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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Mary realized that she no longer owned a picture of anyone that she loved.  Her partner for the last fifteen years had been vaporized…erased…like she was never part of this world.  Elizabeth would only be remembered by a few people still living, but Mary would love her forever.  
 
   Who gets to decide these things?  Mary was somewhere between mad and numb.
 
   In the blink of an eye she had gone from successful professional and liberal socialite to refugee wonderer, wearing green camouflage and toting a gun.
 
   There was nothing that she was doing now that at all resembled the life that had been taken from her.  She had worked hard and usually enjoyed the spoils of her work.  Now it was all gone. 
 
   How does someone decide to unleash a nuclear bomb on an innocent city?  She questioned herself more than anyone else.  She was an attorney, and attorneys asked questions.  Attorneys made money and the money allowed her to live the lifestyle that she enjoyed.  Her law office, and the practice that she had helped build over the last twenty years, was rubble.  She had been one of five partners, and their firm was arguably one of the hottest firms in the South.  
 
     Besides Elizabeth, it was her career and her lifestyle that she missed the most.  It was so good.  She kicked a rock down the path in front of her. Damn, that’s shallow! 
 
   Everything about her former life centered around a few neighborhoods in the Midtown area of Atlanta.  She loved the location.  It was next to everything that was important to her, and was the social place to be.
 
   I don’t have a home anymore…everything’s gone.
 
   She and Elizabeth had renovated the entire top floor of an old brick building a couple of blocks off of Peachtree Street.  They spent two years working with contractors, finding imported tile and matching color pallets to make the place their own.  It had a Zen garden on the roof where an old air conditioner used to sit.  They called their roof garden the Swanky Spot, and used to throw parties and host social events for charities there.
 
   It’s all gone!  My cat’s dead.  Most of my friends are gone.
 
    She didn’t want to cry anymore.  She had cried so much over the last few days.  Ian had tolerated her mood and she was sure that the Boy Scouts that had just joined them on their journey thought she was a little crazy.  
 
   My parents are gone.  
 
   They never really understood her relationship with Elizabeth, but they loved her nonetheless.  Mary had bought them a condo in a retirement community six blocks from her home.  She was sure that they died during the blast.
 
   Why have you left me behind?
 
   Ian looked back at her, and she looked up at him through watery eyes.  He constantly checked on her by looking at her or simply putting his hand on her shoulder.  
 
   Ian was lucky.  
 
   He had learned that his wife and daughter are still alive.  She tried to be happy for him.  She pulled her sleeve across her eyes to dry the tears.
 
   I don’t even own the clothes that I’m wearing!
 
   “Ms. Mary,” Adam, the oldest Boy Scout said, catching up to her.  He had been walking in the rear of the line to make sure that they didn’t lose any of the other four Scouts.  “Ms. Mary,” he said a second time.  
 
   She blinked her eyes a few times, trying to will the tears to dry up and snap out of her wallowing.  Adam was one of the many reasons that she was still alive.  After getting caught up inside of an Airstream trailer and swept downstream during a flood, Adam and the other Boy Scouts had helped to rescue her by pulling her to safety.
 
   Saving Mary had become a full time job.  Ian had orchestrated each of the three rescues, and without him, she would have died three days ago.  
 
   Maybe that should have happened?
 
   “Ms. Mary,” Adam asked for a third time.
 
   “Yes?” she finally answered.  She had no idea how long Adam had been talking to her.
 
   “Do you mean to walk with your finger on the trigger?” he asked, nodding towards the rifle she was holding.  “Also,” he treaded lightly with the crying lady, “the safety is off.”
 
   Mary looked down at the rifle.  The hand that was squeezing the trigger was white.  She must have been squeezing the pistol grip of the weapon for some time.  She had no idea why the safety was off.
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t noticed,” she responded back to the Scout.
 
   “Is there a problem?” Ian asked, suddenly appearing next to them.  He had stopped the walk to see what was going on.  
 
   Mary looked at him.  “I’m really tired,” she simply said.
 
   “I can see that,” he said, putting one hand on her elbow, and the other hand on the rifle.  Why don’t we all take a break, and how about I take this for a while,” he said, helping her to a large rock near the trail and easing the rifle off of her shoulder.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, backing her butt down to the rock.
 
   Ian dug through the top of her pack and found a protein bar.  “Eat this and get some water.”  He squatted down so that he was eye to eye with her.  “You going to be okay?”  He engaged the safety on the rifle while he talked, never taking his eyes off of hers.
 
   She nodded as she took a sip of her water and lowering her head.  “I’m just tired.  It’s…it’s all just catching up with me.  It’s all just…like I’m crying because my cat’s dead, and that’s stupid because, really, I’ll never see anyone that I know again.”  She looked up and into his eyes.  “Elizabeth is gone forever.”
 
   Ian needed to help her believe in hope again.  “Mary…” 
 
   She looked away.
 
   “Mary,” his voice was steady and calm.  She looked up at him.  “You know me, and I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   She looked at him and forced a smile.  “Thank you,” she said, her voice no louder than a whisper.
 
   He took her hand.  “Are you sure you’re okay?”  He squeezed her hand to enforce the question.
 
   She nodded that she was.
 
   “Mr. Burrows!” Adam said.
 
   “I hear it too,” he said, acknowledging that the boy had heard a machine noise coming from somewhere.  “Calmly get the Troop into the woods about 10 yards off the road,” he ordered Adam, who immediately ushered the remaining four boys and Mary deeper into the woods and away from the two lane road. 
 
   The noise continued to grow and seemed to bounce off of the rocks and hills in the area, making it hard for Ian to pin down the direction it was coming from.  He followed the boys and Mary off of the road and crouched down next to a tree.
 
   “That’s a helicopter, right?” Adam asked as he crouched next to Ian.
 
   “Affirmative, and it sounds like it’s pretty low,” Ian said, looking at the Senior Patrol Leader of the Troop. “Do you know how to use this?” Ian asked, holding Mary’s rifle out towards him.
 
   Adam didn’t reach for the weapon at first.  “Yes, sir.  I’ve been hunting deer since I was six, and we live on a farm; guns are just part of our life.”
 
   Ian handed him the weapon.  He glanced over at Mary, who almost seemed relieved that she was no longer in charge of the thing.
 
   “Just keep an eye on our six, I trust you”, Ian added.
 
   The helicopter closed in on their position and then buzzed over them at treetop level, never stopping.
 
   They all sat quietly until the noise dropped away, and then stopped.  
 
   “Where do you think they’re going?” Adam asked.
 
   “Not sure, son, but it looks like they might have set down a mile or so up the road.  You know this area, right?” he asked looking back at Adam.
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “That’s the way we need to go, isn’t?” 
 
   “Yes sir.  We’re about twelve miles from the house.  Old man Brown’s farm is about where that helicopter landed.”
 
   “How far up is that?”
 
   “About two miles from here.  As a crow flies, his farm is directly over the ridge from our place.”
 
   “So, were only twelve miles to your place if we use the road?”
 
     “Yes sir.”
 
   “What about going up and over the ridge to your place once we get to the Brown’s farm?  How far from there?” Ian asked.  He was already computing the level of risk of staying on the road versus cutting through the woods.
 
   “Joshua and I have ridden and hiked over the ridge several times.  It’s only about three or four miles up and over.  Once we get to the Brown’s property, we’ll have to double back along the pipeline trail and then go up from there.”
 
   “Pipeline trail?  What kind of pipeline?”
 
   “Oil and natural gas I think?  It’s all underground, you can’t see it or anything.”
 
   “Is it like a cleared space that goes on and on in each direction.  Kind of like you would see under high tension power lines?” Ian asked, thinking he knew what the helicopter might be doing.
 
   “Yes, sir.  A lot of kids ride their dirt bikes along the pipeline.”
 
   “Yeah,” Ian said with a smile.  “I used to do stuff like that too.  Okay,” he patted Adam on the shoulder.  “Let’s get the Troop moving down the road.  I want us to see if we can get closer to the Brown’s farm…and if we’re lucky, we’ll see what that helicopter is up to.”
 
   “All right Scouts, and Ms. Mary, lets put our packs back on and move on,” Adam said.  His voice was firm and commanding, but not condescending.
 
   Ian watched the boy motivate the younger boys and even gingerly handle Mary.  He thought Adam was an excellent leader.  The boy’s sense of calm and command reminded him of Grace.  
 
   Must have a set of good parents, he thought to himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah was three hours into her hike to meet Grace and Bob’s son, Joshua.  All of her journey so far had been by the light of the moon, as she and Daisy left the house at 3:00AM.
 
   Leaving the house was difficult, because she felt that deep down inside, she would never be back.  But this was an emotion that she didn’t share with her friends.
 
   Amy, Leah’s neighbor and good friend, was up with her and eager to show that she now had it pulled together.  They brewed their last pot of tea on the back deck grill and talked through their final plans while watching the nearly full moon march across the sky. 
 
   Earlier in the day, Mr. Rivers, the elderly Korean War veteran neighbor, Amy and Leah had worked together taking inventory of what supplies they had between the three houses.  They had decided to band together against the troubles of the new world; a small force against an oppression of evil.
 
   Defense and food were the primary concerns of the new allies.  Naturally, Leah had the most supplies and her house was also the easiest to defend, so Amy and her two children and Mr. Rivers agreed to take up residence in the house until Leah and Grace returned.
 
   Mr. Rivers was eager to be a part of the entire exercise.  He contributed a cache of rifles, pistols and ammunition to the cause.  He even had several working grenades, which were left at his house out of Amy’s concern for the children.   
 
   Leah and Mr. Rivers walked through some of her security issues, and she was impressed to see his perspective and how easily the combat scenarios returned to the old man.  But, he surprised her when he handed her something to take with her.
 
   “What’s this?” Leah asked, taking the small box.
 
   “Just open it and don’t ask questions,” he said, with a mock grumpy voice.  
 
   Leah pulled the top off of the box to reveal a knife in a sheath.  She took the knife out of the box and pulled the blade from the sheath.  The handle was a rich wood with a balanced metal end.  The blade was about six inches and came to a fine point; the knife was weighted perfectly and beautiful.  She knew that this was an old knife and had to mean something to the man.
 
   “I can’t take this,” she protested.
 
   “Of course you can,” he objected.  “I know you have those fancy new guns,” he said, gesturing towards her rifle. “But, that’s old school,” he said, pointing to the knife.  “That knife is one of the original Buck knives, hand made by Mr. Buck himself.  He made it out of a worn-out file blade and one of our boys in World War II used it.  My wife found it in a pawn shop and gave it to me before I went to Vietnam.”
 
   Leah looked up at him, balancing the knife in her hand.  “I thought you served in Korea?”
 
    “I did.  I also did a tour in Nam, but since it wasn’t one of those missions you’re allowed to talk about, well,” he pause and smiled.  “I guess all that stuff really doesn’t matter anymore.  Let’s just say that I want you to have the knife.  It got me out of a jam one time, and perhaps it can help someone else.”
 
   “So, I guess you’re not taking ‘no’ for an answer?”  She put her arms around the elderly man and hugged him.  “Thank you.”
 
   “No, I’m not. So, go get your daughter,” he said, hugging her back.
 
    
 
   Leah’s early morning goodbye was tearful, but Amy gave her support and hope that she would get to her daughter and bring her back.  Leah vowed to keep her friend posted with the extra two-way radio and with that, she and Daisy walked away from the home and life she had been living for the last seventeen years.
 
   Now, five miles later, she crouched on the side of the road.  She was wearing dark camouflage pants, dark high lace boots a sports bra, tee shirt and a long sleeve sweat wicking shirt that was black.  Over everything, she had a light bulletproof vest.  The vest was one of those things that she didn’t think they would need, but Ian had been insistent that the extra few dollars that they cost would be worth its weight in gold if they ever needed to count on it.  “Gold bar, baby,” she had said, when she put it on.  The vintage knife was strapped to the front strap of her backpack for easy access.
 
   Daisy was also wearing her vest and was in a mode of constant monitoring of the surroundings.  The dog seemed to enjoy the work and the adventure.  Leah had packed the pouches on Daisy’s vest with compressed food and a few packets of water specifically for the dog.  
 
   Leah was looking at the intersection of a four-lane highway.  The intersection was a critical juncture for travel from the South to the North and into the city.  Birmingham is located at the geological southern tip of the Appalachian Mountains.  The city is nestled between long running mountain ranges; so, like any city with hills, rivers and mountains, there are only a few ways across these natural barriers and into the city.  This intersection was at a critical juncture for one of those passages.
 
     There were about a dozen cars still in the intersection.  A few cars had rolled off of the road and at least one had careened off one side of the road and caught fire after the EMP.  She couldn’t see any activity in the cars or around the intersection.
 
   Leah put a boot on the pavement of the intersection to start her cross, and heard something.  She froze, and so did Daisy; the dog heard the sound as well.
 
   Leah looked around her without moving.  It was at least 80 yards to the other side of the intersection.  She could step backwards and hide.  There were multiple cars she could duck into.
 
   What’s that sound?
 
   The humming noise was growing louder.  It sounded like a trashcan of angry bees coming towards her.  She didn’t know the sound, but she thought she had a good idea what it was based on the radio chatter from the last day.
 
   She took a calculated risk.  “Let’s go!” she commanded the dog, and took off for the other side of the intersection at a dead run.
 
   When she reached the middle of the intersection, bullets started streaking from somewhere in the sky, striking around her and exploding the gas tank of a car.
 
   “Go!  Go!” she yelled.  The scene was one out of an action adventure film.
 
   Leah and Daisy zigzagged from car to car as bullets rained down around them.  They were only twenty yards from the other side of the intersection when the shower of bullets stopped.
 
   She could hear a new sound.  The air thumped as the sound came up the highway from the South.
 
   “Keep running Daisy!”  They ran off the side of the road and into the ditch.  There was a large drainpipe leading away from the intersection along the ditch.  The pipe was new, and had just been installed over the last month to support a new neighborhood down the road.  She ran into the pipe and stopped.  Daisy was right behind her and stopped as well; she was panting.
 
   “Good girl,” Leah said, petting the dog’s head.  “I’m glad they didn’t use a rocket,” she said, while leaning out of the drainpipe to look down the road.  She wanted to be sure of what the second noise was.
 
   Flying up the road were three small black helicopters.
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said.  She turned and started down the drainpipe.  Once she couldn’t see anymore, she turned on a small light that was clipped to her black ball cap.
 
   The drainpipe transmitted the sound of the helicopters landing at the intersection.  She quickened her pace and didn’t look back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Joshua wanted to take the horses, but Grace felt that they would draw unwanted attention to themselves.
 
   “It’s only ten miles,” she teased.  
 
   “But it’s five miles up and five miles down,” Joshua countered.  “You’re gonna wish we had the horses a few miles into this.”
 
   It was 6:00AM, they were supposed to meet Grace’s mother at a location that was ten miles away in six hours.
 
   Grace never gave her friend Anna a chance to volunteer for the mission.  Anna’s nose and eye were black and blue from where she had been punched by a freaker two days earlier. 
 
   Violet, Joshua’s mother, and a nurse, thought that Anna’s nose was broken and that her eye socket might be fractured.  The swelling was just starting to go down, and she was beginning to look normal again.
 
   Anna seemed okay with the decision for her to stay at the farm with Bob and Violet.  The couple was happy to have the girls, and the girls made themselves at home.  Violet took right to the care of Anna, and Anna soaked in the attention.  She also seemed to show a real interest in the medical talents of Violet, so Violet had started working with the girl on triage types of procedures.
 
   The time they spent together was a diversion for both women.  For Violet, it drew her attention away from her youngest son, who was being led home by Grace’s father.  It also took her mind off Joshua, and the fact that he was about to leave on a mission of his own.
 
   For Anna, it took her mind away from the fact that her parents were most likely killed in the nuclear attack on Atlanta.  She held out hope, but really preferred not to talk about it.
 
    
 
   Joshua scanned the road up ahead.  The pair had trudged along the side of the road and tried to keep to the tree lines as best they could.  They had seen one black helicopter about an hour after they left the farm.  It was flying along the ridge behind the farm and was several miles away.  It wasn’t a threat, but with the radio traffic about hunter drones and helicopters, they were very mindful of any noises. 
 
   “How far is it from here?” Grace asked.  They had been walking up hill for the better part of thirty minutes.
 
   “It’s over this ridge, and then about three or four miles.  Even though we’re a long way off, there’s a great view of the city from up there.”
 
   Grace nodded and looked to the top of the road, she could see an old blue water tower at the apex of the hill and assumed that the ‘great view’ was somewhere close to that. 
 
   “Sounds good,” she said bending down to tug at one of her socks.  She was still getting used to the loaner boots that Violet had given her.  They were about a half size too large, so the extra pair of socks she had on was making her feet sweat.  
 
   “Can we stop for a minute, I want to take these extra socks off.”
 
   “Sure,” Joshua nodded and looked down at the boots, as if he could see the socks.
 
   “Over there,” Grace pointed to some large boulders up in the woods.  She didn’t wait for a response; she simply started walking towards the rocks.
 
   Joshua kept his rifle ready and leaned against the rock as Grace unlaced her boots and removed the extra layer of socks.  “Why do you think this all started?” he asked.
 
   Grace tucked the socks in one of the pouches on her backpack and put her boots back on.  She was fairly knowledgeable about world events, politics and history.  She could recall hundreds of discussions around the dinner table with her parents about current events and the impact of political decisions.  
 
   Grace was often more knowledgeable than her friends and sometimes more up to speed than her high school teachers.  Before the world changed, she thought she wanted to go to college and study International Relations with a focus on European and Russian relations.  Her father thought she would make for a great diplomat and possibly work for the State Department.  She spoke four languages, and was actually thinking about listening to her father and going into the diplomatic corp, or the FBI.  She had a fleeting thought about the CIA, but stuff like that seemed really out there…that is until the world changed.
 
   “I think it’s a klaster,” she said, letting the Russian roll off of her tongue.
 
   “You think it’s a what?” Joshua asked.
 
   “A klaster.  It’s Russian for cluster,” she answered.
 
   “Do you speak Russian?”
 
   “Da, ya govoryu po-russki,” she said with a smile.  “I also speak Spanish, French, passable Chinese and really great English!”
 
   “Damn!  That’s impressive,” Joshua said, nodding his head in approval.
 
   “Both my parents took Russian in college.  Mom says that’s the first time they met.  Dad doesn’t think so.”
 
   “Did they go to the same college, or something?”
 
   “No, Dad went to Auburn and Mom went to William and Mary…she says they met on some mid-semester language trip over seas one year.  Supposedly, they both crossed paths while touring with the schools in Russia.  Dad doesn’t seem to recall that, so I guess Mom didn’t make a great first impression,” she said with a smile at the memory.
 
   “What about the Chinese?” Joshua asked in reference to Grace’s language skills.
 
   “Yeah, I’m taking first year Chinese as a senior year elective.”
 
   “As an elective!  You’re nuts,” Joshua deemed.
 
     “No,” she said, “I just like languages.  Really, once I was able to make the transition from the Latin languages to Russian, Chinese just fell into place,” she said, trying to make herself seem humble.  
 
   “That must take some work to keep it all straight.”
 
   “It’s all really just a process,” Grace said, trying to verbalize her language talents; something she really never thought about.  “Once you know the structure, you…”
 
   The ground shook as the air around them rumbled with the boom of a far off explosion. 
 
   “What the…what was that?” Grace asked, dropping her banter about her language talents. 
 
   “Sonic boom, I think,” Joshua looked to the sky.  “There!” he pointed.
 
   Grace followed the trajectory of his arm pointing to the early morning clouds.  Overhead there was a lone jet streaking across the sky.
 
   “Is it ours?” she asked.
 
   Joshua squinted up to the sky.  “I think it’s an F-18.”
 
   “Navy!” she said before he could.
 
   “Yup,” he agreed.  “Look at that!  He just fired a missile!”
 
   They watched as the missile streaked away from the fighter jet and headed towards the city. “Come on!” she commanded, breaking into a run to get to the top of the hill.  They reached the crest of the hill and crossed the road to lean against the guardrail and view the city.  From this vantage point they followed the trail of rocket smoke to the impact area.
 
   The rocket had impacted something several thousand feet above the city, leaving a small cotton ball cloud hanging in the air and debris falling to the ground.
 
   “It took out a drone,” Grace observed.
 
   “Looks that way, and there he goes,” Joshua pointed to a speck of aircraft moving at the speed of sound and heading east.  “Looks like we’re getting into the fight.”
 
   “It’s about damn time,” Grace said, and they started down the other side of the mountain ridge.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This is a broadcast of the Emergency Alert System and an official broadcast from the Government of the United States of America.  Broadcasting on all frequencies and all bands. Please stand by for an update from the President of the United States of America.
 
    
 
   “My fellow Americans, the Government of the United States of America is intact.  We are effective, and we are in control of the country.  We are now operating at an undisclosed location within the borders of the U.S.  Our Republic is strong and there is no reason to believe propaganda to the contrary.  Let me repeat.   Our grip on the underpinnings of this country and how it operates is stable.  
 
   As an update to my earlier statements, the forces of the People’s Republic of China, have taken direct control of several of America’s greatest port cities.  These include the cities of Mobile, Alabama.  New Orleans, Louisiana.  Galveston, Texas, Corpus Christi, Texas, San Diego, California, Los Angeles, California and Seattle, Washington.
 
   From these strongholds, our satellites show that they are unloading super container ships filled with supplies, troops and weaponry to support their illegal and heinous attacks on our sovereign country.  Based on our intelligence and action on the ground, it is our belief that these forces intend to divide the country geographically along a north to south line from Minneapolis, Minnesota to Mobile, Alabama.  They have landed troops in every state to the west of this line.  The governors of the states west of the line have ordered their state’s National Guard units to engage the enemy. 
 
   If you are within 150 miles of this line, which includes the cities of: Mobile, Alabama; Jackson, Mississippi; Birmingham, Alabama; Memphis, Tennessee; St. Louis and Columbia, Missouri; Cedar Rapids and Des Moines, Iowa; and finally Minneapolis, Minnesota; you need to understand that this area is possibly the most dangerous strip of land in the world today.  This is a modern day kill zone.
 
   As of today, the United States has not retaliated with a nuclear strike against the People Republic of China.  We have not done this because we command the high ground when it comes to the lives of innocent people.  This is an extremely unpopular decision and one that is questioned with every passing second.  But, we are not murderers like our invaders.  We are not going to capitulate to an eye for an eye and a city for a city and ten million lives for ten million lives!
 
   We…Americans…are… better…than…that!
 
   We will fight these enemies on our ground and we will win!
 
   Right now, our Naval forces are deployed to attack and support the defensive posture of our military forces along the port cities and along the north/south line I just mentioned.  The United Kingdom is also sending naval forces and marines to help in our fight.  They do this action at great risk to their own people as we have learned that the Government of China has threated a similar fate to any country that attempts to aid the USA.
 
   My fellow Americans, except for the loyalty and resolve of our Canadian and British friends, we are fighting this world war on our own.
 
   So, with the support of the remaining loyal members of Congress, and under the order of the current State of Emergency, I am supporting your Constitutional Right to form militias and fight this enemy at every turn.  
 
   I have commanded our forces in the field to work with individuals, groups and formed militias that want to fight.  This is the kind of force that won our freedom over 200 years ago, and this type of force will preserve that freedom today!  If you are active duty, reserve or former military, seek out your closest National Guard base and make yourself available to serve.  
 
   Regardless of your former branch of service, your leadership, your skills, and your training will be necessary to help bind this new American defense force and turn back our enemy. 
 
   Now is the time for Americans to stand up and fight.  Now is the time to do what is necessary to survive.  This country is counting on you to rise up and defend our way of life, our liberty and our country!
 
   In concluding today’s broadcast, join the fight if you can.  Leave this new kill zone; go east if you can and west if you feel that you have no alternative.  If you have military training, now is the time to employ it.  Seek your National Guard instillations.  Our enemy is ruthless; they are responsible for the slaughtering of millions of American lives.  Don’t let these American’s deaths to be in vain.  Defend what is ours!  Protect our way of life!  Fight for your brothers and sisters…fight for your home…fight for America!
 
   May God bless the United States of America!”
 
    
 
   This has been a broadcast of the Emergency Alert System and an official broadcast from the Government of the United States of America.  Broadcasting on all frequencies and all bands.  
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, it looks like we’re inside the KZ,” Bob Tiller said somberly to his wife, after listening to the broadcast.
 
   “What did it mean when he said, the remaining loyal members of Congress?” she asked.
 
   “I heard that too,” Bob said, shaking his head.  “I don’t know; do you think there are members of Congress that are traitors?”
 
   “Why would someone do that to their own kind?” she asked somberly.
 
   “I guess if all you care about is power, well, we know it can corrupt.  What about when he said something about propaganda?  I haven’t heard any propaganda on the radios yet.”
 
   She wrung her hands together, feeling distraught and having more questions than answers.  “What should we do?” she asked with somberness.  Both of her children were currently somewhere out in the Kill Zone; that was her priority, not propaganda or traitors to her country.
 
   “Well, we’re a prepared family, and it looks like we have some new friends that share our thoughts and values…” he paused, looking out the window, as if the world were changing, and he could see it through the glass.  “Let’s do what we always do.  Let’s help people as best as we can.  We know that Ian is getting close with Adam and the Scouts, now all we have to do is bring back Joshua, Grace and her mother.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “Then, I think we decide what to do as a group.  We’ll always be stronger as a group,” he said, turning away from the window.  The two-way radio had just chirped with chatter and he went to answer the call.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Troop, Mary and Ian heard metallic clanking before they could see anything.  The noise was coming from around a bend in the two-lane road.  A close growth of trees shaded both sides of the road and prevented them from seeing what was around the bend, but Ian suspected what it was.
 
   “The Brown’s farm is around the bend, yes?” Ian asked Adam.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Okay,” Ian said, looking around their surroundings.  “Let’s get everyone off the road.”
 
   “Over there, looks good,” Adam offered.  He pointed to some large boulders several yards off the road and deep in the shade.
 
   “Looks good to me.  Get everyone in there, get some water, and be ready to bug out quickly,” he said to Adam.
 
   “Mary,” Ian said, walking into the woods with her. “I want you to have this,” 
 
   “What is it?” she asked.  She looked much more in control than she did earlier.
 
   “It’s a pistol.” He pulled a .38 revolver out of a holster that was tucked under his shirt.  
 
   “Another gun, I thought I was done with guns,” she protested lightly, but not convincingly.
 
   “I found it in the Airstream.  It’s loaded with six rounds; all hollow-points.  All you have to do is point and shoot.  It’s not very accurate, so hold your hand steady if you have to use it,” he advised as a last second piece of advice.
 
   She took the gun and the holster and clipped it to her belt, smirking at her new reality.  “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going to check out what’s up ahead.  Be prepared for about anything,” he said to both Mary and Adam.
 
   “Yes sir…it’s kind of our motto,” Adam said, with a smile.
 
   Ian tilted his head at the quick wit of the youth and turned to walk deeper in the woods.  He was angling out and then in on whomever was up ahead.
 
   “Will he come back?” the youngest Boy Scout asked Mary.
 
   “He always has a way of coming back,” Mary said, softly.
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Ian moved quietly and with precision; adrenalin and training were the vices controlling his movements. Regardless what these soldiers were doing up ahead of him, he needed to lead these kids and Mary through there.  The intelligence gathering side of him wanted to learn more before they made any decision.
 
   With this thought in mind, as he walked through the woods, he tried to talk himself through what he knew about the greater situation as a whole.  
 
   There was an invasion force penetrating through the main shipping ports of the Gulf Coast and the West Coast.
 
   Why aren’t they targeting the East Coast?  
 
   Why didn’t they want to destroy those ports?
 
   They weren’t of value. But what’s more valuable than New York City?
 
   No, that’s not the right question.  
 
   The right question is, what does the Mid-West, Gulf Coast and the West Coast have that New York doesn’t?
 
   Oil.
 
   Ways to move oil.
 
   Ways to process oil.
 
   Ways to ship oil.
 
   That’s got to be it!  
 
   There are markets emerging in the world that have greater long-term benefit over America.  China must see us as a has-been and only want to use us for our natural resources.  China doesn’t have oil.  Russia has oil, but it’s hard to get to…but not as hard as taking down America!  That thought made him pause, but then he continued with his analysis.
 
   The Mid-East has oil, but the region is vastly unstable and possibly depleted.  America’s oil will last for hundreds of years.  It made sense to save the ports for exporting the oil, once they got their hands on it.  I would have used the same ports to bring in most of my troops, support equipment, base the helos and launch the drones…damn…it makes sense.
 
   By attacking America, China solidified itself as the premier world power.  By shutting down the power across North America, it shut down all trade of currency from the States to the rest of the world.  The dollar must have tumbled to obscurity within hours of the attack…leaving the Yuan as the number one currency in the world.  Damn!
 
   With the power out, the US fell into chaos; we’re killing ourselves so our enemy doesn’t have to!  Our military is spread around the nation, and there’s no good way for them to regroup.
 
   What about our Navy?  Do we have the troop strength domestically to rally and fight back? What about the troops and bases overseas? Can they get back and help?
 
    
 
   These were questions that Ian would think about later as he pulled down a branch of a tree to get a better look at what was happening across the road from where he hid.  
 
   The section of the road turned off into a large field.  The field ran in both directions across the road and was devoid of trees.  The field ran for miles in a west to east fashion.  In the middle of the field was a fenced in gravel area with dozens of pipes protruding from the ground, arching over in an upside down ‘U’ and then burrowing back into the ground.  This was a massive unmanned pipeline terminal.
 
   Ian pulled his binoculars up to his eyes.  He counted four men, dressed in black; they were all working around the pipeline terminal.  There was a fifth man rummaging through a small helicopter, which was parked just outside of the fenced terminal.  The Brown’s farm was in the distance, about a half-mile down the pipeline field; there was no movement around the farm.  He panned back to the men with his binoculars.
 
   Two of the men had their combat helmets off, their hair was a silky jet black, and there was no mistaking their Asian heritage.  These two men were struggling with turning a giant circular wheel, which was attached to a valve.  One had a massive piece of pipe that he swung at the valve every so often, which created the clanking sound.  
 
   They’re trying to shut off the flow of oil.
 
   Ian panned his binoculars back to the helo, looking for anything that could help him.  His mind raced through what he should do, and then he surmised what he was working with.  He didn’t have a Ranger strike team; he had Boy Scouts and an emotional lawyer.  He had a 9mm pistol a small arms rifle, and a six shot .38 revolver.  
 
   Ian stowed the binoculars and pulled an earpiece from his backpack, which he plugged into his two-way radio.  He needed advice, and there were two guys that he now trusted with his life on the other end of the radio call.
 
   “This is Ian, looking for Dukes or Birmingham Bob.  Over.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah heard the call from her husband.  It was the first time that she had actually heard his voice in over three days. She was still making her way down the sewer drain pipe in the dark and the voice made her stop in her tracks.
 
   “Ian,” she whispered to herself.  Her headlamp illuminated the tunnel in front of her.  She had taken one turn to the left a few hundred yards back, but she still didn’t have the end in sight.  As far as she knew, no one was following her.
 
   The radio that she carried was tied to an earpiece and microphone like the one she would have used with her now dead cell phone.  She listened to the men discuss Ian’s situation and then she heard a break in the conversation.
 
   She keyed the microphone and spoke to her husband for the first time in days.
 
   “Bulls-eye, this is Momma B.  Over.”
 
    
 
   Ian sat upright at the familiar voice of his wife.  The voice shot through him and almost caused him to lose all perspective on his current needs and the mission.
 
   “Momma B…Bulls-eye, how are you?  Over.”
 
   Leah wiped the water from her eyes and struggled to keep her composure. 
 
   “Bulls-eye, I’m on the way to meet Tardis Blue at the rally point.  Over.”
 
   “That’s a good thing,” Ian said.  “But, are you okay?  Over.”
 
   She sobbed one big time and then fought to rein it in.  He was asking directly about her…not about the world…not about whom they worked for…not about life and death…he was asking about her.
 
   “I’m making it, but can’t wait to connect,” she paused, but didn’t release the microphone.  “I can’t wait to put our family back together,” she admitted.  “Over.”
 
   “We’re working on that, aren’t we?  Over.”
 
    
 
   “You’re damn right we are!” Grace broke into the conversation between her parents.  “Mom…Dad,” she clicked off the microphone for a second, catching her breath and tempering her excitement.  “Everything you ever said is true!  Everything you ever taught me is working!  Everything you ever wanted me to accomplish if the shit went south, I’ve done it…and more!  Let’s make it to the rally point Momma B.  Bulls-eye, we’ll see you back at the farm!  Over!” she said, slapping Joshua on the shoulder with excitement at hearing her parents on the same channel.
 
   “Roger that Tardis Blue,” Ian said, his voice firm and full of pride.  “Over.”
 
   “You got that right!  I’ll be there, and you better be!  Over,” Leah responded, the joy in her voice was the first she had heard in days.  She then tried to refocus on her current mission of making it to the rally point.
 
   “Bulls-eye, I need some help,” she pleaded, knowing that he was in his own situation.  “Over.”
 
   Ian looked at the soldiers across the street trying to cut off the flow of oil at the pipeline terminal.  They had broken the grip on the main valve and it looked like they were working together to close the valve.  The wheel of the valve must have been twice as large as the men, and they were having a hard time of it.
 
   “How can I help?” Ian asked quietly.  “Over.” 
 
   “Do you recall the new neighborhood we looked at last week?  Over.”
 
   Ian thought about that for a second.  Last week seemed like such a long time ago.  “Affirmative.  Over.”
 
   “I am in one of their new drain pipes that runs to the highway, because three helos sat down at that intersection that we always complain about,” she added to pass along the intel about the helicopters.  “I can’t find a way out and I can’t go back.  Over.”
 
   There was a pause before Ian responded; he knew right where she was.
 
   “Momma B, I’d advise that you stay straight or at minimum turn left at any intersection,” he said.  Ian racked his brain for how contractors would lay out the pipes in a logical manner as it relates to the new neighborhoods in the area.  “My guess is that you’ll come out near a new retention pond, or if you see a hard left, you might cross back under the street and then be able to climb out.  Did you say three birds sat down at that intersection?  Over.”
 
   “Bulls-eye, that’s affirmative.  Why?  Over.”  She had been walking the entire time, and could now see light from an intersection up ahead.
 
   “Momma B, I think they’re staging to take the city,” he offered, hoping that he was wrong, but confident that he was right.  “Are you on track to reach the rally point and do you have a tail?  Over.”
 
   Leah looked behind her first to see if anyone was following her.  She had been religious about looking back, and Daisy was on full alert, so she didn’t think she was being followed.  Next, she looked at her watch; the analog dashes and hands glowed in the darkness of the pipe.  “Negative to the tail, and 10-4 to rally point.  Also, I think I see a way out.  Tardis Blue, are you on schedule to meet at the rally point?  Over.”
 
   “Working on it, but we have company,” Grace whispered.  “Will advise, over.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna read through one of Violet Tiller’s field triage guidebooks as she sat at the kitchen table listening to the radio chatter between the Burrows family.
 
   “You’d think they were all Navy Seals or something,” Anna commented to Violet. 
 
   Violet looked up from the task she was doing at the table to answer the girl.  “It sounds to me like Grace’s parents have definitely had military training.  Her father was a Captain in the Army, right?”
 
   Anna nodded.  “I think that’s right.  He doesn’t talk about it much.  I think he served right after college in Iraq or somewhere like that,” she offered.  
 
   “But Grace’s mother…what’s her name?”
 
   “Leah, Leah Burrows,” Anna answered.  She had known Grace’s mother for most of her life and Leah Burrows was like a second mother to her.
 
   “Right, Leah,” Violet confirmed.  She moved a few small medical supplies from one pile to another on the kitchen table.  “She must have some training too, don’t you think?” Violet probed again.
 
   Anna looked up from the diagram in the book describing exit wounds from bullets.  “Well, she works for an international charity.  They do something with clean water.  When Grace and I were little, Mrs. Burrows would travel internationally a lot.  I know that some of the places were pretty dangerous.”
 
   “Really?  Like where?” Violet asked.
 
     “She went to Africa and Eastern Europe mostly,” Anna answered.  “Grace said that the charity used to provide body guards in some of the places, but her mother never trusted them.  She had the charity pay to train her in self defense,” Anna said, pulling the information from a number of conversations over the years with Grace.  “I guess that’s where she gets it from,” she offered.
 
   “Interesting,” Violet answered.  
 
   “I guess?  So, what are you doing with all of this stuff?” Anna asked, referring to the piles of medical supplies spread on the table.
 
   “Well, I’m configuring a new version of my field medical kits,” Violet answered.  She had more questions about these two new people that seemed to hold the lives of her children in their hands.  The questions would have to wait.  “I’m making them so that we can treat wounds that are more common during war.  Things like bullet wounds, shrapnel removal, tourniquets, punctures and slices.”
 
   “Did you say, we?”
 
   Violet nodded and smiled.  “I did.  I’ve seen your interest in my medical books, and you told me about your passions for science and biology.”  She moved around the table and put her hand on the girl’s back.  “Also, with both of your parents being doctors, I imagine that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”
 
   Anna nodded, listening to the woman reveal the girl’s true desires.  She couldn’t believe it had taken a war to make her realize that she really did want to study medicine.  She had spent the last two years telling her parents how much she hated medicine, and they had been right all along.  She whished she could take it all back.
 
   “Do you think my parents would be proud of me?” she asked, looking up at the woman.  Anna fought to keep the emotion from her voice.
 
   Violet pulled up the chair next to Anna.  “I know they are.”  She hugged the girl.  “I know they are, sweetie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ian made his way back to where the Troop and Mary were hiding.  Adam was not immediately visible when Ian appeared.
 
   “What’s it looking like?” Mary asked.
 
   “Where’s Adam?” he countered with his own question. 
 
   Mary pointed to a very large boulder that was close by.  Adam was lying down on top of the boulder.  All Ian could see was his head and the tip of the gun.  Adam had a vantage point that allowed him to see Ian and the soldiers working around the pipeline.
 
   “He saw you coming before you could see us,” she said with a crooked smile.  
 
   Adam nodded to them and then turned to climb down from the boulder.  “He’s like a chip off the old block,” she added with a smile.
 
   Ian raised an eyebrow.  This kid was really starting to grow on him.  Ian waited for Adam to climb down and then pulled everyone together for a briefing.
 
   “Alright, here’s what I know.  Around that bend are five men; they are soldiers from China.  They are our enemy, and they will not hesitate to kill us if they know we’re here.  Is that clear?” he asked.
 
   All of the Scouts said, ‘yes sir.’  Mary nodded; she knew what he was talking about from her own first hand experience.
 
      Ian continued.  “They are working to shut off the oil flow at a pipeline terminal.  Adam, your Dad told me that this is the last major terminal before it reaches the East Coast.  That makes it important,” he said, looking at the youth.
 
   Adam nodded.  “So, what’s the plan?” he asked.
 
   Ian looked at each of the boys and then at Mary before responding.  “We’re going to stop them,” he said simply.
 
   The boys seemed to like the decision; Mary was anything but supportive.
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” she asked.  “We can’t take on professional soldiers with three guns and the Boy Scouts!  There’s not a merit badge for that!”
 
   Ian countered her.  “We can if we have reinforcements.”
 
   “I hope it’s the Green Berets or the National Guard or something!” she said, incredulous to Ian’s decision.
 
   “It’s Adam’s father,” he countered evenly.  He then looked at Adam.  “Your Dad was a Marine…”
 
   “Still is a Marine,” Adam cut him off politely.
 
   “Roger that; still is a Marine.” Ian continued.  “He’s gearing up now and will take one of the horses to the top of the ridge.  Once there, he will make his way down and we’ll stop these guys from shutting off the oil flow.”
 
   Mary couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  “Are you out of your mind?  You say, we’re just going to ‘stop these guys,’ like we’re gonna put them in timeout or something!”  
 
   “Mary, I…”
 
   “No, Ian!  Listen to me for a minute.  These are children,” she waved her arm around at the Scout Troop.  “They’re not Rangers or Seals or Storm Troopers or whatever!  They build fires, help old ladies across the road and sell cookies!”
 
   “Ms. Mary,” Adam tempted.  “That’s the Girl Scouts that sell cookies.”
 
   “Same difference!”
 
   “Ms. Mary,” Adam started again, not intimidated by the raised voice of an adult.  “My Dad was in the Marines for 20 years before we took over the farm.  He was Recon.  That means that sneaking up on the bad guys and doing whatever he needed to do, was what he did.  He’s real good at doing exactly what Mr. Ian just described.”
 
   Mary went to speak, and Adam cut her off again.
 
   “Also, I have been shooting for almost as long as I can remember.  I am trained on most civilian weapons and my Dad taught Joshua and me some of his tricks.  I’m not scared.”
 
   Mary lowered her voice.  She already knew she wasn’t going to win this argument.  “Adam, it isn’t about being scared. And, I know that you want to prove that you can do this; I can respect that.”
 
   “It really isn’t a choice anymore,” Ian said, effectively shutting down the debate.  “We’re at war.  This war has become very personal and has hit close to home.  What those soldiers are doing over there is shutting down a major source of energy for the East Coast.  If we allow that to happen, there could be many more lives lost.  This is an opportunity to make a stand against the people that struck us first.  Mary,” he lowered his voice, and looked her squarely in the eyes.  “These are the people that killed Elizabeth.”
 
   Mary looked from Ian to Adam.  That last statement of reality slapped reality into focus for her.  “Okay, I give,” she said, bending to the argument.  “But, I’m going on the record that I’m opposed to this, but…I guess I’m going to have to use this stupid thing,” she said, tapping the revolver on her belt.  “So, show me how to use it again before I hurt myself,” she said to Ian.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace and Joshua retreated up the hill from the apex of the road where they had viewed the city.  From their hiding place behind several huge boulders, they watched a small black helicopter circle twice, scouting the area.
 
   “What’s he looking for?” Grace asked.
 
   “I don’t know, but I don’t think he’s looking for us,” Joshua answered.  “It actually looks like he’s looking for a place to land.
 
   “Damn!  We’ve got to go,” Grace said, frustrated at the delay.  “If he puts down right here, can we get down the road without him seeing us?  We’ve got to meet my Mom!”
 
   Joshua looked over their shoulders and down the other side of the hill.  “I think we can get away if we move slowly and stick to the forest for a mile or so, instead of the road.  It’ll put us behind schedule, though.  I think there’s some path up by that old water tower above us, but I’ve never been on it, so, that might not be the way to go.”
 
   The helicopter touched down on the road below them, and two soldiers jumped out.  One soldier swept the area visually, his rifle pointing where he was looking.  Satisfied that he wasn’t going to be ambushed, he turned to help the other soldier pull a large crate out of the helo.  Once the door was closed, the helicopter lifted back off and flew away, leaving the two soldiers and the crate. 
 
   “Maybe we should hang on a minute and see what they’re doing,” Joshua added.
 
   Grace didn’t want to do it, but she agreed anyway; learning what the enemy was doing could be valuable.  Besides, they would have to come back through here to get back to the farm, so they would have to deal with these guys either now or later. 
 
   “Momma B this is Tardis Blue.  Over,” she called quietly into her radio microphone.
 
    
 
   Leah stopped long enough to key her own microphone and respond to her daughter.
 
   “Tardis Blue, this is Momma B.  What’s up?  Over,” she asked and moved off of the side of the road and to the shade of some large oaks.  There she took a swig off of her canteen and then poured some into a cup for Daisy.
 
   “Momma B, we’re going to be late,” she said.  “A helicopter has just dropped two soldiers off at the top of the ridge, and we need to get past.  Over.”
 
    
 
   “Tardis Blue, this is Bob,” Bob Tiller said, breaking into the conversation.  “Are you at the top of Water Tower Pass?  Over?”
 
   Grace looked at Joshua, and he nodded positively.
 
   “That’s affirmative.  Over.”
 
   “Do they have anything with them?  Over,” he asked, slightly out of breath.
 
   “Bob, can you be more specific?  Over.” Grace countered.  “Why is he out of breath?” she asked Joshua.
 
   “Sounds like he is already moving to go help your father,” Joshua suggested. 
 
   “Do they have equipment like a satellite dish or materials to set up a radio tower?  Over,” Bob asked more directly.
 
   Joshua put his small set of binoculars up to his eyes to get a better view on what the men in black fatigues were doing.  He keyed his own microphone to takeover the conversation with his father.
 
   “Bob, affirmative,” he said, and then handed the binoculars to Grace.  “I can see a small satellite dish.”
 
   “And they’re putting up a small radio whip, too,” Grace whispered to Joshua.
 
   “They are also erecting a radio whip,” Joshua relayed the new data.  “Do you have instructions for us?  Over.” 
 
   There was a long pause before anyone spoke.
 
    
 
   “This is Momma B, sounds like a relay station to me.  Over,” she said, breaking back into the conversation.  She was moving at a jog, and also breathing hard when she spoke. 
 
   “This is Bob, I agree with Momma B.  Can you two lay low and gather as much intelligence as possible?  Over.”
 
   “But we’ll miss the rally point!  Over.” Grace countered harshly.
 
   “Tardis Blue, I know exactly where you are now,” Leah responded smoothly.  “There’s no need to meet me at the rally point.  Gather the intel; it’ll be valuable.  I can be there in a little more than an hour. Over.”  
 
   “This is Bulls-eye, I agree with Bob and Momma B,” Ian contributed.  “Tardis Blue, if you can hear anything, that could be very valuable, but use caution and wait for Momma B before any engagement.  Do you understand?  Over.”  Ian’s voice was somewhere between commanding and fatherly.
 
   “Tardis Blue, wait for me before trying to get close,” Leah said, reinforcing her husband’s tone.  “Like Bulls-eye said, we can engage them once we gather more information.  Over.”
 
   “What do you mean by engage?  Over,” Grace asked whoever would respond.
 
   “Tardis Blue, it means that we’re going to eliminate the relay station.  Over,” Leah said, quickening her pace and calculating a shortcut that she knew to reach the kids sooner.
 
   “Roger that.  Over and out,” Grace said.  She then looked at Joshua, who raised his eyebrows.  “I’ve got to get closer to hear them,” she said quietly.
 
   “You heard your parents, we’re supposed to lay low and watch,” Joshua said.  He looked down the hill at the two soldiers working feverishly.  “But, if you think you can get closer without being detected, I’ve got you covered.”
 
   She had been expecting him to challenge her idea, not support it.  She smiled at him.  “I knew I liked you,” she said, with a half grin.  “Cover me, I’m going to get close enough to hear them.”
 
   “Roger that,” he said, smiling back at her before putting one of his eyes up to the scope on his rifle.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Bob, this is Bulls-eye, we’re in position and waiting for your signal.  Over.” Ian said, scanning the soldiers working to shut off the oil pipelines.
 
   It had been a while since any radio communication amongst the group.  In that time, Ian had positioned Adam on a boulder with the small rifle.  Ian was concerned about the stopping power of the rifle at the range that Adam was from any targets, but it was as close as he wanted to place the boy.
 
   He had Mary positioned behind a set of boulders, just across the street from the pipeline terminal.  There was a natural path that ran between the boulders. If any of the soldiers decided to run across the street to fight, he thought they would follow the natural path.  In which case Mary would be waiting for them on the other end.  And hopefully, she would do what she needed to do.
 
   For the remaining Boy Scouts, Ian had tasked them to whittle spears with their pocketknives.  The second oldest boy, Mark, had a locking blade knife, and he tied his knife to the top of his spear.  They were another twenty yards into the woods, behind some boulders to protect them from flying bullets.  
 
   As for Ian, he discovered a 48” drain pipe that crossed under the road.  The pipe looked like it opened near the chain link entrance of the oil pipeline terminal…he would have to get pretty low to cross through the pipe, and he trusted it wasn’t blocked on the other side.
 
   Ian told everyone that the only signal that they would get that the assault had started was the sound of gunfire.  Until then, sit tight and be ready for anything.  With that, he made his way into the pipe and crouch walked his way under the street to the other side.  
 
   Ian had been in a similar situation in Iraq, but he had a Ranger team behind him that time, not Boy Scouts.  It was the best Ian could do under the circumstances.
 
   The Chinese soldiers closed the fourth man-sized valve and sat down to take a break before taking on the fifth valve.  One of them, the pilot, broke away from the other four to retrieve something from the helicopter; which was parked outside of the fence.
 
   Ian backed into the shadows on the inside of the pipe, and watched the man walk past the opening at the end.  His finger flexed on the trigger of the pistol while watching the man’s shadow slide away.  Ian tried to calculate how he was going to start the assault.  His only obstacle, besides the distance between the pipe opening and the chain link fence opening to the terminal, was a metal bar perpendicular across the pipe in front of him.  He had to have very good timing, or his assault could turn drastically wrong.  But, Ian still had an ace in the hole; he had a sniper.
 
   “Bulls-eye, this is Bob, I’m in position.  What’s your location?  Over.” Bob asked.  He was wedged between two large oaks.  From his position on the other side of the field, he had a shot that was only obstructed by the eight-foot high chain-link fence. 
 
   “Drainpipe,” he whispered and then clicked his microphone twice to signal the end of his transmission without speaking it.
 
   Bob put his eye up to the scope on his .308 caliber tactical rifle and focused on the drainpipe.  Although he couldn’t see Ian, he knew that he was there.  “Roger that, over.”
 
    “Your location?” Click, click.
 
   “Eleven o’clock to your perspective to target and fifteen feet up the side of the hill.  Look for two large oaks.  Over.”
 
   Ian slid forward and looked past the soldiers and to the position.  The drainpipe was lower in elevation to the target, so he could only see the tops of the oaks.  
 
   Click, click.
 
   Bob didn’t respond, something else caught his attention. “Pilot’s headed back.  The other four all have their backs to you.  Over.”
 
   I guess it’s on, Ian thought to himself.  He knew what Bob was telling him to do.  Take the pilot out now.
 
   Ian clicked his microphone two times confirming the message.  He then slid as close to the entrance as possible, putting his back to the side of the pipe that the pilot would walk past first.  Ian holstered his pistol and drew his knife, watching the ground in front of the pipe for the shadow of the pilot to reappear.
 
   Bob watched through his scope as the pilot shouldered a portable welding torch and walked back towards the chain-link entrance.  He was feet from the pipe entrance when he stopped.  Bob settled his crosshairs onto the back of the pilot, but did not pull the trigger.  This kill would be Ian’s.
 
   Ian could see the shadow, but as he tensed to spring out of the pipe, the pilot’s shadow stopped.  Ian froze.  There was a zipping noise, and then he heard the pilot relieving himself on the side of the pipe. 
 
   Ian slowly pivoted past the vertical bar, staying in a crouched position.
 
   The pilot had his hands occupied, his sidearm was holstered onto the side of his leg, but it wouldn’t have done him any good.  He only caught a brief glimpse of the man emerging from the drainpipe and never had a chance to react.  
 
   Ian pounced, stabbing the Pilot in the side of the neck; his jab severing the Carotid artery.  He then put his hand on the pilot’s mouth and pulled him down to the drainpipe where he died.
 
   Ian took the other man’s pistol and keyed his microphone.  “Bob, one down.  I’m going to start, and you drop them from the back.  Over.”
 
   “Roger that!”
 
   Ian crawled out of the drainpipe and slowly walked to the entrance of the chain-link fence.  He had both pistols drawn and was not making any sudden movements.  He knew the soldiers’ thought that any movement behind them was supposed to be the pilot…but that didn’t stop one of them from looking back when he heard Ian’s boot crunch on gravel.
 
   Ian focused both pistols on the man that turned around and shot him with two rounds before ducking behind one of the massive steel oil pipes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah had turned off the main road and ran uphill towards a path that she knew ran along the top of the ridge and directly to Grace.  As an avid trail runner, she had done this particular trail during a race last year.  But this time it was different; she was wearing hiking shoes, a twenty-five pound pack, a pistol and a rifle.  She checked her watch; she thought she would be there in about twenty minutes.  That might best my time!
 
   Daisy was doing well.  They had stopped once they reached the top of the ridge to drink some water and eat a quick protein pack.  Leah didn’t worry about Daisy; the dog was in her element. 
 
   Leah did worry about her family, though.  She could hear everything that Bob and Ian were doing from her own radio connection, and she knew that they had started their assault on the oil pipeline.  This only served to make her press harder.  She felt that if the word got out about her husband’s assault, that the Chinese would send reinforcements or at minimum, put the soldiers that were setting up the radio relay tower on alert.  That, in turn could put her daughter and Joshua in danger.
 
   Please God, be with them, she prayed silently.
 
   The trail race that she ran last year was called the Ridge Race to the Tank.  The ‘tank’ was a small early 1900’s water tower at the end of the ridge, and she felt that was exactly where she would find the kids.  As she came over a small rise in the trail, she caught sight of the light blue tank for the first time.  It was only a mile away.
 
   “Come on Daisy,” she encouraged.
 
   The dog looked up at the mention of her name, keeping pace with her master the entire time.
 
    
 
   Grace was crouching behind a tree that was directly across the two-lane road from the two soldiers.
 
   The two soldiers seemed to be finished with the physical assembly of the satellite dish and the small whip antenna.  They were now plugging several cables into an industrial laptop computer and erecting a solar panel. 
 
   One of the soldiers flipped a few switches and was rewarded with radio chatter that boomed through a speaker.  The soldier didn’t try to turn the volume down, obviously thinking that they were alone on the ridge.  
 
   Grace closed her eyes for a minute listening to the chatter.  It was all in Chinese.  She had taken a year of Chinese and thanks to her natural ability for linguistics, understood more than the entry-level course had taught her.
 
   She fought to piece together the words and inflections that she didn’t know to the words and phrases that she did.  Where she had holes in the translation, she passed over it in her head hoping that the entire conversation would reveal what they are doing.
 
   “They’re going to invade the city,” she whispered quietly.  “Oil reserves?  We don’t have oil reserves.”  The translation didn’t make sense.  And then she heard something that made her break into a sweat.  
 
   She keyed her microphone to speak to the team.  “This is Tardis Blue, the helicopter is coming back, over,” she whispered, and then looked up the hill to catch Joshua looking at her.
 
   Joshua could see how exposed she was.  Even though she was hidden from the soldiers across the street, she was in the open from the air.  He motioned for her to retreat back to his position, but one of the soldiers stood up at the same time, grabbing his rifle and stretched as he walked up the road, stopping feet from the tree that hid Grace. 
 
   Joshua put the crosshairs of his scope on the soldier walking up the street and towards Grace.  He increased the tension on the trigger of his AR-15 with every step closer the soldier took in Grace’s direction. 
 
   The Chinese soldier stretched and looked around as if he was bored.  The sound of the helicopter was just audible in the distance.
 
   “Grace, move!” Joshua whispered harshly into his microphone.  His voice boomed in her earpiece.  She thought the soldier could her it.
 
   Grace looked at him again, but Joshua never took his eye out of the scope.  She edged backwards and caught a glimpse of the soldier for the first time; she caught a gasp.
 
    
 
   The soldier stopped on the road.  He looked around the ridge, paying extra attention to the area up the hill and towards the water tank.  Very slowly he pulled his rifle from around his shoulder and into his hands.  He had definitely heard something.
 
    
 
   Leah heard the call from Joshua for Grace to move.  He had ignored any code and protocol.  
 
   She must be in trouble.  
 
   Leah was approaching the tank; it was less than twenty yards away when the sound of the helicopter buzzed over her head at tree top level.  She kept running, using one of the legs of the old water tank to break the momentum of her run.  Daisy stopped next to her, she panted hard.
 
   Leah whipped her rifle from around her shoulder and held it up so she could stare down the sights.  She immediately acquired Joshua, the soldier on the road, the soldier next to the equipment, but she couldn’t see Grace.  She struggled to steady her breathing as she frantically moved from target to target.
 
   Where are you?
 
    
 
   Grace had retreated behind the next tree down the road.  Thankfully, this tree was next to a large boulder, which provided shielding from the soldier in the road.  She took a chance and looked around the boulder.
 
    
 
   Leah was looking down the sights of her rifle at the soldier sitting in front of the communications equipment when she heard the rounds strike from the helicopter.
 
    
 
   Grace pressed herself further into the boulder as the rounds struck the boulder around her.  Concrete, tree bark and pieces of rock were propelled into the air all around her by the impact of the bullets.  She closed her eyes hoping the shooting would stop.
 
    
 
   The Chinese soldier in the road retreated to the communications equipment and tried to focus his rifle at his enemy.  He couldn’t acquire a target and couldn’t see what the helicopter was shooting at.  The second soldier was yelling into a radio.  
 
    
 
   The bullets continued to strike the road and the boulder that protected Grace.  She opened her eyes to look up the hill.  She needed support and was looking to Joshua.  What she saw, was her mother.
 
    
 
   “Grace, when I start shooting, you need to make it back to Joshua.  Joshua, you need to concentrate on the soldiers.  Understand?” she ordered, over the radio.  
 
   Joshua looked over his shoulder and saw a woman pointing a rifle down the hill.  He nodded at her and she responded with a curt nod.
 
   Grace put a thumb up, so her mother could see.
 
    
 
   The helicopter peeled away to circle around the top of the water tower, and strafe a new target.  Leah fired back at the helicopter and used the tank as cover.  
 
   Once the noise of the bird passed up the hill, Grace could hear the blaring of the Chinese radio again.
 
   “They’re sending more soldiers!” Grace said into her microphone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The sound of a large rifle was distinct and echoed around the valley.  Bob’s first shot glanced off of the chain-link fence and grazed the soldier he was aiming for.  The wounded soldier pivoted around to see who shot him and from where.  He fired randomly towards the woods behind the terminal and outside of the chain link fence.
 
   Bob dropped him with a second clean shot to the chest.
 
   That left two more.  Bob swept his rifle right to left; his eye on the scope.  There were dozens of smaller pipes as well as the five large pipes; so, there were plenty of places to hide.  Then, he saw movement.  He settled his breathing and put the crosshairs of the scope of the person moving.  They were at the entrance of the gate.  
 
   Had they missed someone?  
 
   Did one of the soldiers get out?  
 
   There should be only five!   
 
   He recognized the form.  “Adam!”
 
   “Ian!  Adam’s inbound.  Repeat, Adam’s at the gate!” he yelled into the microphone.
 
    
 
   Ian had moved to his right the instant that he shot the soldier.  He had already planned a position to move to once the shooting started.  But, from his current position, he didn’t have a clear view of the gate.
 
   “Roger that.  I don’t see him yet.  Do you have eyes on the last two?”
 
    
 
   Bob swept the area again.  There you are.  He took his third shot.  The bullet hit the soldier, but he didn’t go down.  Instead, like the one before him, he turned and fired randomly towards the tree line where Bob was hiding.
 
    
 
   Ian moved to his right and acquired a perfect view of the soldier firing into the woods.  Ian shot twice, dropping the fourth soldier.  He then swiveled in a slow circle looking for the final target.  “Oh, God!” he said, sprinting with his pistol towards the gate.
 
    
 
   Mary was sweating and nervous.  She pulled the hammer back on the pistol once the shooting started, but had yet to look around the boulder.   She had not heard a shot in about a minute, so she felt it was a good a time as any to look.  So, she edged her head around to see someone coming towards her.
 
    
 
   “Ms. Mary,” Adam said, fear tinged his voice.
 
   Mary met the boy’s eyes, and then the eyes of the soldier that had his arm around Adam’s neck.  The soldier pressed a pistol to the boy’s temple; he looked more terrified than either Adam or Mary.  Mary stepped around the boulder to face the soldier and the boy hostage.
 
   “Ms. Mary,” Adam said, again.  “I don’t want to die, Ms. Mary, please!”
 
   The soldier yelled something to Mary in a language she didn’t understand.  He then stepped forward and pressed the gun more forcibly into Adam’s temple and repeated the phrase.
 
   “Please don’t hurt him, too,” Mary said, her voice scarcely audible.  “Please don’t kill him like you killed Elizabeth.”
 
    
 
   Ian was moving across the road quickly in a low crouch, his arms extended out in front of him; a single pistol was clasped in his hands.  He was fifteen feet away from the Chinese soldier holding Adam, and he could now see Mary.  He didn’t have a clean shot.  Damn!
 
   The soldier yelled the same phrase and then enforced the statement by pulling the trigger back on the pistol.
 
   “He said we need to surrender or he will kill the boy,” Ian said from behind the soldier.
 
   The soldier turned to his side so that he had Mary on his left and Ian on his right.  He tapped the pistol into Adam’s head a few times to prove to Ian that he meant what he said.
 
   Ian had his pistol finely trained on the head of the soldier.  He was only going to get one shot, and the situation was going down hill fast…and that is when he saw the knife in Adam’s hand come down on the thigh of the soldier.
 
    
 
   The soldier screamed and pushed Adam towards Ian and fired in their direction.  He reached for the knife, but never had the chance to pull it out as his chest exploded from the inside out and he hit the ground.
 
    
 
   Mary smelled the smoke from the bullet she had just fired.  She was frozen with panic.  The soldier…the man that she had just shot…the man she had just killed, crumpled to the ground in front of her.  Ian was running towards her.
 
   “Mary!  Mary,” Ian said, covering the ground between them quickly. “I’ve got it,” he said, gently forcing her arms down.  
 
   Mary looked at him and her arms relaxed.  She dropped the gun into Ian’s hands.
 
   “You did good, Mary,” Ian said.
 
   Mary didn’t hear him; she pulled away from him and moved towards the body on the ground. 
 
   “He’s been shot!” she said, looking back at Ian.  “Ian, it’s Adam!  Adam’s been shot!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace ducked behind the next tree and hugged the trunk as bullets exploded around her.  The soldiers at the communications gear had seen her and were firing randomly in her direction.  She had only moved ten feet before they started shooting at her.  She was pinned down.
 
   “Grace, when I start firing, you get to Joshua.  Got it?  Over.” Leah commanded.
 
   “Got it!  Over,” she yelled into her microphone.  
 
   She then looked up at her mother, and watched her unleash a series of shots at the two soldiers.  Joshua did the same, but the soldiers had the guardrail and several large stones that provided shelter.  As long as the soldiers stayed down, Joshua and Leah would never have the angle on them.
 
   That didn’t matter to Grace; she scrambled up and ran, pumping her legs as hard as she could to get up the hill to Joshua.
 
   “Come on!” Joshua yelled, encouraging Grace to move faster.  He then fired two more rounds at the soldiers to keep them down.  
 
   Grace ran and clawed with her hands at the ground to help her get to the boulders that protected Joshua.  She looked ahead and saw Joshua pause long enough to reload.  The pause allowed the soldiers to rise up and start firing at the girl running up the hill.  
 
   “Shit!” she said, dodging the bullets and diving beside Joshua. 
 
   “You okay?” Joshua asked, and then fired three rounds downhill. 
 
   The helicopter passed overhead, spewing bullets randomly into the tree cover.  They had lost sight of their targets in the cover of thick oaks.
 
   Grace breathed in deeply.  The air was full of the smell of gunfire and dust, and it seemed hard to catch her breath.  She coughed a few times trying to calm herself down.
 
   “Yeah,” she finally said, checking her weapon and readying herself to fire downhill.  “They called in more troops, we need to get out of here.”
 
   “Adam’s been hit,” Joshua said, ignoring her statement about the inbound support troops.  “He’s with your Dad.”
 
   It took Grace a second to register what Joshua was talking about.  “Adam?  Your brother, Adam?”
 
   “Yeah!  Didn’t you hear it on the radio?”
 
   Grace rounded on him.  “No!  I was kind of busy getting shot at by nerdy hacker Chinese guys and a whack job in the helicopter!”
 
   “Grace!”  Leah spoke calmly through the radio.  “You two need to get up here.  Over.”
 
   Grace and Joshua turned to look up at the woman under the protection of the water tower.  Grace gave another thumbs up that she understood.
 
   “Sorry,” Grace said, looking at Joshua.  “I wasn’t concentrating on the radio when they were shooting at me.”
 
   “That’s okay.  It’s just that the same bastards that are down there, also shot my brother,” Joshua said, he sat back against the rock even though bullets kept striking the ground around them.
 
   “Is he okay?” Grace asked, and then looked back up at her mother.  
 
   Leah was waving frantically for them to get up there.  The helicopter had disappeared and she wanted them to move, now!
 
   “I don’t know,” Joshua said, and then turned around the rock and fired four or five rounds at the soldiers.   “Go, I’ve got you covered!” he yelled.
 
   Grace didn’t hesitate; she took off running straight up the hill.  She could hear Joshua firing continuously as she ran into the arms of her mother.
 
   Leah wrapped her arms around her only child and fell backwards behind the safety of the steel leg of the water tank.  “Oh baby, my baby,” she said, over and over.
 
   “Mom, I’m okay!  It’s okay!  I’m fine,” Grace said, letting her mother hug her.
 
   “I thought I lost you,” Leah said, the tears falling freely.
 
   Daisy was excited and wanted to be part of the action.  She tried to jump up and lick Grace’s face.
 
   “Mom, I’m right here.  You didn’t lose me.  You trained me well, I’m right here.”  She absorbed the hug for a few more seconds and put her hand on Daisy’s head before snapping back to the situation at hand.  “Mom, Mom!  We have to get Joshua up here, they’ve called in more troops!”
 
   Leah let go of her daughter, holding her at arms length and blessing her with a wide motherly smile.  “Okay.  Okay, we did train you well…I’m so glad you’re all right,” she said in only the way that a mother can talk to her child.
 
   “Okay, Mom,” Grace said, feeling the pressure of her own tears press against her eyes.  “Let’s end this!”
 
   Leah nodded, wiping her tears with the sleeve of her shirt.  “Let’s end it,” she said, agreeing.
 
   Grace looked around and down from the tank leg to see Joshua still in his defensive position.  The soldiers had stopped firing; if anything, they looked like they were getting ready to bug out.
 
   “Mom, they’re stuffing things in a bag, it looks like they’re retreating,” Grace observed.
 
   “No, they’re hiding.  That gear is in a strategic position for a reason.  Those two aren’t soldiers, their technicians or engineers or something,” Leah supposed.  
 
   “So, what does that mean?”
 
   “Let’s get Joshua up here first, and then we’ll figure it out.”  Leah keyed her microphone.  “Joshua, we’re going to give you some cover, run up here when we start.  Understood?  Over.”
 
   Joshua gave thumbs up and bounced a few times on the balls of his feet, ready to sprint.
 
   “Now!” Leah ordered.  
 
   Both women took shots at the two soldiers, sending them diving to their place of cover.  Joshua took off, never looking back.  He closed the distance quickly and didn’t let up until after he rounded the leg of the water tank.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, catching his breath.  His hands pressed into his knees as he gulped large amounts of air.  
 
   “I’m Leah,” she said, extending her hand.
 
   He took the hand.  “Joshua Tiller, nice to meet you, ma’am.  Glad you’re safe, and thanks for the cover,” he added.  She nodded curtly.
 
   “Okay, now that we know each other, what about those guys, the communications equipment, the incoming troops and…” they all ducked under the main part of the water tower as the helicopter buzzed them, unleashing bullets.  Most of the bullets hit the ground behind them or bounced off the top of the tank.  “About that!” Grace finished.  She pointed up with her finger.
 
   “Are you sure they called in more troops?” Leah asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s what it sounded like.  But,” she shrugged, “I’ve only been speaking the language for a year.”
 
   Leah nodded while talking.  “Sure, but you’re really good.  If you heard they had reinforcements coming in, then, they’re probably on the way.  
 
   The helicopter fired a few more rounds and then peeled off, but there was another noise taking its place.
 
   “What’s that?” Grace asked.
 
   “That’s a car,” Leah said.
 
   “No ma’am,” Joshua disagreed.  “I think that’s a heavy truck.” Joshua ran around to second of the three-legged tank, where he could get a better view of the road coming up the ridge.  He then ran back to the others.
 
   “What is it?” Leah asked.
 
   “It’s a military troop transport, but I don’t think it’s one of ours,” he said.
 
   “Mom, what should we do?” Grace asked her mother.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bob ran as fast as he could, crossing the field and past the oil pipe terminal without looking.  Bob had seen more gunshot wounds than he ever wanted to remember as a Marine, but nothing quite prepared him to see his own son with one of those wounds.
 
   “Adam!  Adam!” he said, sliding down next to his son.
 
   “It looks like it went right through the right shoulder,” Ian said, holding two strips of cloth to the boy’s wounds.  “I think he’ll be okay if we can stop the bleeding.”
 
   Adam was unconscious and bleeding profusely from the gunshot wound.   The next two oldest Boy Scouts were in the process of tearing more strips of cloth.   Mary held the boy’s head in her lap, stroking his hair gently.
 
   “Adam,” Bob said, leaning close to his son.
 
   Adam opened his eyes at the sound of his father’s voice.
 
   “Dad,” his voice came out soft and raspy.
 
   “I’m right here, son,” Bob said, holding his son’s left hand.
 
   “Is everybody okay?”
 
   Bob looked up at the people around him.  He recognized the Scouts as Troop mates of Adams’, but he had never actually seen Ian or Mary.  Mary nodded to him that everyone else was okay.
 
   “Yes, they are, son.”
 
   “You save my life,” Mary said gently, as she stroked his hair.
 
   He rolled his eyes back to see her.
 
   “I did?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Bob,” Ian put a hand on his shoulder, and Bob stood up.  “Thank you,” he said, extending his hand.
 
   Bob shook it and nodded.  “We need to get him home now,” he said, referring to Adam.  “We’ll need to build a stretcher, it’s a couple of miles up and over the pass.”
 
   “I might have a better idea,” Ian said, and then turned to run back across the road towards the terminal.
 
   Two minutes later, he returned with a full medical kit that he had taken from the helo.  He gave it to the Scouts to use.
 
   “Your farm is over that ridge, right?” Ian asked.
 
   “Right, why?”
 
   “I can fly that thing,” he said to Bob, and pointed to the helicopter. 
 
   “You can?” Bob asked, not believing the turn of events.
 
   “Three months at Rucker between tours,” Ian answered in reference to the Army base where helicopter pilots are trained.
 
   “Let’s do it then,” Bob agreed.
 
   Ten minutes later, Adam was strapped into the back, with Mary next to him, holding the compressions on his wounds.
 
   “As soon as you get to the other side of the ridge, you will see the red stable,” Bob said, as Ian looked over the controls of the aircraft.  “I’m going to radio Violet and tell them it’s you and that you have Adam, and to be ready for a gunshot wound.  Set down in the field between the stable and the house, she will meet you there.”
 
   “Roger that,” Ian said.  “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   Bob nodded more than he should, trying to keep the emotions down.  “Yeah, Adam’s a strong boy, he’ll be fine.  We’re going to open these valves, collect their weapons and get rid of the bodies.”
 
   “I’ll get back here as soon as I can, just let me help get Adam stable first.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Bob said and closed Ian’s door.
 
   Ian flipped a few switches and nothing happened.
 
   “I know you can do a lot of things, are you sure about this one?” Mary asked from the back.
 
   Ian flipped two more and then held one up for a few seconds.  He was rewarded with the turbine igniting and the blades turning.  “Yeah, I think I got this one, too.”
 
   “Smart ass!” she said with a smile and a smack of his shoulder.
 
   Ian smiled as the rotor blades spun up to full speed.  He also put the two-way radio earpiece back in his ear.  He heard the voice of Bob making the call to Violet, and her shocked response.   “Hold on!” he said to his passengers.  
 
   The helicopter lifted off smoothly and Ian applied forward movement to gain speed.  Bob and the rest of the boys watched from the relative safety of the other side of the street.
 
   Ian could only speak Chinese, he couldn’t read it; all of the gauges were in Chinese.  He really didn’t think it mattered, the day was clear and he was flying so low to the ground that he didn’t think he could get into any trouble.  The helicopter slowly popped over the ridge and Ian could instantly see the red stables about two miles away.  He nosed the bird down, skimming the trees. That was a lot more convenient!
 
   “Ian, what’s that?” Mary yelled from the back.  She pointed out the left side towards a ridge with a water tower on it.
 
   Ian slowed his decent briefly to look at what she was pointing at.  He could see another black helicopter, like the one he was flying, circling around the water tower.  There was also a truck…that was moving…trucks didn’t move anymore.
 
   “I don’t know,” Ian yelled back, “but they have a working truck.  Something’s pretty important up there I guess.  We’ll stay out of their sight to be safe,” he said, and then nosed the helicopter down rapidly.  Since he had not had his earpiece in for a while, he was unaware that what he was looking at was an assault on his family.
 
   Violet and Anna stood at the door of the house.  They each had surgical exam gloves on and aprons.
 
   Ian set the helicopter down roughly between the house and the red stable as Bob had instructed; his landing causing Adam to grimace in pain.
 
   “It’s okay, were down,” Mary said, undoing his buckles.
 
   Ian cut the switch to the engines and got out to help with Adam.
 
   “Hey Mr. Burrows,” Anna said, squeezing past him to help with Adam.
 
   “Anna, is that you?”
 
   “I came with Grace, excuse me,” she said, putting her shoulder under Adam’s good shoulder and helping him to walk to the door.
 
   Violet was already accessing the dressing around her son’s wound.  She had over twenty years experience as an ER nurse, and things like emotions could wait. 
 
   Ian and Mary followed them into the house.  Violet and Anna moved Adam quickly to a front room that had a high table, a bright articulating light and several medical supplies neatly arranged in bins on the wall.
 
   “If you two can wait out there,” Violet directed nicely.  “Help yourself to whatever you want.”
 
   Ian and Mary looked at each other.
 
   “I’m going to find a real toilet,” Mary said, moving down the hall.
 
   “I’m going to call Leah, I’ll be outside.”
 
   Ian walked to the helicopter.  He would need a place to hide the bird, but first he wanted to see what he could hear with the radios.  He hopped back in, put on the dead pilot’s headset and turned up the volume on the radio.  Ian heard several different people speaking…correction…ordering other people in Chinese.  Ian traveled to China several times a year for ‘work,’ he spoke the language well, and could hold conversations, so it didn’t take him long to figure out what all of the fuss was about up on the ridge.
 
   Ian keyed his microphone on the two-way; he had not heard Grace, Joshua or Leah since the earpiece fell out of his ear during his own firefight at the pipeline terminal.
 
   “Momma B, this is Bulls-eye, over.”
 
    
 
   “Oh thank God,” Leah said, she fired two more rounds at the helicopter.  “Bulls-eyes, this is Momma B, we’re in a jam and need help.  Over,” she called back into her microphone.
 
   The sentence was like an electric bolt to Ian.
 
   “Momma B, what’s your location?  Over.”
 
   “Water Tower Ridge.  We’re under the water tower.  There are two hostiles below on the road, one bird with a gunner and a personnel carrier coming up the road.  Over.”
 
   Ian flipped the sequencing switches of the helicopter and was rewarded with the whining sound of the turbine coming to life.  “Roger that, I’m on the way.  Over.”
 
   “Dad, the truck’s here, it looks like they have a lot of soldiers.  Over,” Grace said, further filling her father in on the situation.   She then looked over at her mother.  “How’s he on the way?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know…you know your father,” she chided nervously.  Leah looked down the hill, and saw the troops spilling out of the back of the truck.  Damn!   “Daisy, back,” she said to the dog; who circled around her feet.
 
   “You don’t have any dynamite do you?” Joshua asked Leah, as he reloaded one of his clips.
 
   Leah shook her head.  “No, why?  I don’t think that would work from here…that’s sixty plus yards away,” she said in reference to the road. 
 
   “I wasn’t thinking about throwing it,” he said and then pointed at the rusty third leg of the water tower.  “I was thinking about blowing something up with it!”
 
    
 
   Ian impatiently watched the blades spin faster and faster, and then there was a pounding on his door.  It was Mary; he opened the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” she yelled over the noise of the engine.  
 
   “Leah and Grace need me!” he yelled back.
 
   “Then I’m coming with you,” she said, opening the rear door and climbing in.  “Haven’t you learned that yet?”  She closed the door.  “If you go somewhere, I go somewhere, too,” she said in jest.
 
   “Well, this time, you’ve got to earn it,” Ian said, turning around to talk to her.  “See that gun on the post?”  He pointed to the opposite door in the back.
 
   Mary looked over to the other side of the helicopter.  Outside of the door was a large machine gun mounted to a post.  “Yeah.”
 
   “Buckle in, put on the headset and then slide open that door.  Unhitch the gun and pull the lever back that’s on the side.  You’re now my gunner!”
 
    
 
   “Bulls-eye, this is Bob.  Over,” Bob broke in on the two-way.
 
   Ian rotated back to the helicopter controls and lifted the bird off the ground.  Once airborne, he keyed his microphone.  “Bob, this is Bulls-eye, go ahead.  Over.”
 
   “Ian, we’re under attack!  One of the Scouts has been shot and we’re pinned down at the pipe terminal.  We need your help now!  Over.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah looked at the number of men jumping out of the back of the truck, the communications equipment and then at Grace.  She watched her daughter fire several shots, dropping one of the soldiers as they jumped from the truck.
 
   This place is really important to them, Leah realized.
 
   “Would three grenades do the trick?” she asked Joshua, holding up the three Vietnam era, fist sized bombs.
 
   Grace stopped firing and looked back at her mother.  “Where did you get those?”
 
   “Mr. Rivers.”
 
   “Mr. Rivers?” Grace questioned.  “Like old man down the street, Mr. Rivers?”
 
   “I would trust that man with my life anytime,” Leah said with a grin. “Be careful,” she said, handing the grenades to Joshua.
 
   Joshua took the grenades as if he were moving a nest of bluebird eggs.  “Thanks, Mrs. Burrows.”
 
   “What can we do to help?” Grace asked.  She then fired a shot towards the troops at the bottom of the hill. 
 
   “Mrs. Burrows, I need that parachute cord that you have clipped on your pack.  Is that all you have?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered, while unclipping the cord.  She started unraveling the 25 feet of black nylon.
 
   “Okay, that’ll have to do.  I’ll need about two minutes to tie these together.  We just need some time before they make it to us.”
 
   “Guys,” Grace said in a warning.  “They’re pulling out a mortar launch tube.  I don’t think we have two minutes.”
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Ian rotated the throttle and manipulated the collective and the cyclic so the bird lifted away from the farm with aggression.  Within a minute, he could see the ridge where his wife and daughter were pinned down.
 
   The wind and the rotor noise washed through the open door in the back.  Mary had her feet mounted to the rungs at the bottom of the opening and death grips on the machine guns grips; her finger flexed on the trigger.  She suppressed a scream as the earth passed under her feet.
 
   The ridge she had seen earlier appeared in the distance.  Mary settled her nerves and tried to focus on where they were going.  The helicopter was still there, buzzing around the water tower, but this time she could see the flash of rifle fire on the ground.  
 
   “Is that where they are?” she asked through the headset.
 
   “Yes,” Ian said, as he banked the helicopter away, and towards the ridge they had flown over earlier.  “Get ready to shoot.”
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Despite Bob’s efforts to save him, Bob watched the life leave the young boy.  The remaining three Boy Scouts looked shocked, at the death of their friend, but Bob couldn’t deal with their shock the now.  He needed them to focus if they were going to live.
 
   “Zack, you need to shoot there,” he said, pointing towards the trees across the street.  Muzzle fire was consistently coming from the shade of the trees.
 
   “Why are they shooting at us, Mr. Tiller?” the youngest one asked, his voice barely audible above the firefight.
 
   “They want this terminal,” Bob answered loudly.  “I guess it’s important to them,” he said.  He fired one round at the truck, chipping the glass.  “It’s bulletproof glass,” he said to no one.  “Damn!”
 
   Thankfully Bob had heard the truck approaching seconds before it arrived.  In those seconds he was able to get the boys in a defensive position behind the pipes.  When the truck stopped outside of the gates, Bob dropped the first two soldiers that jumped out of the back.  He counted at least ten more after that.  
 
   Bob looked at the body of the dead boy on the ground.  He didn’t like the odds.
 
   Get focused Tiller, he mentally told himself.
 
   Bob searched for targets through his scope.  Finding one, he shot, and watched the target drop in a spray of blood.  Three down.
 
   Zack was the only other boy old enough to handle a gun.  He was shooting an assault rifle that had belonged to one of the dead Chinese soldiers.  Bob saw that the boy dropped one target, before they were sprayed with a hail of bullets.  The bullets bounced off the giant pipe, pinging and ricocheting in all directions.
 
    Bob analyzed the enemy’s tactical position against his own.  The only way they were going to reach him and the Scouts was to lob something over the pipe, which was unlikely as it might cause an enormous explosion.  They could mount a full on assault, but that would end with many of them dying.  Or, they could circle around them and try to out flank their position…and the last option is exactly what they were doing.
 
   “Do you think you can handle this?” Bob asked one of the smaller Scouts.  He held out another one of the Chinese rifles; he couldn’t remember the boy’s name, but knew he was no more than eleven years old.  The rifle was over half the boy’s height.
 
   “Yes sir!” the boy said, taking the rifle.  
 
   Bob positioned him next to Zack.  “Help him out.  Keep shooting towards the truck and the rocks, I’ve got our six,” he told Zack.
 
   “Yes sir,” Zack responded.  
 
   Bob flipped around and scoped from the truck to woods on the other side of the long field.  If the Chinese were going to get across the field without him seeing, they would need to crawl.  Bob found two targets in his scope almost immediately. They were trying to cross the field at about fifty yards away.  He fired and dropped one of them.  The second pulled back into cover.
 
   “Bob, this is Bulls-eye, we’re coming over the ridge now.  What do you need?  Over.” Ian said, pointing the nose of the helicopter down as soon as they crested the tree line on the ridge separating Bob’s farm from the pipeline terminal.
 
   Bob keyed his microphone.  “Suppression fire along the tree line in front of the truck.  Over.”  He heard the high-pitched thumping noise of the helicopter.  But, so did the Chinese soldiers.
 
   “Guys, don’t shoot at the helicopter; that’s Ian.  Okay?” Bob yelled at his Boy Scout gunners.
 
    
 
   Ian looked back at Mary.  “Are you ready to shoot?”
 
   “No, but I will,” she said through the headset of the helicopter.
 
   “Fair enough,” Ian responded.  “I’m going to drop us between the pipe and the street.  I need you to start firing at the tree line as I fly.  We’re going to be exposed for a second, but if I’m right, they’ll think this is their bird, and they wont shoot.”
 
   “What if you’re wrong?” she asked.
 
   “Let’s hope I’m not,” he said, getting a visual on the truck.  “Get ready, 30 seconds.”
 
    
 
   Bob watched the bird descend along the treetops of the ridge.  The Chinese stopped firing, thinking that support had arrived.  He pulled his rifle up to look through the scope and saw the second soldier attempt to cross the field.  Bob fired, but didn’t think he had a clean shot.  The target went down anyway, but Bob couldn’t confirm the kill.
 
   The helicopter buzzed down over where the two soldiers lay in the field as Ian manipulated the controls of the bird to allow it to fly just above the ground at a slow speed.
 
    
 
   “Fire now!” Ian yelled into the helicopter headset.
 
   Mary had already said a dozen prayers since she shot the soldier earlier.  She figured that those prayers would cover her actions now.  She pulled the trigger on the machine gun and fired hundreds of rounds along the tree line and into the truck.
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Joshua threaded the nylon cord around the three grenades, binding them together to create one charge.  He then cut the string, leaving enough to wrap and tie the grenades around the rusty third leg of the water tower.  Finally, he took the remaining nylon and tied them gently around the pins of the grenades so that one tug would pull all three at once. 
 
   “Okay, I need about twenty to thirty seconds of suppression fire so I can tie this to the front leg,” Joshua said, looking at the women.
 
   “You’ve only got fifteen feet of cord left, that’s not a lot of room for error,” Leah said, looking at the contraption.  “Especially with three grenades.”
 
   Joshua looked at her.  “Yes ma’am, that’s why I’d like to use the dog,” he said, looking down at Daisy.
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Violet looked worried, her son had lost a lot of blood.  
 
   “Anna, can you please go into the bunker and get me a bag of plasma from the refrigerator at the end of the hall,” Violet asked calmly.
 
   “You have plasma?”
 
   “Yes.  Can you please go get me one bag,” Violet asked again.
 
   “Is he going to die?” she asked.  Fear had just started to break down the barrier of her earlier defenses. 
 
   “No, he’s not, but you need to hurry,” she said.
 
   Anna turned around to go into the bunker.
 
   “Anna,” Violet said, stopping the girl in her tracks.
 
   “Yes, ma’am?”
 
   “Go ahead and get three bags, I think we’re going to need more before today’s over.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   Mary focused her aggression at everything that had happened to her over the last several days into firing the gun from the helicopter.  These were the people that had knocked her airplane out of the sky.  These were the people that set off an EMP over the U.S.  These were the people that nuked Atlanta.  These were the people that killed her parents and…This is for Elizabeth, she kept repeating in her head.
 
   The truck exploded, sending a fireball into the sky.  The light brush and small trees along the side of the road did nothing to protect the soldiers.  They were cut down with the violence of the high caliber rifle, and the person that fired it. 
 
   “I think that’s good!” Ian yelled into his microphone. 
 
   Mary stopped shooting.  Her breathing was rapid and her hands were sweating.  She released the handles of the gun and let it hang on the post.  Ian set the helicopter down in the field and jumped out with his pistol drawn.  Mary slid open the door on the other side of the helicopter.
 
   Bob was ready; he had the boys running towards Ian before Ian could make it to them.  
 
   “Zack, take the front, the rest of you in the back,” Bob yelled over the sound of the helicopter.  He was carrying the body of the slain Boy Scout. 
 
   Ian kept an alert eye on the woods around the truck, looking for movement, but there wasn’t any.  
 
   “I think I dropped two in the field,” Bob yelled as he ran past Ian and dove in the back. “I’m not a hundred percent about the second one, though.” 
 
   Ian scanned the field and the pipes one more time; he didn’t see anything.  He then jumped into the helo and rotated the throttle.  Once he was off the ground, he aggressively nosed the helicopter forward.  They were heavier, and it took longer for them to build up speed, but after a few hundred feet of gaining speed, Ian pitched the bird up towards the top of the ridge.  Mary re-engaged the gun and kept it pointed towards anything that might be moving.  She squeezed off a few more rounds at the general area, whether it was helpful or not.
 
   “Violet, we’re all in the bird and coming in hot.  I’ll need you once I land.  Over.”
 
   Ian looked back, but couldn’t see Bob directly behind him. “You okay?” he yelled.
 
   “I will be,” Bob tried to yell back.
 
   Mary pivoted around to look at Bob.  Between them were the two living Scouts and the one that Bob was cradling.  “He’s been shot, Ian,” she said.
 
   Bob looked pale. 
 
   Mary slid the gunner door shut.  “Let me hold him,” she demanded, holding her arms out to take the lifeless Boy Scout.  
 
   “No, I’ve got him,” Bob countered; he wasn’t putting the boy down until he could let him rest in peace. 
 
   “Violet, this is Ian, Bob has a gunshot wound…where?” he asked, tilting his head back.
 
   “Left abdomen,” Bob said.
 
   “Left abdomen,” Ian relayed.  “As soon as we land, I’ve got to go help the others.  Meet us when I touch down in 60 seconds.  Over”
 
   “Ian, this Violet.  Roger that, over.”
 
   “Bulls-eye to Momma B, what’s your status?  Over”
 
    
 
   Leah and Grace were laying down suppression fire at as many soldiers as they could.  The truck was parked directly in front of the communications equipment providing it as much protection as possible. Most of the soldiers had stayed behind the guardrail, or the truck, waiting for the mortar tube to be deployed.  Obviously, charging a hill, when their enemy had the high ground advantage was not something they wanted to do.
 
   Leah heard the call from her husband and looked over at Joshua.  He was wrapping the cord around the tower’s leg, and then around the grenades. 
 
   “Give me a minute.  Over,” she said, and then firing a few more round.
 
   “Joshua, are you ready?” Grace asked.  “I only have one more clip left,” she admitted.
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready,” he said.  He threaded the last piece of cord and then started walking back towards the back of the tank with the cord running through his hand.  
 
   “You can’t pull that from ten feet away,” Leah said, she wasn’t about to let him put himself in danger like that.
 
   “I’m not,” he said.  “Will your dog sit by the grenades and then run to us when called?” he asked, looking at Daisy.
 
   “Yes, she will,” Leah said.
 
   Joshua handed her the end of the cord.  “Will you tie it to her and make her sit and stay.”
 
   Leah saw the logic of what the boy was proposing.  Daisy could easily out run and get to a sprint faster than they could.  Daisy would already be in motion to get out of the way once the grenades detonate.
 
   “Good idea,” Grace said, rubbing the dog’s ear.
 
   Leah took the cord, and then walked Daisy back to the grenades and had her crouch down.  She then tied the cord to a ring on Daisy’s pack.  “Alright girl, you can do this,” Leah said, feeling a lump in her throat.  She loved this dog.
 
   Daisy wagged, but seemed ready to follow direction.
 
   “Alright,” Leah said, “you two head back that way.  Watch out for the helicopter, you’re exposed.  Let’s find a tree or some rocks. Go!”
 
   Both teens took off running back down the path that had brought Leah and Daisy to the water tower.
 
    Leah looked down the hill in time to see them launch the first mortar.  “Damn it!” she said and hugged Daisy as the mortar hit the top of a tree and exploded close by.  “Daisy, on me!”
 
   The dog went to total attention, with keen focus on Leah.  “Daisy, stay,” she said, spreading five fingers out in front of the dog’s face.  She then turned and ran, following the kids. 
 
    
 
   Ian set the helicopter down roughly.  Violet and Anna were there instantly; one of them opening the back door where Bob was sitting.  Bob pivoted his legs, and stepped out.  He wasn’t letting go of the dead boy.
 
   The other Scouts piled out of the helicopter, leaving Mary and Ian.  Violet opened Ian’s door before he could take off again.
 
   “Bring back my other boy,” she yelled.
 
   He nodded to her, and allowed her to shut the door.  Once she was clear, he applied throttle and the bird jumped off of the ground.
 
   “How much ammo do you have left?” he asked Mary. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” he said.  “We’ve got what we’ve got.”
 
   “Momma B, this is Bulls-eye, what’s your status?  Over.”
 
   He got two clicks of the microphone, which mean that she couldn’t talk.
 
    
 
   Leah slid to a stop next to Grace and Joshua.  They were fairly exposed, but this was far enough from the grenades.
 
   “DAISY, COME!  HURRY HURRY HURRY!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
 
   It took a second, and then they saw the dog round a small tree at full stride. 
 
   “Hurry, hurry!” Leah reinforced.
 
    The dog took two more strides and the grenades exploded behind her radiating a shockwave or pebbles pine needles and dust.  The blast pushed Daisy’s legs out from under her and she rolled along the path.  Grace broke from cover and ran towards the dog.
 
   A large section of the rusty third leg of the 1930’s era water tower vaporized from the detonation.  The weight shift on the tower and the buckling of the wounded steel leg was instant; the tower was going down.
 
   “Holy crap!” Joshua said, now kneeling next to Grace and Daisy.
 
    The back two legs of the water tower bent forward with so much momentum and torque that the 90-year-old concrete footings that had held them to the earth were pulled from the ground, and the tower was free.  The weight of the falling mass of water and steel knocked down any tree that was in the path of the tower.  Once the actual tank, filled with 75,000 gallons of water, hit the ground, the entire vessel exploded and released the liquid, causing a torrent of carnage and destruction down the hill.
 
   The three would be soldiers edged up so they could see down the hill; Daisy walked next to them.  
 
   “Holy shit is right,” Leah said, watching Joshua’s handiwork sweep away most of the side of the hill, the truck, the soldier, the communications equipment and a large section of the road over the side of the cliff.  
 
    
 
   “Son-of-a-bitch” Ian said, into the helicopter’s headset.  “Did you see that?”
 
   “Yeah, I did,” the words leaving Mary’s lips on a whisper.
 
   The tower tumbled down the hill, hit what was left of the road, and bounce over the side of the mountain.
 
   “I’m sure Leah and Grace weren’t taken by that,” Mary offered, hoping she wasn’t lying.
 
   “Momma B…Leah, come in.  I saw the tank explosion.  Are you okay?  Over,” Ian asked desperately.
 
   “Bulls-eye, we’re here,” Leah reported back on the radio.  “We’re okay.  That was Joshua’s doing.  He just saved us.  Over.”
 
   Ian breathed a deep breath.  “I think I want to meet that boy,” Ian said, smiling to himself.  “What’s your location?  I have a helicopter, over,” he told her.
 
   Leah had figured that he had the helicopter listening to the radio traffic between Ian and Bob.
 
   “Bulls-eye, I hope you’re bird is armed, because we now have a very angry helicopter over us; with nowhere to hide.  Over.”  Leah said, unclipping the cord from Daisy’s vest and scratching behind her ears.  Other than being knocked down by the blast, the dog seemed unhurt. 
 
   “Mom, we need to find better shelter, and I have like ten shots left,” Grace said, updating her mother, as the enemy helicopter buzzed them with a few rounds shot in their direction.
 
   “Run deeper up the trail!” she yelled.
 
    
 
   “Mary, I’m going to get us right next to the other helicopter, and then I want you to unleash on them.  Understood?” he said, now wishing that she hadn’t used so much ammunition at the pipeline terminal.
 
   “Got it,” she confirmed, gripping the gun and doing her best to point it at the other helicopter as they closed the distance between the two choppers. 
 
   Ian hoped that he would surprise the second bird.  The enemy helicopter seemed more intent on killing Leah and the kids than it did on anything else. They were closing as fast as he could fly, and he needed to remain unseen for at least another 30 seconds.  
 
    
 
   “Is that Dad coming up in the second helicopter?” Grace asked, throwing a look at the second black bird approaching in the sky.
 
   Leah led them into a grove of tall, thick oak trees and crouched down at the base of the largest one.  “God, I hope so.”
 
   The enemy helicopter passed again, showering them with bullets.  One of the bullets found a target.
 
   Daisy yelped loudly and whimpered. 
 
   “Daisy!” Grace said, spinning around to put her hands on the dog.  Daisy yelped a few more times; she didn’t know why she was in pain.  The bullet had struck her back leg.
 
   “Ian, Daisy’s been hit,” Leah said into her microphone.  “We need you now!  Over.”  
 
   “Roger that!” came the response.
 
   The sky above the ridgeline was alive with the sound of two helicopters.  
 
   Ian pulled the controls hard to match the speed and altitude of the enemy bird.  He was perfectly aligned with the second helicopter.  The enemy pilot looked at them, but didn’t have time to react.   
 
   “NOW!” Ian yelled to Mary. 
 
   Mary squeezed the trigger and was rewarded with dozens and dozens of bullets striking the target she was aiming for.
 
   The engine of the enemy helicopter exploded and caught fire.  The black chassis spun around two or three times and nose-dived directly into the side of the mountain creating an even larger explosion.  Mary watched the fireball bounce off of the mountain and tumble down to the road, where it burned like a giant bonfire.
 
   “Burn you son-of-a-bitches, burn,” she said softly.
 
   Ian heard her in the headset, but didn’t respond.
 
    
 
   “Nice work Bulls-eye,” Leah said into her microphone with considerable relief.  “We’re at the top of the ridge, near a grove of old oaks and a small field.  You should be able to put down there.  Over.”
 
   “Momma B, roger that!  Over and out.”
 
    
 
   One minute later, Ian settled the helicopter on the field, powered down and hopped out.  He could see his family and Joshua emerging out of the grove of oaks once they confirmed it wasn’t another enemy bird.  Joshua was carrying Daisy as they ran to the helicopter.
 
    
 
   “Dad!” Grace said, running to the embrace of her father.
 
   Ian wrapped his arms around his daughter.  “My Gracie Girl.  Oh God, I thought I would never see you again.”
 
   She leaned back and looked at his face.  “Why?  You and Mom taught me well,” she said with a smile.  “And, I knew you would make it.  You can make it through anything!”
 
   Leah was behind her and wrapped both of her arms around her husband and daughter.  “She’s got that right!  I love you Bulls-eye,” she said, leaning her head into his.
 
   “I love you too,” he whispered and kissed his wife.
 
   “Ms. Burrows,” Joshua said, standing next to them, holding the bleeding Daisy.
 
   “Oh right, dear God,” she said, pulling away from her family and opening the back door of the helicopter.
 
   “Hi,” Mary said to the other lady, when the door opened.
 
   Leah was startled to see the other woman in the bird with her hand still on the machine gun.
 
   “That’s Mary,” Ian said, helping Joshua put Daisy in the back.  “Mary, this is my wife, Leah.”
 
   “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Mary said as she presented a real smile.
 
   “Oh,” was the only thing Leah could think of to say.
 
   Grace and Joshua jumped in next to the dog and Mary before the two women finished the greeting.  
 
   “There might be a few more bad guys out there,” Grace said, breaking up the awkwardness. “We should go before they find out what we did to their communications gear,” she suggested.
 
   “Or to their soldiers,” Joshua added.
 
   Leah jumped in the other front seat and Ian spun up the rotor blades.
 
   “Or their pipeline,” Ian added.  He exchanged looks with Leah, and then pulled back on the controls, lifting the bird into the air and nosing it over towards the Tiller farm.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This is an official broadcast from the Government of the People’s Republic of China. Broadcasting globally on all frequencies and all bands. 
 
    
 
   Hello, my former fellow Americans, my name is Victor Payne, I am a former Senator of this previously great country and have just been appointed to be the Governor of the Province of North America.
 
   As the President of the former United States pointed out in several of his broadcast, this new and superior province crosses from San Diego to Minneapolis and Mobile to Winnipeg and from Winnipeg to Vancouver.  
 
   We control the heartland of our homeland and all of the riches that the former USA and Canada offered.  
 
   Riches used to come from the figureheads in Washington, D.C. or the money brokers in New York City, but as new citizens of the Province of North America, or PNA, you are no longer slaves to the tits of a corrupt system.  Instead, you will all have a place in a wonderful and new society built around the solid principals of equality, community, hard work and loyalty.
 
   Ah, loyalty, even though it’s the last of the core principals, this is the one attribute that we ask for first.  For a new citizen of the PNA, loyalty is simple, and you have a choice…but only at the beginning, and only one time. 
 
   By noon on the day after tomorrow, you must lower any and all flags that show allegiance to the former United States of America.  We will provide you with the new flag that shows your new loyalty to the PNA.  This new flag must be flying above the capital of your state by noon, local time, in two days.
 
   The consequences of not showing your loyalty are simple.  We will crush you and kill every man woman and child inside the borders of that state.
 
   If the forces of what is left of the United States attempt to invade or interfere with this peaceful transition of power the consequences will be dire.  How dire, you may ask?  Well, Mr. President, if you do decide to try and flex your weak muscles we will activate the dirty bombs that are currently hidden in the five remaining major cities on the Eastern Seaboard.
 
    
 
   Your time starts now.
 
    
 
   Peace and loyalty fellow citizens of PNA,
 
   You will hear from me again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I never gave up on the fact that I would see you again,” Ian said, standing next to his wife at the Tiller farm.
 
    
 
   It had been one day since the Burrows and Tiller families had been reunited.  But the hours had been anything but easy.  The last two Scouts lived close by, and Joshua and Grace were able to get them the rest of the way home by horseback.   They also tried to contact the family of the Scout that had been killed. 
 
   Violet knew his parents well; they both worked downtown.  So when Joshua and Grace found their house empty, everyone suspected that they had died in the first few minutes of the attack. 
 
    They buried him in his Boy Scout uniform.  Violet did her best to clean the blood off the khaki shirt before they laid him to rest.  Adam was there, in great pain, and was the one to drape the American Flag over Ben’s body.  The gravesite was along the base of the ridge overlooking the farm.  It was a simple spot where the young soul could be at peace.  
 
    
 
   “I knew you would find a way to get to us,” Leah responded, leaning into her husband.  “I also knew that our training would be what saved us.  It had to.”
 
    
 
   Violet worked her medical magic, and was able to patch up Daisy.  Fortunately, the bullet had passed right through the hind leg, and as long as they could keep Daisy from pulling at the stitches, the dog would recover.
 
   Adam Tiller was equally as lucky as Daisy; the bullet he had taken at the pipe terminal had passed through his shoulder.   Thanks to the Tiller’s stockpile of plasma and antibiotics, not to mention the medical skills of Adam’s mother, the boy was going to recover.  
 
   Anna’s nose and eye had almost completely healed.  She still had a little swelling, but she did not let that stand in the way of her newfound zeal for all things related to medicine.   She felt, through this enthusiasm for medicine, that she could keep the memory of her parents alive. With that purpose in mind, she became a willing student and absorbed readily everything that Violet could pass on.  Anna, had also taken a keen interest in the care of Adam, and when she wasn’t digesting medical journals or helping Violet, she would sit by his bed and talk to him while he improved.  
 
   Unlike Adam, Bob Tiller’s wounds were deeper and more painful.  Violet had performed surgery on her husband to remove the bullet, but again, thanks to her years of working in a trauma center, Bob would recover. He knew that at his age, and with the severity of the wounds, recovery would be a slow and painful process.  But, he was a Marine, and he was going to push through.  
 
    
 
   “So, Grace did good?” Ian asked, approvingly.
 
   “She was amazing!  She saved herself and Anna, and she the reason I’m here now,” Leah posed.  “I have to believe that what we instilled in Grace, with the weapons training, the linguistics, the analytical skills, the preparation overall, is what saved her.” 
 
   They were leaning up against the split rail fence of one of the pastures as they talked.  Ian had taken his analog watch off and was thumbing it in his palm.  Every time he looked down at it, Leah fought the urge to look at her watch too.  A small blue light behind Ian’s watch face pulsed every so often, and then faded away.  Both he and Leah’s watches had been doing that for the better part of an hour.
 
   “It’s because of Senator Payne, isn’t it?” she asked, in reference to their watches.
 
   “It has to be,” Ian said, shaking his head.  “I mean, with our past with the guy, the CIA probably wants to bring us in to talk.  That’s got to be why they activated the traces on the watches.”
 
   “To talk,” she paused.  “Or to help hunt him down?”
 
   “I bet it’s the second,” he posed, and then looked at Leah.  “So, do we take her with us?” Ian asked his wife.  
 
   “Who, Grace?  Into the CIA?  She’s not ready,” Leah countered.
 
   “But, the world is different now,” he offered.  “They knew we were training her for more.  They knew the prepping thing was a good cover.  We even did a good job selling it to ourselves!”
 
   Leah nodded, her forehead furrowed with stress.
 
     “And,” Ian continued.  “We both knew that what they really wanted out of us.”
 
   Leah tilted her head to meet his eyes.  “I know.  They wanted a dedicated family of American spies.”
 
   “Right,” Ian encouraged.  “You said it yourself, look what she was capable of doing over the last few days, all while operating on her own!”  
 
   Leah looked away from her husband, knowing that he was right.  She found herself looking at the horses grazing in the pasture; like nothing in the world was wrong.  “Ian, I know she did well, but I’m not ready to cast her into our secret world. Grace is not a soldier or a robot.  She’s our child.  It can be different,” she whispered.  
 
   Ian nodded like he was hearing her, but his mind was processing every variable that might make a difference in this new war.
 
   “Ian,” she said, snapping him out of his trance.  “We can take these off and walk away,” she said, not believing the words she was speaking.  “They might think we’re dead.”
 
   “Leah, you know them better than I do,” he paused, “You’re the one that recruited me, remember?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   He chewed on the words for a moment before responding.  “Leah, they know we’re alive,” Ian said, convincing himself as he convinced his wife.  “They need us to help the country.  We know Senator Payne.  I bet we’re one of the only set of field agents still alive in the States; and that’s why they’re activating us.  It’s also why we agreed to acknowledge the activation.”
 
   “I know, and I agree,” she admitted.
 
   Both parents stopped talking as Grace walked out of the house and towards them.  She had her 9mm pistol strapped to a holster on her leg, and she looked somewhere between confused and angry.
 
   “What’s up, honey?” Leah asked, trying to be as calm as she could.
 
   Grace held her arm up, showing her parents the analog watch they had given her on her 16th birthday.  “My watch started flashing a blue pulse every couple of minutes; it’s not supposed to do that.  What does that mean?”
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Worst Case Scenario Series
 
   Book 4
 
   The State 
 
   (June 2015)
 
   Pre-Order NOW!
 
   like
 
    www.facebook.com/gallenmercer.com 
 
   to lean more 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Acknowledgments
 
    
 
   These books have been very enjoyable to write.  It is never really working when it’s so much fun!  
 
    
 
   If you want, please let me know your thoughts…about these books, or who your favorite character is…whatever!  I’d love to hear from you – The fan page on Facebook is a great way to stay involved…LIKE it for clues to what is next!  
 
   Pre-Order Book 4: The State, on Amazon now!
 
    
 
   Finally, I would like to thank my wife, my son (also an author.  See: Justin A. Mercer, Hell Has No Stars) and my daughter…who has a better imagination than all of us put together!  Your combined love and support are awesome!
 
    
 
   Also, thank you God for what you have given me.  Shine Jesus Shine!
 
    
 
    
 
   Follow me:
 
   www.facebook.com/GAllenMercer  (Please LIKE to know about book #4)
 
   www.GAllenMercer.com 
 
   www.twitter.com/GAllenMercer
 
   Blogging at: www.allenmercer.wordpress.com
 
    
 
   Follow: Justin A. Mercer: www.facebook.com/JustinAMercer
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   More books by G. Allen Mercer
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Underlying Grace Series
 
   Have you ever questioned what God might have in store for your life?  In this work of fiction, Neil Abrams and his family find themselves in the crossroads of this very question.  The Underlying Grace series is action, questions and belief all rolled into compelling stories about the will to survive…and thrive!
 
   Book 1: Underlying Grace
 
   Book 2: Mighty To Save
 
    
 
   Worst Case Scenario Series:
 
   This brand new action adventure series follows Ian, Leah and Grace Burrows after the unthinkable has happened; a foreign country has detonated nuclear bombs on US soil in and has launched an invasion force.
 
   Their family is prepared for almost any emergency, but they never imagined that they would actually face their worst case scenario; a massive attack on America while the family is spread apart from each other.  
 
   Worst Case Scenario: Book 1
 
   Worst Case Scenario: Book 2 Bug Out
 
   Worst Case Scenario: Book 3 Invasion
 
   Worst Case Scenario: Book 4 The State (June 2015)
 
    
 
   Justin Flowers and the Orb of Time: (Re-release Summer 2015) – Young Adult
 
   Justin descends from a family of time travelers, but he has no idea of his talents or of his family tree.  But, with the chance discovery of a time key and a well-timed wish, Justin is thrust into a world where evil is plotting to change time, and he is the only person that can stop it! 
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
BOOK THREE: INVASION

.w. “iuiilll'IilIiil.





