over the wagon that Khan had brought. But as Khan left Tillman's company and waded through the crowd, people departed, as though they were magnetically repelled by him. Everyone looked at him with astonishment and fear, afraid he would turn around and explode with fury. Khan had embodied the apocalypse for them so far. The existential dread of the end of the world had been encapsulated in this man, a man who had invaded people's homes, killed innocents, and made everyone question their morality.

      To confront their fear of him was to confront their fear of the end of the world. It was an important step for all of them to see that Khan wasn't the end of everything, but just something they could deal with, something they could overcome.

      Tillman strode back into the middle of the neighborhood and cleared his throat to get everyone's attention.

      “People of the neighborhood, you've seen how we can live. Is this not better than having to bury the dead? I would like this to be the way for us. To live in harmony with others, even if we do not necessarily agree with how they choose to live their lives. But I am not expecting you to decide today, nor do I want you to do so. This will take a lot of time to process, and it's important that we make the right choice together, as a group. But look at this as a beginning. We have seen the end of the world, now let us see the beginning of a new one.”

      Tillman looked at the people around him and was amazed by how collected they looked. They were a disparate group of people, brought together by circumstance and proximity, but there was hope there. There was a chance to build something for the future. Although in that moment, he knew Khan couldn’t be a part. Not just yet.

      “Khan, take your men and return to where you live. Do not trouble us again. We will speak, and we will trade resources. Perhaps one day you even will be able to live among us. There are plans we all must make for winter, because our greatest enemy is not ourselves, but the world around us.”

      An ominous tension settled on everyone as they looked around at the natural world. At the moment the trees were lush green, and the sun was bright. There were a few clouds drifting over the cerulean sky, but soon that all would change. It wouldn't be long before the temperature dropped dramatically, the soil became hard, the leaves turned brown and fell from the trees, and the sky was filled with dark clouds. Tillman knew it was going to be a big task for them to be prepared for the trials of winter, but he had faith they could do it.

      Khan nodded toward him. He and his men, with the help of others, took the supplies out of the wagon. As soon as it was empty Khan and his men departed, and everyone felt a little better for his exit. The remaining people started making an inventory of everything Khan had brought and worked out how best to distribute it to the people who needed it most.

      Tillman was standing alone when Tabitha walked up to him.

      “I wasn't sure how I'd react when I saw him again,” she said.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I'm not entirely sure. Better than I was, I think. I'm sorry for attacking you.”

      Tillman smirked. “It's okay. Something tells me that Simon was the driving force behind that.”

      “Maybe, but it was still wrong.”

      “I need to apologize to you as well. I'm sorry for putting you through this. I wish there was another way, but sadly we don't get to choose the circumstances of our life.”

      “No, we don't. I know that more than anyone,” Tabitha said, smiling sadly.

      “What made you change your mind?” Tillman asked. “I don't think anyone would have been surprised if you had turned around and taken your vengeance out on him.”

      “My husband would have,” Tabitha said simply.

      “After Simon and I attacked you, I went home and wondered what I had become. Then when you spoke the next day and explained yourself I heard my husband's voice from your lips. He was never a violent man. He never understood why people had to kill or threaten others. I think you would have liked him if you had had a chance to meet.”

      “I have no doubt of that.”

      “And when I looked at myself I knew that he wouldn't have liked what he saw in me. I wasn't the woman he loved any longer, and that made me sadder than anything else. When we got married I promised I would honor him, and that means honoring what he believed in. I can't let myself give into hate and violence, because he'd never forgive me. You were right when you said there's a better way, and I know if I had killed Khan, I'd only have felt that I had betrayed the man I loved.”

      “Well, you haven't, and the community we build will be dedicated to him, and all the others who haven't made it this far,” Tillman said. Tabitha smiled sadly at him, and then she walked off. Tillman sighed, hoping she would find some peace.

      He turned and walked back to the house, to his family. Fernando, Ana, Morelle, Greg, Penelope, Jessica, Anthony, and even Major all were his family, even though only some of them were related by blood. All of them, however, were related by experience and emotion. Soon enough that family would extend wider, encompassing the entire neighborhood, and perhaps it would grow even more, as more people found them and became part of this community. Tillman was determined to keep them all safe, and it would be his greatest accomplishment, greater than any of the trophies he had won.

      “I think you're a shoo-in for leader,” Greg said, smiling widely. “I can't imagine them turning to anyone else, not after all this. You're the only man with a plan here, Tillman, and I know that you have all our backing.”

      “That means a lot to me,” Tillman said.

      “I know things haven't always been easy since I've returned. I've disagreed with some of you and let down others. But I want you to know I love each and every one of you. I think it's important we make the effort to say that to one another. Because we never know what's going to happen, especially not in this world. The country is in disarray, millions of people have lost their lives, but we're still standing. That means something, and I'm not going to let us fall easily.

      “There's going to be a lot of hard work ahead of us, but I know that together we can face it. Let's take it on, as a family, as a community, and I know we shall not fail.”

      There were smiles all around as they embraced Tillman. Then, Ana and Morelle went to engage with the rest of the community. Soon enough, people were moving in between houses, sharing clothes and other items, and brought out food for the entire neighborhood to share. It soon turned into a street party of sorts, and everyone ran down to take part.

      Tillman remained standing on the porch, leaning on his cane, with Major by his side. Fernando stood there as well.

      “You've done all this, Son. You should be proud,” Fernando said.

      “I am, a little at least, although there's a long way to go.”

      “Yes, there is, but that doesn't mean we should forget about our achievements along the way.”

      “Thank you for what you said to them. You didn't have to.”

      “Yes, I did. I've been thinking a lot about our recent conversations and I've come to realize that maybe I haven't been the best father. You're right. I have tried to put my own dreams onto you, and I've been getting frustrated with myself, but taking it out on you. I'm sorry for that. I wish I could go back and repair the mistakes we both made over the years, but I know I can't. What I can do is make the effort to not repeat those same mistakes. I am proud of you, Son. This is amazing, and what you've done in getting to this point is remarkable. You're proving yourself to be a better man than I ever have been.”

      “Thanks, Dad, but I know I'll always need you by my side to remind me when I'm doing something wrong. I'm sure we're going to make a lot of mistakes here.”

      “Yes, but what's important is that we'll learn from them too, and we'll do that together.”

      “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too, Son. Now then, is there anything going on with you and Penelope? There's still a chance for you to have a family you know.”

      “I was her boss, I don't think it's the right thing to do,” Tillman said.

      “She's a nice girl. Helpful. You could do a lot worse.”

      “I probably could,” Tillman said, looking over at Penelope laughing. Her orange hair was still vibrant, and she seemed to be enjoying the company of the crowd. “But my heart only ever has loved one woman, and I don't think that's going to change any time soon.”

      “Angela moved on, Tillman. It's time you moved on too. She managed to have a good life for herself. You're doing yourself a disservice if you don't let yourself have one. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but someday you'll find that Tillman Torres isn't a man who will be happy alone.”

      “I'm already starting to see that, Dad. But I don't just have myself to worry about, I have a whole community of people.”

      “Even if they don't choose you as leader?”

      “I'll still do all I can to help them.”

      Fernando put his arm around Tillman's shoulder and they walked down the porch as father and son. It had been a long time coming, but Tillman finally felt as though he was home. He smiled as he and Fernando walked toward the neighborhood and had food thrust in their hand by Ana. It was a humble beginning, but Tillman was hopeful for the future. This was where the new world began, and it would be more rewarding than any video game he ever had played.
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      Find out what happens in part four! Coming Soon!
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