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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The girls sat in Grace’s Jeep staring at the house.  Grace had her 9mm pistol sitting on her lap with the safety on.  She didn’t want to have to use the gun again; she had already shot two people in the last twelve hours.
 
   “What if he’s not who he says he is?” Anna asked.  Her head was pounding from the blow she had taken to the face the night before.  Her left eye and nose seemed to be one black and blue nebula of pain and ugliness.
 
   Grace thought about what Anna said.  She had been thinking about it since the instant she had agreed to follow Joshua back to his family’s house.  
 
   But what choice do I have?  A nuclear bomb went off in Atlanta, an EMP has shut down everything, airplanes are falling from the sky, we lost the map, we lost the radio, I had to shoot two people and we’re lost!  I had to shoot people…
 
   Grace shook her head clear.  She had to stop thinking that way.  If they were going to get back to her mom and survive, then it meant believing in everything her parents taught her and trusting a few people along the way.
 
   “Then we’ll deal with it, okay,” Grace answered Anna.
 
   “Oh, like you dealt with Mr. Miller and…” she regretted saying the words the instant they passed her lips, and she didn’t finish the sentence.  
 
   Grace tightened the grip on the steering wheel and the knob of the manual gear shifter.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Grace.  I shouldn’t have said that.”  She looked at Grace through one half swollen eye and a nose that was double its regular size.
 
   Grace looked back and paused before speaking.  “You really look like shit,” she said in complete deadpan.  Both girls laughed until the door to the house opened.
 
   Joshua came through the door first, followed closely by an older man and a lady.
 
   “Here we go,” Grace whispered, and she thumbed the safety off on the pistol.  The girls opened their doors at the same time and stepped out of the Jeep.  Grace, once again, tucked the pistol in the small of her back before stepping around the half door of the Jeep.
 
   “Bob Tiller,” the man said, stepping around Joshua and extending his hand to Grace.  
 
   Grace took the hand and shook.  “I’m Grace, and this is Anna,” she responded, conveniently leaving off their last names.
 
   “This is my wife Violet,” the man said, with reference to the lady.
 
   “You look terrible, dear,” Violet said, making a beeline towards Anna with her hands ready to cup the girl’s face.
 
   Anna leaned back, but let the lady touch her face.
 
   “It’s okay,” Joshua said.  “My Mom’s an ER nurse.” 
 
   “Let me help you, dear,” Violet insisted, gently to Anna.  “Come inside, I can take a better look at you there.”
 
   Anna looked to Grace for support.  Grace nodded curtly.  Anna and Violet moved towards the house, Violet had her arm around the girl’s shoulders.
 
   “Josh told me you two were in some trouble last night,” Bob stated, they were still standing in front of the Jeep.
 
   “Yes sir,” Grace answered.  “Freakers.”
 
   “Freakers?  What are freakers?” 
 
   “They’re the ones that lose it right after a catastrophic event.”
 
   “You mean like an atomic bomb going off in Atlanta and Chicago and an EMP over the rest of the country?” Bob said, stopping the girl in mid thought.  
 
   “What?” Grace whispered the word in disbelief.
 
   “Honey, we live on a farm.  But that doesn’t mean we don’t know things.  We’re pretty self supportive out here.”  He put his hand on her shoulder.  “Why don’t you come on in and have some breakfast.  We lost most of our electrical things during the attack, but we can get by, and Violet makes some great pancakes.”
 
   “Yes sir,” she answered, catching the eye of Joshua staring at her before they turned for the house.
 
   Grace fell in behind the father and son and reached under the back of her shirt finding the pistol and thumbed the safety back on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah sat on the floor motionless for several minutes after she turned the two-way radio off.  Her mind tried to process the horrific events that must have unfolded for her daughter to lose her map, lose her radio and to have shot someone.  
 
   During that time, her eyes closed and her mind tormented her reality.   
 
   She could see clearly the detail of what she was supposed to do in this situation.  She could see the plan in her head.  She could see the list and how she was supposed to follow it.  She could see clearly what her husband was supposed to do when separated from the family.  He was supposed to do whatever was necessary in order to get back to his family.  She could see clearly that her daughter was doing what she had been trained to do and was shooting a man…
 
   Leah awoke to a jump.  Daisy was next to her, sitting and alert to their surroundings.
 
   “How long was I out?” she asked the dog, trying to get her mind to focus.  The stress of the events, the lack of sleep, and what was happening to her family were eating her up inside and playing tricks with her mind.    She put her hands on the countertops and pulled herself up slowly.
 
   “I must have fallen asleep,” she said aloud, before checking her watch.  It was 10:25 AM.  “Jesus!  Daisy, I’ve been out for almost five hours!”
 
   She turned the kitchen sink faucet on to splash water on her face, but the water didn’t flow.  Instead, she was greeted to the gurgling air sounds of unpressurised water.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   Getting her wits about her, she turned the two-way radio back on and just listened as she found her bottle of water and poured some in her hand to splash on her face.
 
   There was no noise on channel 25, so she put the radio on scanning mode to search for any activity on any channel.  She set the radio on the table, found her cold tea and slugged the entire cup.
 
   “Ok, Daisy, on me,” she said in a commanding voice to the dog.
 
   Daisy responded like a switch had been flipped.  She stopped wagging her tail and moved to a position a few inches from Leah’s leg.
 
   “Good girl,” Leah praised.  The command had effectively told the dog that there was work to be done.  “Daisy, patrol,” she commanded.
 
   The dog immediately went to the front door and scanned the area.  She followed the action with a scan out the back door and any other window that she could see out of.
 
   Daisy had been a gift from one of Leah and Ian’s friends who trained dogs for bomb service, police work and working with the disabled.  Ian had confided in the friend about his desire to get a family pet.  He also wanted a dog so that he could add a layer of protection to the family when he traveled.  
 
   Their friend, Lewis, had invited the family over to his kennel a few weeks after a new litter of Labradors had arrived.  Grace fell apart for the runt of the litter, a black lab.  She let it lick her face and tussled with it in the grass.
 
   “Of course she likes that one,” Ian said to Lewis as he looked at the much larger puppies and at some of the German Shepard dogs in a nearby pen. 
 
   “The runts are often some of the smartest, but they’re never the ones taken for the serious jobs.  If your family will come out and work with me to train her, that dog may be the best line of defense you ever add to your family,” Lewis suggested to Ian.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously.  I’m telling you, with you all working with her, she will defend you to the end.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “For sure!  If you guys are onboard, she will be my gift to you, Leah and Grace.”
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Leah fought to focus.  She opened the refrigerator; it was still cool.  She plucked all of the eggs and threw them into a pot of water on the extra burner on the grill outside.  She then went downstairs and gathered everything that was part of the plan for bugging out.  She put them into three duffle bags and then checked her main pack for the essentials.  Satisfied she was ready to go, she went back upstairs and moved the eggs inside and poured whatever ice she had in her freezer over them and put them in a freezer bag.
 
   “Daisy OK,” she commanded the dog, thus removing the dog from its last command.  The dog’s demeanor shifted immediately and she became the family pet that she was most of the time.  “Do you want breakfast before we leave?” 
 
   The dog wagged and galloped to her bowl in the kitchen.
 
   Leah fed the dog and took the last of her supplies down to the garage.  Once there, she looked at her dead SUV and sighed heavily.  She loved that car.
 
   Instead, she turned to the other side of the garage and looked at a giant canvas covering something.
 
   “Please tell me you fixed the AC,” she said aloud as she pulled the cover off of Ian’s latest project car, and the family’s other bug out vehicle.  “God, that’s ugly.”
 
   The 1979 Rover Defender 110 four door was arguably one of the first SUVs on the planet.  This one was dark green with a luggage cage on top, a winch on the front bumper and a spare tire on the hood.  Even though it was still in the process of being refurbished, Ian had it loaded with several weapons and gear to get out of town fast.
 
   “I hope this piece of crap starts,” Leah said, opening the rear door and throwing everything into the back.  She retrieved the key from the safe room and opened the right side door of the English drive vehicle.  It was at that point that she heard the radio come to life.  She had left it on the kitchen counter upstairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ian watched Mary cross the road first.  She kept low and scurried across like a squirrel.  Just like he had taught her.   He then scanned up and down the road one more time before crossing in a similar, but less squirrel-like manner.
 
   “Tell me again,” Mary asked, while brushing her bangs back behind her ear, “just why the Hell do we have to cross every road like that?”
 
   Ian really didn’t want to tell her why he did everything the way that he did them.
 
   “It helps keep us safe,” he offered, gruffly.
 
   “Really?”  She watched him walk past her and into the woods.  “What are you doing now?”  
 
   Ian rounded on her.  “Look Mary, I do the things the way I do them because it keeps me,” he paused, mentally checking his volume and his temper, “and you, alive.  It’s like the airplane.  We could have died, but we did some things that helped keep us from a watery grave.  This trek is the same thing.” 
 
   She nodded, feeling the push of tears at her eyes.
 
   Ian put his arm up to his face so that he could roll his eyes without her seeing.  “Look.  You need to trust me.  Okay?”  He gently put his hand on her shoulder and she fell against his chest, the sobs of loss hitting her hard.
 
   “Ohkaughw,” she said, into his shirt.
 
   “What?”
 
   She leaned back away from him.  “Okay,” she said and then pulled her sleeve across her eyes to dry the tears.
 
   Ian looked at his watch; they had been walking about three hours.  He then took another look up and down the road and was convinced that there was no one within sight. 
 
   “Why don’t we take a break for a minute.” He moved them deeper into the woods and removed his pack.  “Drink some water.”  
 
   She did as told and sat down against a pine tree.  “So, what are in these packs, anyway?  Mine is freaking heavy.”
 
   “I have a good idea, but I wanted to put some distance between where we were and where we’re going.  Sometimes it’s not nice to critique what is given to you freely.  Especially in front of the person that just gave you the free gift.”
 
   “Dukes didn’t have to do that for us,” she said, taking another long swig of water.  “He didn’t have to do anything for us, but he took us in, cleaned us up and sent us on our way with supplies that his family might need.”
 
   Ian stopped pulling items out of his pack and looked at her.  “Preppers are different.  We stash things that we think we’ll need for situations we hope we’re never in.  It’s not really in our nature to give any of it away.  But, thankfully, Dukes is a different person,” he paused, and then went back to unpacking his bag.  “It might be more than I would have done in the same situation.”
 
   She watched him pull things from the bag and place them in some order of importance on the ground.  “I don’t see that, Ian.”
 
   He didn’t answer, but kept itemizing the contents of the packs.
 
   “You saved me,” she pressed.  “I don’t know why, but in the instant where you could have just saved yourself, you made the choice to save me, too.”
 
   Ian nodded.  He felt a little uncomfortable with her calling him out on his emotional decisions.
 
   “So, yes.  If the roles were reversed between you and Dukes, I think you would do the same thing.  You would save us, send us on our way and never ask for payment.”
 
   “What did you do, I mean before all of this…for a living?” Ian tried to change the subject.
 
   “I was a lawyer.”
 
   “Oh shit!  You mean the world is ending and I end up saving a lawyer!”
 
   She smiled, and realized that it was the first time she had smiled since taking off from Houston a day ago.  She looked up at the greenness of the trees, trying to hold onto the happy thought.
 
   “You just made a joke!” she said, still looking at the pine tree limbs.
 
   “Sometimes my sarcasm can be misinterpreted as a joke,” he said flatly.
 
   “You just did it again,” she said, feeling a little better.
 
   Ian looked at her trying to keep the emotions down and decided that now, while she was smiling, was as good a time as any to introduce her to weapons.
 
   “Have you ever fired a weapon before?” he asked, bluntly.
 
   She looked down from the green trees and her smile melted into a frown.  “If you mean shot a gun, like a pistol or something?  No, I’m anti-gun.”
 
   Ian smiled.  “You’re kidding me, right?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, Ian, I’m not.  My firm handled a number of domestic violence cases involving guns and at least two or three 2nd Amendment challenge cases.”
 
   “Well,” Ian ran his hand over his head.  He had trained a number of people on how to handle weapons, but never anyone that was opposed to a weapon.  He pulled the Kel-Tec 9mm from the bag, unfolded the weapon, extended the carry strap and loaded a full clip of ammo.  “I’m not going to make you shoot this weapon, but I want to show you how it works.”
 
   “But,” she protested.
 
   Ian held out his hand for her to stop talking, and she did.
 
   “You trust me, right?”
 
   She nodded affirmatively.
 
   “I trust you too, so, what I’m about to tell you might end up saving your life or my life.  Okay?”
 
   She looked at him for a second, her mind processing the reality of today versus her set of beliefs and those of her former life.
 
   “I don’t want to shoot that thing,” she said.
 
   “We’re not going to shoot anything, at least not around here,” Ian said.  “We want to conserve every bullet and we also don’t want to give our position away by firing a weapon.  So, just so we’re both safe as we move forward; please allow me to demonstrate how this gun works.”
 
   She opened her mouth to protest, but Ian looked at her in a polite but persistent way; she closed her mouth.
 
   “This is for your safety and mine.  When it comes to weapons such as pistols, rifles and shotguns, the more you know how they work, the safer you will be if you have to handle them.  Does that make sense?”
 
   She nodded that it did.
 
   “Okay, once you feel comfortable with this,” he held out the rifle for her to take, “I would like for you to carry it the rest of the way.”
 
   Mary gingerly took the rifle, “Alright,” she said, to her own disbelief.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah froze at the top of the stairs.  The voice coming from the radio was the voice of the man she had heard earlier.  The same man that had threated to find her home and that said that Grace or ‘Jeep bitch’, as he called her, had shot his brother. 
 
   The voice on the radio started singing the words he had said earlier.  “I’m coming to get you Jeep bitch.  I’ve figured your map out.  I know you have stuff that works.  You shot my brother.  I’m coming to get you Jeep bitch.”
 
   Leah picked up the radio and turned down the volume so that his voice was not as loud.  She looked at the back door, it was locked, but it was also mostly made of glass.  Any person with a heavy rock or a pick ax could get through the door…or any window.  
 
   “How close are you, you son of a bitch?  Or are you just messing with me?” she asked aloud.  She decided that he was most likely closer than not, and it was now time to go as quickly as she could.
 
   “Daisy!” she called the dog up the stairs.  The dog bounded up the stairs; ready to do anything that her master needed, especially if it involved a treat.
 
   “Daisy, on me!”  The dog immediately circled Leah and stood next to her left leg.  
 
   Satisfied with the dog on her heels, she quickly gathered whatever else she thought she would need from upstairs.  She also loaded and strapped on the small Kel-Tec rifle that Grace loved so much.  Leah liked the weapon too.  At close to medium ranges, it was more accurate than a pistol and packed more punch by allowing the bullet to burn more efficiently before leaving the barrel.  She found the extra clip and tucked it in her back pocket.
 
   Finally, when she though it was time to leave, she did one final thing.  She placed a specially built dog vest on Daisy.  The vest had been developed by Lewis; their friend that trained police dogs.  It added a layer of protection for the dog and also allowed them to shoulder some of the weight from bugging out.  In that vein, Leah placed two vacuum-sealed pouches of high protein dog food in the pockets that would last Daisy up to five days.
 
   Her last act was to go onto her front porch and take down the American flag.  Once she had taken it down, she flipped the wooden pole around and put the empty stick back in its holder on the front porch.  Besides the fact that she had taken down the flag, the end of the wooden pole, that now faced the street, was painted orange.  It was the visual clue to other members of her family that she had bugged out safely.
 
   Now ready to leave her home for good, she took one more look around her neighborhood and saw three men walking down the street.  She froze, and then slowly backed through the front door and gently closed and locked the door.  Damn it!  I was too slow!
 
   She watched the three men amble as if they owned the place.  One of them broke the window of the abandoned car with a baseball bat as he walked by.  He then opened the door and produced a bottle of some sort of soda from inside of the car.  He took a sip and then threw the bottle into the street.
 
   The man next to him wore a red flannel shirt.  He carried a shotgun and something else in his other hand.  The third guy was dress in hunting cammo and also carried a shotgun.  He was reading something as they walked…
 
   “He’s got the map!” Leah whispered.  “Shit!  That’s Grace’s map.”
 
   Flannel guy put his left hand to his mouth and Leah heard his voice speak through her radio.  Fear coursed through her body causing sweat glands to jump-start.
 
   Leah sank to the floor with her back to the door.  Her mind raced through what options she had.  She checked a peek through the window and could see that the three men had stopped in the middle of the street directly in front of her house.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   Daisy sensed her master’s fear and nosed at her to do something.
 
   “Good girl,” Leah whispered, and then the voice came through the radio again.
 
   “We’re here!” Flannel guy said.  
 
   Leah rolled away from the window and flipped the safety off on the Kel-Tec rifle.  She was determined that they would not get into her house.  She quietly climbed the stairs to her daughter’s second story bedroom window and peered out.
 
   “We see you!” the radio taunted.
 
   “Shit!”  She ducked her head, half expecting the window to be blown out, but it wasn’t.
 
   “I see you in the kitchen.  I’m glad we walked all this way, you’re one hot Jeep mama!”
 
   Leah looked at Daisy with confusion.  She wasn’t in the kitchen; she was in her daughter’s bedroom.  She decided to peek out the window again, and the men were gone.  She scanned up and down the street, but they weren’t visible.
 
   “That’s not good,” she said, standing to a crouching position and looking out the window and down towards her front door to see if they were against the house.  There was no sign of the men.
 
   “We’re coming in now…you don’t even hear us, do you?” Flannel taunted.
 
   Leah put it all together with the last transmission.  “There at Amy’s house!” she whispered.  
 
   She now trained her eyes to the house across the street from her own, remembering that the map could lead someone to this location, but it didn’t have a house number.  Flannel and his gang had one of two choices once they reached the spot, and Amy’s house was presenting a better target.
 
   “Daisy, on me,” Leah said, reinforcing the command, and moving the rifle so that it was pointed in front of her.  She moved down the stairs like she was part of a SWAT team.
 
   Once they were downstairs, Leah quietly opened the back door and she and the dog slipped out and around the side of the house that gave them the best line of sight to the house across the street.  Once there, she waited and listened.  She thought she heard glass breaking and knew that this was her chance to make it across the street without detection.  She ran with the rifle pointed at the front of Amy’s house, the entire time she scanned the windows for shadows or movements.  Daisy stayed exactly by her side the entire time.  They were working as one, just as they had trained when Daisy was a puppy.
 
   The sound of a woman’s scream was haunting, and it sent a shiver of cold up Leah’s spine.  But it also empowered her resolve.  She felt the doorknob of the front door and gently turned it.  It was open.  She then cracked the door wide enough to let Daisy in.
 
   “Daisy, Go In.  Attack!  Attack!” she said twice as sharply as she could. The dog instantly obeyed and darted into the home, searching for someone that threated her master.  She counted to two and followed the dog through the door.
 
   A man’s scream echoed through the house, followed by the growling and snarling of a vicious sounding dog.  Leah was already in the front entrance of the house and moving toward the kitchen.  Thankfully she had been in the house hundreds of times and knew the floor plan.  
 
   She rounded a corner into the dining room.  
 
   Snarling.  Screaming.  
 
   One more door before the kitchen.  
 
   She could hear Amy screaming, Daisy snarling, one of the kids high pitch yelling and then she heard a gunshot and the loud yelp from her dog.
 
   Leah rounded the corner and visually acquired the man that shot Daisy.  He was standing behind the table and turned his body and the barrel of the gun towards Leah while pumping the next shotgun shell into his chamber.
 
   Leah tapped the trigger of her rifle twice hitting the man in the chest with both of her 9mm rounds.  He fell back through a pane of the sliding glass door.
 
   Leah then turned left and saw a man against the wall.  He was the one with the baseball bat.  Daisy lay motionless at his feet.  The man made a move to lift his bat and charge Leah, but she fired twice before he could swing the bat.  He collapsed beside the dog.
 
   Leah then turned right to see Amy, standing in the corner of the kitchen with a man behind her.  He held a pistol to her head.  Toby, her four-year-old son was clutched to her knee and was screaming a high pitch scream.
 
   “STOP!” he yelled before she could squeeze the trigger and unleash a double tap at him as well.
 
   Leah froze, but never took her aim off of the man.  She had a relatively clean shot.  They were close, perhaps 12 feet apart.  She had made hundreds of shots at this range.  But she had never shot a real moving person that was holding a gun on one of her friends, while a child was in front of the barrel of her gun. 
 
   The child stopped screaming and sobbed into his mother’s jeans.
 
   “So,” Flannel said, “it looks like we picked the wrong house.”
 
   Leah sensed movement to her left, but didn’t want to take her eyes off of Flannel.
 
   “Where’s my daughter?” Leah asked, her voice harsh.
 
   Flannel narrowed his eyes at her, recognition and understanding filling his mind.  “So, Jeep bitch was your daughter.  Oh this just gets better!  You know, your bitch of a daughter shot my brother before they got away.”
 
   Leah bit down words that she wanted to say, but she had just learned something…Grace got away. “He probably deserved it.”  So much for biting down words.
 
   “You’re a bitch!  Just like your daughter!”  He waved the gun up and down Amy’s head, trying to accentuate his speech.  “We only wanted them to come down to our place and play a while.  She had a working car, and it came with two cherries on top.  That’s gold after a nuke goes off in Atlanta and planes fall out of the sky.  This is a new world ladies, and there’s no one around to stop us from taking our piece of it.”
 
   Leah, again, sensed movement to her left, so she took a step to the right.  Causing Flannel and Amy to pivot so that he could keep an eye on her.
 
   “Where’re you going?  It’s not time to go, now that you’ve shot everybody.  I think it’s time to settle the score a little.”  He cocked his pistol with his thumb and pushed the barrel of the gun into Amy’s head.
 
   Damn it! Leah thought.
 
   “I think I only have one thing left to say and then I’m done talking with you,” Leah said, now splitting her attention with the movement on her left.
 
   “Yeah, bitch?  What’s that?” 
 
   Leah settled her breathing, “It’s… Daisy, Attack!  Attack!” 
 
   Flannel wheeled to his right to see the dog lunge at him.  In one move, he flung Amy and Toby to the ground and drew his pistol out towards the dog, but he was too late.
 
   The dog was in the air, mouth open, teeth bared and was targeting his arm.
 
   Amy started falling to the ground, Leah squeezed the trigger twice and two 9mm rounds pierced Flannels heart, killing him before he hit the floor.
 
   “Daisy, HEEL!”  The dog broke off her attack and ran to Leah.  She was limping and whimpering in pain.  “OK!” she said, releasing the dog from any further commands.  “Good girl!  Good girl!”
 
   Leah then collapsed to the floor and put her arms around Amy and her son.
 
   “Oh God!  Oh God!”  Amy kept saying.  She was sobbing out of control.  “Why is this happening?  Why is this happening to us?””
 
   “I don’t know, honey.  I don’t know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna watched Grace talking with Joshua and Bob in the other room as she sat still on a stool in Violet’s kitchen.  Violet was digging through a large box marked bandages.
 
   “I think it is too late to suture the split on your nose, but we can at least use the right type of butterfly strips to limit the scarring,” she said, taking one package out of the box and reading the outside and then putting it back for another one.
 
   “Scarring?  Really?” 
 
   “Well, I have some really good cream that will take the pain away and help the skin heal.  That will help.”
 
   “What is it?
 
   “It’s a little of this and a little of that.  I like to compound my own medicines.  I don’t really like what the big pharmacy companies make.”
 
   “Why?  You don’t trust them?”
 
   “It’s not that I don’t trust them, it’s that they add things in the medicines that we really don’t need.  So, I make my own.”
 
   “Huh,” Anna thought about that for a second.  “My parents are doctors,” she said, and then felt the tears roll down her cheeks.
 
   Violet stopped looking through the box when she heard the girl sniff.  “What’s wrong, dear?”
 
   Anna didn’t answer.
 
   “Where are your parents, dear?”  Violet asked, putting her arm around the girl’s shoulders.
 
   Anna sniffed again and looked up into Violet’s eyes.  “I think they’re dead,” she said, and burst into full on crying.
 
   Violet put both arms around the girl.  The sounds of Anna crying brought Grace into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey, Anna, it’ll be okay,” she said, stroking the girl’s hair.
 
   “No it won’t!” Anna raised her voice, in between tears.  “They’re dead, and they’re not coming back!”
 
   Grace opened her mouth to say something, but the motherly instinct of Violet beat her to it.
 
   “Anna, you and Grace are incredibly brave young ladies.  heaven knows the hell you two went through last night.”
 
   “But…” Anna tried to speak, but Violet’s calming voice won out.
 
   “Shhh.  Grace is right.  It will be okay.  In time, all wounds heal.  But wounds as deep as this one will leave a scar.  Scars can remind us.  They can remind us of the people we love.”
 
   Anna hugged the lady she had barely known for an hour like she was her own grandmother. 
 
   Grace left them alone in the kitchen and rejoined Bob and Joshua in the living room.
 
   “I haven’t been able to dial in anyone this morning on the short-wave radio,” Bob commented, as he listened with a headset on and dialed the knobs.  
 
   “He was a radio operator in the Army,” Joshua added.
 
   “That was years ago, Grace, but it was a great skill to learn,” he said, also listening in on their conversation.
 
   “So, this is how you know things?  The radio is how you got the news about the EMP and the two nukes?”
 
   Bob held a finger up that he was listening to something and trying to fine-tune the signal.  
 
   “Yeah,” Joshua whispered.  “Dad’s got a number of other guys around the world that are into radios.  They’re called HAMs.  There was a guy in Texas that told us he had heard that there might have been another EMP somewhere on the West Coast, and a guy in Minnesota that confirmed the Chicago nuke, and your friend down around the lake north of Columbus, GA.  What’s his name Dad?”
 
   Bob didn’t answer immediately.  Instead, he tried his dials one more time and then unplugged the earphones, leaving a light static playing on the external speaker.  “There’s too much interference during the day anyway, and now with the radio waves bouncing around from the EMPs and nukes, we’re lucky to hear anything.  What did you ask me?”
 
   “The guy on the lake in Georgia.  What’s his name?”
 
   “Dukes, we served together in Desert Storm.  Why?”
 
   “I was just telling Grace about your connections with the radio.”
 
   “A lot of good it’s doing us now.  I guess we did get to help some people with it, though.”
 
   Grace sat down on the couch.  She was getting impatient with the talking and wanted to find a way home, but she had to admit that if she was going to be stuck while Anna got doctored up, this wasn’t a bad place.  She looked at Joshua again, and then reprimanded herself for loosing focus.
 
   “So how did you help others?” she asked, just keeping the conversation alive.
 
   Bob sat down in a large leather chair that looked as if it might be the most comfortable seat in the house.  The chair fit his body perfectly.  “Ah, well, last night, there was a fellow, an army officer and a lady from around here.  They were in a plane crash, according to Dukes, and we filled them in on what was happening around Birmingham.  He asked about the 280 corridor, but we could never get him a response because of the interference.”
 
   “The 280 corridor?  That’s where I live.  Dad calls it that all the time, when he’s not calling it the 280 log jam.”
 
   “So you live off of Highway 280, huh?” Bob asked,
 
   “Where is your dad, anyway?  You said you were trying to get to your mom!” Joshua asked two questions at the same time.
 
   Grace sat back at the rapid-fire questions.  She answered in order.  “Ah, yes, Mr. Tiller, I do live off of 280, off Ridge View near the shopping area, across from the Jeep dealer.”
 
   “I know right where that is,” he said, and stood up and walked into another room.  “I’ll be right back.  Just going to get something.”
 
   Grace looked up at Joshua, who was still waiting for his answer.
 
   “Last I know, he was working out of town and supposed to fly home yesterday.”
 
   Joshua didn’t quite know how to react.
 
   “He’s not dead,” she added while standing.  She was very sure of herself when she said it.
 
   “How…how can you be so sure?” he treaded gently.
 
   “You have to know my father.  He has this crazy way of just knowing how to do things.  He and Mom taught me everything I know about prepping, shooting and just knowing how to survive.  I bet he could survive almost anything.”
 
   “Is he in the Service?” Bob asked, reappearing from the other room with a large rolled up paper.
 
   “No sir, but he used to be,” she said, turning to address the man.
 
   “Is he a G-Man?” Bob, asked rolling a rubber band off the paper.
 
   “G-Man?” Grace was confused.
 
   “Does he work for the government? G, for the government.  You know, the CIA or FBI.  Something like that,” Joshua filled in.
 
   “Noooo, he works for a firearm manufacturer.  He’s their VP of marketing,” she wondered if she needed to defend her father, or if they were respecting him for prepping her?  Why?”
 
   The men traded looks across a table.  Grace thought she saw a nod from Mr. Tiller to his son before Joshua started talking.
 
   “I guess we’re all asking ourselves not only why this happened, but how this could happen?” he asked, studying her reaction.
 
   Grace looked from one man to the other.  “What do you mean?  Isn’t this terrorism?  Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “Not exactly Grace,” Bob responded, he unrolled the paper across the table.  “But, something this big just doesn’t happen without some sort of help from within.  The other theory is that this is a state sponsored attack.”
 
   Grace took this in, careful to show her own ability to deduct a situation, so, she played dumb.  “What do you mean by state sponsored attack?”  She knew very well what it meant.  She was a straight ‘A’ student in History and Current Events and how they both always came full circle.
 
   Anna and Violet joined them in the dining room.  Both ladies took seats at the table.  Anna had stopped crying, but she really didn’t look better.   Her left eye was almost completely swollen shut and her nose was black as tar.  The white bandage strips looked like rungs in a ladder climbing her nose.
 
   “State, being the Russians or the Chinese,” Bob said, flatly.  “I don’t think the worlds run of the mill terrorist groups have the horsepower to pull something like this off!”
 
   The Russians had increasingly been testing American resolve in their former Soviet states.  They had also been testing our ready defenses repeatedly for the last year or so by ‘accidently’ flying into our air space along the Alaskan coast.  Grace followed the news outlets from both sides of the aisle in order to find her own opinion…something that her parents tried to instill in her.
 
   “So,” Grace treaded lightly.  “What does that really mean?  Why would Russia or China do this to us?”
 
   At that moment, the radio crackled and started receiving a broadcast from a one of Bob’s radio connections.
 
   “This is Dukes McCoy looking for contact.  Over.”  
 
   “Do you have a normal two-way radio I can use?” Grace asked Joshua as his father walked over to the radio to answer the call.
 
   “Sure,” he started walking and motioned for her to follow him outside.  “I left it in my saddle pack.  Come out with me to get it.”
 
   Grace followed Joshua outside, closing the door behind her as she heard Mr. Tiller key the mike to speak.
 
   “Hey Dukes, it’s Birmingham Bob, tell me the latest…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ian had tried his two-way radio on channel 25 multiple of times.  Channel 25 was the channel his family was supposed to be on during an emergency.  He was confident that at least Leah or Grace had a working radio, but felt that even with the 100-mile range of the device Dukes gave him, there was too much interference. 
 
   He checked his watch.  They had been hiking for 7 hours and 45 minutes.  He had another fifteen before he was scheduled to check in with Dukes via the two-way.  They had agreed to check in every six hours.  The communication between the two preppers served several purposes.  For Dukes, he was accumulating intelligence about what was going on between his place and Birmingham.  For Ian, it served as a base of operation, and as Dukes received information from his HAM radio buddies, he could pass it on to Ian.  
 
   Their first communication at 4 hours after leaving was pretty vanilla.  Ian and Mary had been successful at avoiding anyone and any form of civilization by following a set of railroad tracks leading to the northwest. 
 
   “Please tell me there is a Hilton Hotel down there,” Mary said, as her head bobbed between her knees.  
 
   She was sitting against a rock on a hill shrouded by oak trees.  Ian was peering through the set of small binoculars at the dozen or so buildings of a small town.  He wasn’t seeing any movement, but that didn’t mean there weren’t people.
 
    “That’s a negative, on the Hilton,” Ian said, never moving his eyes from the binoculars.  He wouldn’t mind a Hilton, or at least a dry place to sleep for the night.  He could see building clouds to the west and figured that they had about an hour before they would be pounded by a southern style thunderstorm.
 
   “Ian, I can’t go any further today,” Mary stated. She felt she had done a pretty good job at not bitching the entire day.  She had even relented to carrying a loaded gun all day…that had to count for something!
 
   Ian didn’t say anything at first; he was tilting his head, listening to something else. 
 
   “If you don’t care,” Mary said, “I’m going to take my boots off so that I…”
 
   “Shhh!” Ian looked back at her and nodded for her not to take her boots off, and to be quiet.
 
   She raised her arms as if to ask, ‘what?’
 
   Ian raised a finger.  He was trying to localize the noise.  He closed his eyes for a second to mentally run the sound against the database of sounds in his head.
 
   “What’s that?” Mary asked in a whisper.  She now heard what Ian heard.
 
   Ian opened his eyes and looked at her.  He simply said one word.
 
   “Drone.”
 
   Mary froze.  She was paralyzed by what she should do.  Should she run?  Should she climb a tree?  She started moving as if to get up. 
 
   Ian sensed the panic and held his hand up to get her just to settle down.  Which she did by sitting back down against the rock.  
 
   “It’s OK,” he mouthed a time or two, before his eyes fixed on a point over her shoulder.  He pulled the binoculars back up to his eyes.
 
   Mary turned to look at what had caught his attention.  Down the hill and across a field two men emerged from a forest of oaks.  They were wearing camouflage, which hid them if they were still, but they were anything but still. They were headed to the town, on the other side of the field.
 
   “How far away are they?” Mary asked, fear lacing her voice.
 
   “A little less than a mile,” Ian said, never taking his eyes from the binoculars.
 
   Ian watched the two men walk further into the field and then stop.  They looked around, and then one of them pointed to the sky.   They started running towards the town. 
 
   “What are they doing?” Mary asked.  
 
   “Running.”
 
   “I can see that, but why?”
 
   The men made it to the first building of the small town and hid behind a wall.
 
   “I…hold on…” Ian saw the muzzle blast before they heard the report of the two shots fired at the drone. “Idiots,” he said.
 
   Mary flinched at the noise.  “What are they doing that for?”
 
   “I don’t know, but they’re about to get themselves killed if that’s a hostile drone.”
 
   “Why would it be hostile?”  Mary’s only experience with drones was the drone footage shown on cable news.  In one frame, you could see a car driving across a bridge and a targeting box aligning the car in the center of the frame.  Usually, in the next scene, there was a streak and then the entire frame went white as the car exploded and the bridge collapsed. 
 
   “Mary, we were nuked yesterday.  We’re at war, on our on turf,” he said softly.
 
   The statement was said quietly, but seem to hit Mary like someone had just yelled it at her.  ‘We’re at war on our on turf.’  Not since the Civil War has there been a real life active war on our own turf.  
 
   Mary looked away from where the men hid next to the building and up to the sky.  “Is it ours?”
 
   Ian was about to speculate when they saw the missile launch from the Drone streak towards the two men.  They started running, but it was too late.
 
   “Holy Shit,” Mary observed.
 
   The missile hit the building and exploded the two story brick and wood structure.  The building beside it also exploded and every glass front window along the street burst into billions of shards of shrapnel. The fireball threw one of the parked cars on the street into a tank of LP gas and that caused a massive secondary explosion that sent a shock wave past Mary and Ian.  
 
   Mary put her hand to her mouth and looked back at Ian.  Ian was frantically digging through his pack.  Once he found what he was looking for he put the packaging to his teeth and ripped it open. 
 
   Ian rapidly unfolded the thin silver Mylar survival blanket.  The blanket looked more like lightweight tinfoil than it did a blanket.
 
   “Get under!”  He pulled at her ankle to get her under the blanket with him.  
 
   Once under, he pulled the sides down as tightly as possible.
 
   “Be still and don’t breathe!” he whispered.
 
   “Oh God.”
 
   “Shh.”  Ian held his breath.
 
   The drone circled their area for five more minutes searching for more targets before it moved off.
 
   After a few minutes of not hearing the low humming noise, Ian slowly lifted the blanket off of them.  They were instantly greeted with cool refreshing air.
 
   “Holy shit, Ian!  What was that?”
 
   Ian looked at his watch and reached for the two-way radio.
 
   “Dukes, Ian, over.”  He waited, and didn’t repeat the call.
 
   “Code?” the call came back in Dukes’ voice.
 
   “People,” Ian confirmed the code word for the hour that they had agreed on.
 
   “Going to make it short.  Hunter Drones are actively removing targets.  Entire small town destroyed.  Over.”
 
   Ian knew that Dukes was thinking about what Ian was reporting.
 
   “Multiple chatter on the subject in the last two hours.  First for your location.  Over.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” Mary asked.
 
   “It sounds like there are multiple drone attacks happening around us.”
 
   “Why?” she asked.  “Aren’t they ours?”  
 
   Ian shrugged and then keyed the microphone again.  “Locations of reports? Over,” Ian asked.
 
   “Along a line from the Gulf Coast to Nashville to St. Louis to Minneapolis.”
 
   Ian seemed to lose his reality as he heard the news and lowered himself back against one of the large oaks.
 
   “What does that mean?” Mary asked frantically.
 
   Ian didn’t answer.  He simply stared out over the carnage of the burning town. 
 
   “Ian!” she pushed his arm to get him to snap back into reality.  “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means, that we’re being invaded.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daisy had saved the lives of everyone.  She did what her training had taught her to do.  Leah stroked the head of her dog; she loved this dog.
 
   She then gently removed the vest that Daisy was wearing, careful not to injure her anymore than she already was.  Daisy never whimpered.  Her eyes looking at Leah’s the entire time.
 
   “It looks like this thing worked, girl,” Leah whispered to the dog.  Daisy wagged twice, her tail thumping the floor and stopped.
 
   The vest was made of carbon fiber mesh, which was light enough for the dog, and still provided some layer of protection from objects such as knives and low caliber bullets and birdshot.  The gun that the freaker had used to shoot Daisy with was a shotgun loaded with low grain birdshot.  Since Daisy was so close to the end of the barrel when she was shot, the pellets had stayed mostly concentrated and hit the freeze-dried dog food pouch.  The pellets that did not hit the pouch were knocked down by the bulletproof nature of the vest. Daisy most likely had bruised ribs, and was going to be okay.
 
   Satisfied that Amy, her children and Daisy were all okay, Leah now turned to the task of cleaning the gruesome scene from Amy’s kitchen. 
 
   Leah and Amy moved the bodies out of Amy’s kitchen. They covered them in plastic and dragged them to the edge of Amy’s property along the woods.
 
   Amy and Rob had been piling brush and tree limbs in the area for years.  
 
   “We should burn them,” Amy said, the tone in her voice flat.
 
   Leah agreed and found a can of lighter fluid to accelerate the lighting of the fire.  They put the bodies on top of the pile as best as they could and Amy threw the match in to start the blaze.  
 
   The fire caught quickly and grew in size to engulf the entire pile of brush, limbs and bodies.  
 
   The size of the fire concerned Leah.  She didn’t need to draw any more attention to their area, but seeing that there were other fires burning around the city, this one would just blend in.
 
   Even though this might be the case, she still walked to the front of the house a few times to look up and down the street, but there had been very little activity since yesterday, and there was none now, except for one person.
 
   “What are you girls burning?” Mr. Rivers asked as he peered over the hedge, looking at the fire.
 
   “Oh!” Amy was startled by the older man and jumped with nervousness.
 
   Mr. Rivers was easily the oldest person on their street.  And the fact that he really didn’t have a place to go during the day had probably been the reason that he was home when the airplane hit downtown or the chaos erupted on the main roads. He was standing in the neighbor’s yard between his yard and Amy’s yard, talking to them over the row of boxwoods that ran the property line. 
 
   “I saw the smoke,” he said. 
 
   Leah was still wearing the Kel-Tec rifle; it was slung to her back, so she turned to face the elderly man hoping he had not seen the weapon.  She really liked Mr. Rivers as a neighbor and friend.  He always waved to her when she would jog with Daisy, and he grew the best tomatoes that she had ever tasted.  He was the only other person on the street that displayed an American flag on his house besides Leah and Ian.  The man was a Korean War veteran and never really spoke about it.  He was a very proud man and had lived alone for the last ten years after his wife died.  He was a retired defense lawyer and always did his best to ‘keep an eye’ on what was happening on the street.  
 
   Leah was worried that the rapidly changing new society that was emerging in the aftermath of this tragedy would steamroll people like Mr. Rivers.  This worry began to churn her stomach and test her will about executing the plan that she had with Ian.  What am I going to do?  She looked at Amy and then to Mr. Rivers.  Her kids were sleeping on lounge chairs on the back deck, within sight and sound of their mother.  What am I going to do?  These were her friends and neighbors.  How can I bug out and leave these people to die?
 
   Leah pushed the thoughts away and knew that she would have to face them sooner than later.  She walked up to the boxwood hedge and to the curious eyes of Mr. Rivers.  Amy went to tend to one of the children that woke up to the voices.
 
   The head of Mr. Rivers bobbed up and down slightly as he stood as straight as his elderly body would allow.  He looked a little like a life size bobble head doll with his head constantly moving.  Leah had learned to look past the ceaseless bobbing that plagued Mr. Rivers.  It was nothing more than a twitch that the man had developed over the years.  His eyes went from the large fire and then back to Leah’s face.
 
   Before she could say anything, he caught her off guard by speaking first.
 
   “You know,” his head bobbed a little more and his voice seemed to warble with the motion, “I’ve seen that look before.”
 
   Leah really didn’t know what he meant.
 
   “I don’t understand?  What look?”  She tried to deadpan her face as much as possible, but apparently it was something that couldn’t be hidden from a man that had seen the hells of a battlefield, and survived a long life after.
 
   “On your face, Leah,” he said, the curves of a worried smile etched on his face.
 
   She waited for him to continue.
 
   “It’s the same look that I know I had on my face the very first day I was in Korea.”
 
   Leah thought she knew what he was about to say.  The water of tears rimmed her eyes.  He knows what I did…what I had to do.
 
   “I saw it on the face of every new boy that joined us on the battlefields.  It,” he paused for a second and cleared his throat.  “It’s a look of pain.  A look of question.  A look of duty. That’s the look that is on your face, girl.”
 
   A tear rolled over Leah’s cheek.  
 
   “Leah, don’t be ashamed of what you had to do,” he simply said. 
 
   She nodded, and moved the tears away from her eyes.  They both watched the fire burn for several quiet moments.
 
   “I saw them,” he said, leaning his bobbing head towards the fire.  “I saw them when they walked down the street.  I knew their kind.”  He waved a tan wrinkly hand towards the fire.  “As a soldier, a cop and then a defense lawyer, you just learn their kind.  You know what they’re capable of and you know that it only takes a spark to light their powder keg.”
 
   “I call them freakers,” Leah said, her voice low and quiet.
 
   “That’s a good name,” he agreed.  “You know in Korea, when we wanted to take some hill or start a campaign, we came in and destroyed what we could by bombing the hell out of it, and then we put boots on the ground to do the rest.”
 
   Leah nodded, listened to the old man.
 
   “The ones that were left.  The ones that survived our bombs would always put up one hell of a fight.”  He turned from the fire and looked at Leah.  “I can see that the same thing is true here today.”
 
   She didn’t know exactly what to say.  He was telling her something from a perspective of experience, but she didn’t quite know what it was.
 
   “You did a good thing, Leah.”
 
   She half smiled.
 
   “It never gets easier,” he simply said.
 
   “What will never get easier, Mr. Rivers?”
 
   “Killing people.  It never gets easier.  But,” he pointed an elderly finger at her.  “I’ll say it again, you did a good thing.  We can’t let the world be ruled by people like that, or who ever is trying to take us.”
 
   “Take us?”
 
   “Leah,” he said, adopting his lawyer voice.  “It’s very plain to see that what’s happening is not some isolated event.  This is the first stage of a campaign; just like we did in Korea.  Someone else sees our country as the hill they want to take.  They’re coming, Leah; mark my word.  But, with folks like you, I know they’re going to run into one hell of a fight!”
 
   The idea of an invading force coming into America was not one of the scenarios that she and Ian had planned for.  Terrorist strike.  They cause terror; they don’t invade a country…  That’s what other countries do.  Realization struck her hard.  This really is our worst case scenario.  I need to find Grace.
 
   “Mr. Rivers, are you armed in case we have more trouble; or something larger happens?”
 
   The man smiled and turned to walk back to his house.  “Don’t you worry about this old man, my dear.  If your,” he paused and bobbed his head a few times back towards the fire, “Freakers, want to mess with an old man, well, like you just proved, it might be the last thing they do.  If it’s something larger, well, we’ll just have to fight like hell.  Won’t we?”   He winking at her and started walking home.
 
   She watched him walk away, and heard a familiar voice on her two-way radio.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace walked with Joshua into the stables.  It had been several years since she had been in a horse barn.  The smell and the sounds of the horses in their stalls brought back warm childhood memories of when she used to ride as a girl.
 
   “Do you like horses?” Joshua asked.
 
   “I love horses,” she said, smiling at the first horse that stuck its head out of the stall to look at them.
 
   “That’s Mickey.”
 
   Grace walked up to the horse.  He had a white strip up his forehead with two white splotches at the top of the stripe.  “His stripe looks like…”
 
   “Mouse ears.  Yeah, that why we call him Mickey.”
 
   “Hey boy,” she said, and gently put her hand on Mickey’s forehead.  The horse was warm and nuzzled her hand.
 
   “We’ve had him for awhile.”  Joshua patted Mickey on the neck.  “He’s got a great temperament.”  He moved onto the stall next to Mickey’s and whistled gently.
 
   “This is Sandbar.”
 
   “That’s the horse you met us on.  Right?”
 
   The brown and white horse responded to the whistle and poked his head out of the stall.  Joshua reached into a pouch hanging outside of the stall and pulled out two white sugar cubes.
 
   “Here, give one to Mickey,” he said, giving her the cube.  He watched her flatten her hand and the horse take the cube.  “You’re a natural,” he said, giving his cube to Sandbar.
 
   Grace patted the horse and then looked back at Joshua.  
 
   “About that radio?”
 
   “Yeah, right,” he said, suddenly remembering why they were in the barn in the first place.  He reached into the saddle pack hanging on a peg next to the stall and retrieved the radio.  He handed it to her.  “Going to try your Mom?”
 
   “Thanks,” she took the radio and flipped it on.  It worked.  “Yeah,” she said, changing the channel from 39 to 25.  
 
   “It might work better outside,” Joshua said, and they both walked out of the stable.
 
   She listened for any traffic on the station as they walked out before keying the radio.
 
   “Momma B, this is Tardis Blue, are you there?  Over.”
 
   She waited thirty seconds and was just about to repeat the phrase, when the voice of her mother came across the radio.
 
   “Tardis Blue, this is Mama B,” Leah felt choked up, but cleared her throat and continued.  “Are you alright?  Over.”
 
   “Momma B, yes.  Well I am, AC has a broken nose and a pretty bashed in eye.”  She wasn’t ready to talk about the fact that she had shot two people yesterday.  “Momma B, are you okay?  Over,” she said, turning the tables.
 
   “We’ve had some issues, but we’re managing.  Over.”  Like her daughter, Leah wasn’t ready to discuss what she had had to do as well.
 
   There was a pause as both women thought about their situations. 
 
   “Where are you?” Leah asked, back on task.  “Wait!  Hold that response.  Over,” Leah said, suddenly thinking about the security of the open channel and the fear of leading more Freakers to her daughter’s position.
 
   “She doesn’t want you to give away your position,” Joshua said quietly in the pause.  “Your Mom’s pretty smart.”
 
   Grace nodded and added a little more respect onto her understanding of her mother and Joshua. 
 
   “Yeah she is.  So, how can we tell her where I am?  I don’t even know where I am!  I need to get home, Joshua!”  She keyed the microphone.  “Momma B, I’m not sure, but I’m with people that want to help.  Let me talk with them and call you back.  Over.”
 
   “Tardis Blue, roger that.  I don’t want you coming back to base if you’re in a safe place.  Over,” Leah shocked herself for saying what she had just said.
 
   “What the…” Grace didn’t understand.  “Momma B, that’s not in the plan.  Over.”
 
   “Josh!” Both Grace and Joshua turned to see his father calling for him from the front door of the house. “You both need to come in immediately,” he said, waiving his arms for them to hurry.  “Run!”
 
   “Tardis Blue,” the radio squawked.  “I’m changing the plan.  I will call you in an hour.  I repeat.  I am changing the plan.  Do you understand?  Over.”
 
   Joshua and Grace reached the front porch of the house.  She could hear a humming sound in the distance.  It was not a familiar sound. 
 
   “Damn you, Mom!”  Grace said, under her breath.
 
   Mr. Tiller closed the door behind them and then opened another one leading them down to the basement.  “In here now!”  He directed them.
 
   “Momma B, I understand.  We are changing the plan. Over.”
 
   Bob closed the metallic sounding door and locked it from the inside.
 
   “This is our bunker,” Joshua said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The hunting lodge was nothing more than an old Airstream trailer parked at the edge of a field along a river.  There was a set of dirt tracks that led up to the trailer from a more formal dirt road, but from what Ian could tell, the trailer looked abandoned.
 
   Ian was familiar with the area.  He had hunted deer at a camp that was on the other side of the river, which is where he wanted to be.  But getting across the river was a bit of a problem.  From the map that Dukes had provided, the closest crossing was the old hydroelectric dam that was a mile up the river, or there was a small two lane county bridge that was five miles down the river.  He remembered one of the guys he hunted with talking about a suspension bridge close by, but that was a long shot.  Anyway he decided to do it, it was going to be something that they were going to do tomorrow.
 
   After witnessing the drone attack on the town it didn’t take much convincing to get Mary to push on a little farther.  He had been aiming to reach this point all along; it had just taken them longer than he had calculated.
 
   Mary had been beside herself after the drone attack, and talked nonstop in a nervous banter.  Ian figured that the airplane crash and a bomb going off far away was one thing for the lady, but witnessing the annihilation of two men and a town by the drone had triggered something else entirely.
 
   “Please tell me this is the place you were thinking about?” She asked.
 
   “Not exactly.”  He heard her sigh.  “But it’s close enough.”
 
   “Thank God!” she said, quietly.  “Is it safe?”
 
   “Safe is a relative term, Mary,” Ian responded smoothly.
 
   “Cut the crap, Ian!  You know what I mean.  Will a drone find us there?”
 
   “Drones can strike anything and anyone.  Depending on the sophistication of the machine, it can deliver a payload through a window.”
 
   “Not an inspiring answer.  Do you think it was one of ours?”
 
   She had asked the question a few times.  The lawyer side of her wanted to cross-examine and ask the same question a thousand different ways.
 
   Ian was familiar with her line of questioning and knew that the nature of the cross-examination was to get the witness to trip up and give a different response.  He wasn’t about to do that.  His training was better than that.
 
   “I don’t think so,” was the best answer he was willing to give until he had more data.  Dukes had given him reports of drone attacks up and down the Mississippi valley and the western Gulf of Mexico.  The attack that they had witnessed was the most eastern of all reports.
 
   Ian panned his binoculars to look up the river one more time, before they committed to the trailer.  Even though it was dark, he could see the dam by the light of the moon.  The dam was small, as far as dams go.  Built by the federal government during the Great Depression, the earth and concrete structure held back one of Alabama’s many small lakes. The lake was used more for recreational, and to Ian’s memory, there were very few, if any houses along the shores.  
 
   Ian had fished the lake before and knew where to find the bass along the 15 miles of shoreline.  He had also been close to the dam before, but never on it.  He couldn’t see if there was anyone around the dam; that recon would have to wait until morning.
 
   “Let’s go to the trailer.”
 
   “That’s the best thing you have said in hours,” Mary fell in line behind him as they descended down the hill and to the dirt road.
 
   Ian drew his pistol from his shoulder holster as they got closer to the trailer.  With each step closer to the river, the sound of the water falling over the spillway grew in volume.  
 
   “Wait here,” he said to Mary, taking her shoulder and directing her to stand behind a tree along the dirt road.  They were about 50 yards from the trailer.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Please just do it.”  He reached around her and brought the small rifle up for her to hold.  “If anything bad happens, flip this off, and do what I taught you.  Okay?”
 
   Mary looked at him, and then down at the rifle.
 
   “Point this end at the bad guy and pull that trigger,” he said with a half smile, and then turned back towards the trailer.
 
   Mary watched him move along the tree line.  He was hard to follow, even though she knew he was there.  “Point this end at the bad guy and pull that trigger,” she mocked quietly.  “Like that’s going to happen!”
 
   Ian circled the trailer and put his back against the side of the aircraft grade aluminum of the Airstream.  He then peeked inside.  It looked quiet.  He could see all of the beds and the trailer looked abandoned.  He then went around to the door and gently turned the knob while standing with his back to the side of the camper.  The door opened and his right arm and pistol went into the crack first. 
 
   Mary watched him disappear into the camper and then reemerged a few seconds later.  He waved for her to come to the cabin.  She started moving and wondered if she should walk down the path, or sneak along the tree line like Ian had done.  She walked along the path.
 
   “Nice place,” she said, sticking her head in.  “A little musty.  Not the Hilton, but it will do.”
 
   “Thanks for agreeing with me.  There are two beds and it looks like there’s a few cans of beans and chicken.  The stove is propane and it works.  This is about as good as it gets for now,” Ian said, letting his guard down a little.
 
   20 minutes later, they were eating warm beans and canned chicken.  Ian found six airplane bottles of whiskey and decided to keep those for later.
 
   “Why don’t you get some sleep, I’ll take first watch,” he said, splashing some of the camper water on his face.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she said, throwing her paper plate in a trashcan and collapsing on one of the two beds.
 
   Ian refilled his water bottle and looked for any other items he could take from the trailer.  He then got their gear ready to go, in case they had to leave in a hurry.  Fifteen minutes passes, and he settled down
 
   “You don’t really work for a gun manufacturer, do you?” Ian heard Mary ask from the darker side of the camper.
 
   “I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “I think sleep is going to be a hard thing to find in the near future,” she answered.  “Now, what about my question?”
 
   Ian thought about that for a second before answering.  America was under attack.  There were very few people alive that he knew that he could trust.  Keeping the lie up with Mary would only hurt whatever trust he had built with her.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   “Yes?   Yes, what?”
 
   “Yes, I actually do work for a gun manufacturer.  But, it’s a front company owned by the government so that I can have credibility when doing surveillance work over seas.”
 
   There was no response from Mary.
 
   “Mary?  Did you hear me?”
 
   “Shh.” Came the response from the other side.
 
   That response put Ian on alert and he leaned forward trying to hear what Mary heard.  All he could hear was the spill over from the dam up the river.
 
   “There,” she said, like he was supposed to listen to that point in time.
 
   “Put your shoes back on and grab your rifle and pack.  I still don’t hear it, but be ready for anything.”
 
   “There, it’s the same as before.  It’s the drone!”
 
   Ian looked at his watch it was 9:45PM.  He grabbed his two-way, breaking protocol with Dukes.
 
   “Dukes, Ian.  Over.”
 
   “Code word?  Over.”  He answered quickly.
 
   “The.  Over.”
 
   “Dukes, is there anything else unusual happening with the drones?  Rapid response needed.  Over.”  He spoke quickly and with purpose.
 
   Dukes responded quickly with bits of information.
 
   “Getting scattered reports of them taking out infrastructure, power plants, rail crossings, bridges and dams.  Why?  Over.”
 
   “Dams!  Ian, we’ve got to get out of here!” Mary said, panic filling her voice.
 
   “Below a dam now.  Drone is on station.  Talk later.  Over.”
 
   Dukes clicked his radio twice, acknowledging that he received and understood the transmission.
 
   “We’ve got to go!” Mary was ready to push the door open.
 
   “Hold on,” Ian said, grabbing her arm before she could open the door.
 
   “What are you doing?  That thing’s going to blow up the dam.  Ian, we’re below the dam!  We’ve got to go!”
 
   “Not yet.  This is an Airstream camper.  It’s covered in aluminum.  Like with the Mylar blanket we got under before.  The drone can’t see our heat signature because it’s being reflected back into the camper.  If we run, we might as well shine a spotlight at it!  So, wait till the right time.”
 
   She couldn’t believe what she was hearing from him.
 
   “Trust me, Mary.  Please,” he said, releasing her arm.
 
   She stepped back from the door.
 
   He then pulled a chair to the middle of the trailer and stood on the chair.  He popped the air vent and could instantly hear the drone clearly over the spillway.  It was circling the area at a frightening low altitude.  He pulled his binoculars out and tried to acquire the drone visually.  He wanted to know who’s it was.
 
   “Why doesn’t it take the shot?” he asked no one in particular.  He still scanned the sky looking for the dot against the night sky.
 
   “Sometimes in a courtroom, we don’t take a person down because we think they can lead us to a more important person,” Mary offered.
 
   “Like, there’s always a bigger fish,” he responded, still searching the sky.
 
   “Exactly!”
 
   “So if there’s a bigger fish than blowing up the dam, what would that be?”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Got another one?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said.  “When it comes to the law, it is about timing.  You know, calling the right witness to make the most impact.”
 
   “That’s it, Mary!  That’s it!” He looked down from the chair and pointed at her.  “This is not a random attack, it’s coordinated.  It’s not if they are going to blow up the dam, it’s’ when are they going to blow the dam up.”
 
   “Okay, so what are they waiting for?” 
 
   He hopped off of the chair and looked out the window for their best escape route, and that is when he heard another noise.
 
   “What’s that?” Mary asked, she crouched down in the trailer.
 
   “It’s a bird,” he said, a new layer of concern entering the equations process in his head.
 
   “A bird?”
 
   “A helicopter!  A helo!  A bird!  Same thing!”  He needed a way out of this situation.
 
   “What does that mean?  A helicopter and a drone…what does that mean?  Are they on the same side?  I thought helicopters couldn’t fly anymore?” Mary fired off the questions at a rapid pace, he mouth not filtering anything her mind was thinking.
 
   Ian had a number of answers for her, but they would have to wait.  He was busy formulating a plan that he knew Mary was not going to like.  He looked out the window one more time.  The hill they had been on was nearly 200 yards away.  It would be certain death if they tried to make the hill if the dam broke.  And if they survived that, the drone would take them out.  He turned away from the window; he had a new plan.
 
   “Okay,” Ian said.  “You were right about the timing thing, and I think that the time is now.”
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   Ian put both of his hands on her shoulders before speaking.  
 
   “We are going to stay here.”
 
   “What?  Are you out of your f…”
 
   The helicopter flew almost directly overhead of the trailer at a low altitude.  The light of the four missiles launching from the helicopter’s ordinance racks lit up the area around the trailer and froze Ian and Mary to their spots.
 
   “We’re going to die,” Mary said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Daisy patrolled the house; her claws tic’ tacked along the hardwood floor as she made her rounds.  The extra people in the house and the unusual noises that they made seemed to take her out of her routine. 
 
   Leah lifted one eyelid as she heard the dog come into her bedroom.  She then used the same eye and looked at the analog watch on her wrist.  5:37AM.  She had successfully slept through most of the night and actually felt some relief.  She hadn’t been tormented in her dreams like she thought she would.
 
   I guess those will come later.
 
   She watched Daisy circle her bed, looking to see if Ian was in the bed, and then she came back to Leah’s side and lay down as close to the head of the bed as she could muster.  Good dog.
 
   Leah rubbed her eyes and her mind started ramping up with what she needed to do, what had happened the day before, and worry for Grace and Ian.  Where are you?  Are you even alive?  Stop it Leah!  Don’t think that way!
 
   Leah threw the covers off of her bed, reached for the gun on her nightstand and went to the bathroom.  I’m taking a gun to the freaking bathroom!  This new world sucks!  Leah was not a morning person.
 
   20 minutes later, Leah had brewed a pot of tea on the outdoor grill and was sipping her first cup of the day as the sun came up.  She smirked to herself thinking that on a ‘normal’ day, she would have been checking Facebook and her email.  She would have been scrolling through timeline pictures of her friend’s kids playing soccer or having birthdays or of the shrimp cocktails that they enjoyed the night before.  Life was different now.  She was different now.
 
   “Hey, do mind if I join you?” Amy asked, appearing on her deck.
 
   “Of course not.  How did you sleep?”
 
   Amy and the kids had spent the night with Leah.  Leah had insisted on it, and would not take ‘no’ for an answer.
 
   “Fitful but, I got enough.  I’ve just been so worried about where Rob is, and what happened yesterday.”
 
   Leah knew that feeling.  This was the second night that she didn’t have Grace home and it had been nearly 40 hours since she had spoken to her husband.  Amy was dealing with a similar situation, now knowing that an airplane had impacted and possibly destroyed downtown…where her husband worked. 
 
   “Do you want some tea?” Leah asked, moving to get another cup.
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   Leah quickly retrieved a new cup and poured some of the steaming liquid to share with her friend.
 
   “The kids are still asleep?” Leah asked, handing her the cup of tea.
 
   “Yeah, I think they will be out for awhile.  They hardly moved last night.  Yesterday was crazy for them.”
 
   “It was crazy for all of us,” Leah confirmed.
 
   Amy sipped her tea and looked up at the sky as the sun spread its morning power.  “What are you going to do about Grace?” Amy asked.  
 
   After the events of yesterday and the day before, Leah had come clean with Amy.  She told her about how she and Ian had been preppers for years, and how Grace was trained to handle situations.  She showed her their stockpile of food, nonperishable supplies, equipment and weapons.  It was a relief to share the secret with her friend; the openness had allowed Leah to relax a little as the other family spent the night.
 
   Part of yesterday’s discussion with Amy was about what was happening to Grace.  Leah had not heard from her daughter since their last radio conversation yesterday.  Grace told her that she was safe, and Leah told her daughter that she was officially changing the plan and don’t come home.
 
   That decision not to bring Grace home was slowly haunting her.
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” Leah said, answering her friend’s question.
 
   Both women sipped their tea, letting the new world wake up around them.
 
   “If you decide to go get her, I think I have an idea,” Amy offered.
 
   “I’m open to anything,” Leah swung her legs off of her chair and pivoted towards Amy.
 
   Amy did the opposite in her chair and faced Leah.
 
   “Look, I can never thank you enough for what you did yesterday.”
 
   “Amy, you don’t have to…”
 
   “Please let me finish.”
 
   Leah nodded and pursed her lips.
 
   “You saved me.  You saved my kids.  God only knows what those creatures were going to do to us,” Amy said, growling the word creatures.  “It’s because of your preparedness and your training with Ian and Grace that I’m alive.  So, thank you again.”
 
   Leah went to say something, but Amy put her hand up gently.
 
   “Look, Grace needs you.  She’s your daughter, and she might be in trouble.  I know that the only reason you haven’t gone to get her is because of me.”
 
   Leah thought about that.  Most of what Amy was saying was true; Leah had just not accepted it yet.
 
   “You’re staying here to protect my family, and probably Mr. Rivers as well, and God knows who else is left on our street.  But, Leah, you need to let us take care of ourselves and go get Grace!”
 
   Leah stood and put her hands on the wooden railing of her deck and leaned out.  This was the talk she needed.  If Ian were here, they would be having a similar conversation.  It was good to actually talk through things with another person. 
 
   Amy got up and stood by her friend at the rail.
 
   “Leave me with a gun, show me how to use it.  Let’s organize with Mr. Rivers and who ever else.  The only way we’re going to survive what ever this new world has become is by sticking together.  That will allow you to go get Grace and not worry about everything else…you can just concentrate on your safety and her’s.”
 
   Leah put an arm around Amy’s shoulder.  “Thank you,” she said, feeling free to go save her daughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “We’re not going to die,” Ian said.  He reached up and locked the hatch and visually scanned the windows to make sure they were closed.  “Pull everything tight on your pack, buckle everything.  Put your headlight on and make sure the safety is engaged on your rifle.” He instructed while he moved swiftly.
 
   “Okay,” Mary said, her voice cracking with emotion.
 
    Ian found an orange outdoor extension cord and started wrapping it around the end of the countertop that jutted out from the kitchen.
 
   Mary did as she was told as rapidly as possible.  She was fighting panic. 
 
   The four explosions striking the dam echoed concussion waves back across the trailer.  It sounded like thunder clapping over their heads and it rocked the trailer.
 
   “Damn,” Ian whispered as he tied off the extension cord.  He turned on his own LED headlight to match the white light of Mary’s.  “Hold on like this,” he put his hands under the wrappings of cord and squatted on the balls of his feet.  “Be flexible and watch out for shit flying around.  Keep your head down for protection.”
 
   Mary did exactly as he showed her.  They could hear a gushing, roaring of water coming their way.  The water was knocking down trees; it sounded like advancing artillery fire.  If the apocalypse had a sound, it most likely sounded like what was coming their way.
 
   “Do you believe in God?” she asked, waiting for the impact of the water.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Dear God, please protect us.  Amen,” she said, keeping it short and to the point.
 
   “Amen,” he said.  “Here it comes!  Hold on and be ready to get out when I say.”
 
   She never got a chance to answer as the wave of water swept around the bend in the river and over the trailer.
 
   The trailer flipped over immediately and the sound of water swatting at the aluminum siding ceased as quickly as it came.  Everything in the trailer started flying around like they were towels on spin dry at the laundry.  And then the rolling ceased and the trailer angled, trying to throw them to the back.   Both Ian and Leah fought to hang from the makeshift extension cord anchor.  
 
   “We’re under water,” Ian said, dangling.   “Com’on!  Com’on!” Ian yelled at the trailer to hold together.
 
   The trailer creaked and rolled one more time under the water.  The trailer was holding together, for the moment.  Ian could see water seeping through one of the windows, but it hadn’t burst through…yet.
 
   “Please God, be with us.  Please God, be with us,” Mary starting saying over and over as they swirled through the underwater currents of the flood.
 
   The trailer impacted something hard, knocking them to one side.  Ian could feel that the trailer was about to implode from the pressure and force of the water.  It groaned more and more from the stress of physics at each passing second. 
 
   “Keep praying, Mary!” Ian yelled.  “Come’on…surface…surface!”
 
   “Please God, be with us.  Please God, be with us!”
 
   The trailer shot through the surface of the water and crashed back down on top of the flow of the massive river.  The front part of the trailer was lodged on top of several logs and the back half was still in the water.
 
   Ian let go of the cord and scrambled up the cabinets to reach the window over the kitchen sink; it was pointing up, from what he could tell.  He then slid open the kitchen window and stuck his head out to see.  
 
   Thankfully it was a full moon and the light from his headlight was bright; he had a pretty good view of the upcoming river.  The trailer was trapped on an island of floating logs.  The logs pinned the trailer in; their rolling mass, keeping the trailer from falling back into the water. He turned the other way to look down the river, he could see something else up ahead.  Fire on a bridge.
 
   “Well?” Mary yelled from below.
 
   “We need to get out, right now!”
 
   “Oh,” was her only response.
 
   Ian was thinking as fast as he could.  He had never ridden a 30-foot wall of water and he knew that if he lived, he would never want to do it again.  
 
   The trailer jumped up in the water, nearly tossing him over the side.  The sides creaked with the impact and the pressure of the rushing water.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   Ian jumped down from the window.  “I don’t know, but were leaving, there’s someone on a bridge up ahead and it might be our only chance.”  He cut the orange extension cord with his knife, leaving them with about 40 feet of cable.  He quickly made a loop, tied a knot, and placed the cable under Mary’s underarms.
 
   She didn’t say anything as Ian turned and pushed up to open the front door of the trailer.  It looked like he was opening a storm cellar door from the mid-west.  He then scrambled up onto the side of the camper.  Once there, he turned and reached down to pull Mary up.
 
   “Take my hand!”
 
   She reached for his hand but slipped and fell back against the opposite wall from the door.  Ian looked down river; they only had a minute before they would pass under the bridge.  He could see more fire…they were torches, and they were moving across the bridge.
 
   “HELP!” he yelled towards the bridge, his headlamp giving away his position.
 
   Mary climbed back up the inside of the camper to reach Ian’s hand, where he pulled her through the door.  She looked around for the first time, her mind fighting to process what was happening.
 
   Trees churned and tumbling along the edge of the flotilla of logs.  The camper sat as a metal island on the precipice of crusting destruction.  She then looked up and could also see the bridge that Ian was talking about; but it wasn’t a normal bridge that a car passes over.  It was a suspension bridge made of wire and wood.  It was about 10 feet above the water, and there were people, with torches on the bridge…they were yelling at them.
 
   “You’ve got to hurry!” a voice yelled from the bridge.
 
   Ian coiled the orange cable and yelled to the people on the bridge.  “CATCH!”
 
   They had about 25 yards.
 
   “OK!” a response came back from the bridge.
 
   They could see three or four people getting ready to catch the cord.
 
    
 
   15 yards.
 
    
 
   “What’s going to happen?” Mary asked.  Fear gripped every fiber of her being as her headlight illuminated the fast approaching bridge.
 
   “Just hang on and help as best as you can,” Ian demanded.  
 
   “What about you?” she pleaded.
 
    
 
   10 yards.
 
    
 
   Ian ignored her and stepped forward on the side of the trailer and swung his arm around like a softball pitcher and threw the coiled cable.  The cord looked like an orange snake uncoiling as it sailed through the air and onto the suspension bridge.
 
    
 
   5 yards.
 
    
 
   Ian watched the people on the bridge catch the cord, wrap it around one of the boards and then rapidly tie it off to the bridge support.  He then removed his belt as the logs and the camper and millions of gallons of water passed under the bridge. 
 
   Mary was yanked up and out over the logs and water.  Her scream was one of pure panic and fear and it never let up. Ian saw her feet drag in the water for an instant as the people on the bridge adjusted to her weight and pull her up from the water.  They had her.  She would be rescued.
 
   With that knowledge, Ian began to run along the back end of the trailer.  The bridge passed overhead and he was flowing away at a rapid pace.  He pumped his legs harder, running up the side of the trailer.  The incline, created by the logs holding the trailer, grew steeper and arched the aluminum vessel into the air. 
 
   As he approached the end of the trailer at full run, he realized that the bridge was almost out of reach…he jumped, stretching his body out like a cat and slinging his belt out in front of him to catch a wire or wooden strut on the bridge.   
 
   Mary spilled onto the bridge and quickly lunged for the other side.  She could see the trailer spin and twist as the logs churned and crushed it under the weight of the moving water.  She could see the light of Ian’s headlamp being swallowed up by the logs and the river, and then it went out.
 
   “Ian!” she yelled.  “Ian!”
 
   “Here!” came a voice from below the bridge.
 
   “He’s here!” Mary said to the others, and then surprised herself by leaning out over the side.  
 
   Ian was hanging by both ends of his belt around a 2x6 strut on the bridge.    Mary’s headlamp circled him like a Broadway actor.
 
   “Give me your hand, she said, suddenly feeling several hands on her legs, holding her from falling.
 
   Ian struggled with holding onto the belt, he just needed to swing his leg up on the strut and he could make it.
 
   “Give me your hand, you crazy son-of-a-bitch!”
 
   Ian looked at her for the first time.  
 
   “Let me save you this time!” she pleaded.
 
   He put both of his hands together and combined the belt in his right hand, and then he lunged with every ounce of core strength he could muster and reached her hand.  Once he had her support, he swung his leg up to the strut and pulled himself up and over the side of the bridge, where he collapsed on the wood next to Mary.
 
   They lay there breathing in deep breaths for a second.  
 
   “Crazy son-of-a-bitch, huh?”
 
   She sat up to lean against part of the bridge.  “You might want to watch your language; there are children present.”
 
   Ian looked up at the ‘people’ that had rescued him and was met with the stair from five smooth faced Boy Scouts.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace, Anna and the Tiller family spent the rest of the day and the night in the bunker.  Mr. Tiller had heard the reports about the drone attacks from Dukes and had also heard ‘chatter’ about another nuke going off in the US somewhere.  Out of a sense of protection against the unknown, he had shut his family and the girls in the bunker until he thought it was safe to surface.
 
   Mrs. Tiller had a worried look about her the entire time.  Joshua’s younger brother was out of town on a trip; they had not heard from him since everything went south.  Once they shut the doors, there was a sense of finality about his whereabouts.  Mrs. Tiller sobbed quietly for a few hours until it was time to check on Anna’s bandages.  The task took her mind off of the potential loss of her son.
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   “What’s his name?” Anna asked.
 
   “Adam,” Violet responded.  “He was named after my father.”
 
   “How old is he?” Anna continued to ask questions in order to help distract the distraught mother.
 
   “He turned sixteen on Halloween last year,” she said.  
 
   “I don’t know anyone with a birthday on Halloween,” Anna said.  She was distracting herself from the loss of her parents as much as she was distracting Violet.
 
   “Up stairs,” Violet started.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You said that your parents are both doctors?”  She was careful not to ask the question in the past tense.
 
   Anna nodded.  “My Dad is a general surgeon and my Mom is a cardiologist.”
 
   “Wow!  And you’re the only child?”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” Anna felt the emotion of loss pushing at the backs of her eyes.
 
   “Do you have a knack for medicine?” Violet asked.  “Like your parents?”
 
   Anna thought about that for a minute.  
 
   Grace was listening quietly to the conversation.  She had known Anna for along time, and she was always a better student at biology and science than Grace.  Anna had been fighting against her parents to go into a pre-med major once she went to college next fall, but Grace knew that Anna was only pushing back the way teenagers do.
 
   Anna looked at the lady; she had come to an important realization during the short conversation.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I do have a knack for medicine.  I was thinking about becoming a pediatrician,” Anna surprised Grace by responding the way she did.
 
   “I think that is a very noble profession…the care of our children,” Violet said, suddenly proud of the girl.  “I used to work in an ER.  I can teach you what I know, if you like?” Violet offered kindly.
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Now, 8 hours later, Graced flipped on the two-way radio again, but it was no use, the metal and concrete walls of the 1950’era bunker were too thick to penetrate, she was only wasting the batteries.  She had thought through everything that she had ever learned from her parents, and ‘changing the plan’ wasn’t one of those things.
 
   “What does that even mean…changing the plan?” She asked Anna.  “I don’t know what to do.”
 
    “What if it’s not safe at your house anymore,” Anna offered.  She was sleeping on the bottom bunk of a pair of beds that the Tillers had put there for their boys and any ‘friends’ that might be here when they had to close the bunker door.
 
   “Then I should go to her and help,” Grace shot back.
 
   “She obviously doesn’t want that,” Joshua said, interjecting himself into the conversation.  He was sitting on his own bunk, three feet away from the girls.
 
   Grace was conflicted with Joshua.  Under normal circumstances, she might have passed him off as a country redneck farmer.  But there was something different about him.  He was 19 years old, very well educated, smooth in the way he communicated and was kind of easy on the eyes.  But, this was the end of the world, her mother was in life-threating danger and she had no idea if her father was even alive.  Oh, and she had shot two people the other day.  That little detail kept cropping up in her mind, never really leaving her alone.
 
   “So, Joshua, how are you to know what my mother wants?” Grace retorted.   That wasn’t the way I wanted that to come out.
 
   Joshua nodded, kind of poking a lower lip out as his head bobbed.  “Well…”
 
   Oh my God, he’s actually going to answer that!  Grace thought.
 
   “…when a foal has a new colt, there’s nothing that can keep a mother from that baby.  I mean, we have to take extreme measures if we ever separate a colt from the mother,” he paused to think through the rest.  “But if she feels that the colt will be in more danger if it tries to come to her, she will stop trying.”
 
   “Wow,” Anna said, drinking in what he was saying.
 
     “But, it’s almost just as bad for the colt,” he continued.  “If that colt even senses that its mother is within reach, it will do amazing things in order to reach her.  So,” he looked at Grace, “I’m just speaking from that perspective.”
 
   Anna looked away from Joshua and to a point on the wall above his head.  She could almost sense what Grace was thinking.  They had been friends for more than five years, and except for the end of the world prepping, Rambo shooting people thing with Grace, she felt she knew what the girl was thinking when it came to boys.  She was falling for Joshua.
 
   “So, when do you think your father’s going to let us out of here?” Grace totally changed the subject.
 
   “I guess when he feels that it’s safe.”
 
   “So, what is safe anymore?” Anna offered.
 
   “We could ask him,” Joshua answered, hopping off of his bunk.
 
   The three teens made their way to where Mr. Tiller was working the knobs on a short-wave radio.
 
   “How come his radio works and yours doesn’t?” Anna whispered to Grace as they walked over to him.
 
   “His is a different technology, a lot more powerful and the antenna is located outside of the bunker,” Grace remarked, drawing off of her parents prepping knowledge.
 
     Bob Tiller had a set of noise canceling headphones connected to the feed and didn’t hear them approach.
 
   “Dad,” Joshua touched the man’s shoulder and he jumped.
 
   “Yes!  Yes?”
 
   “What’s the latest?  We’ve been down here for almost 20 hours and we kind of want to know what’s happening up top.”
 
   Bob Tiller removed the headphones and turned towards the youth.  “I’m not going to be mellow dramatic or sugar coat anything.”
 
   “Good, that helps me,” Grace said, cutting him off.
 
   “Yes, well, it seems that there are several things happening that we need to prepare for.”  Mrs. Tiller joined them in the group, the worried look had returned to her face.
 
   “My friend Dukes, down near Columbus, GA, has an operative moving towards Birmingham.  The operative reports that helicopters and drones are carrying out seek and destroy sorties.  The operative also reported that the signature of the helicopter was not one of ours.”
 
   “What does that mean, Dad, not one of ours?  You mean it was a foreign county…for sure?”  Joshua asked the question that Grace wanted to.
 
   “That’s what the operative reported.” Bob could see the doubt on the kid’s faces.  “He’s a former Army Captain, so he probably knows what he talking about when it comes to helicopters.”
 
   “My Dad’s a Captain,” Grace commented, more to herself, than to anyone else.
 
   “Really?”  Bob, asked more out of respect than of question.
 
   “Yeah, he was ROTC in school and then did like 6 or 8 years active duty before going into the real world.”
 
   “Your father’s not in Columbus, GA is he?” Bob asked, taking a shot in the dark.
 
   “No,” Grace said, suddenly caught off guard by the question.  “He was flying home from Texas the night the bomb went off.”
 
   Bob looked at her as if he was trying to puzzle something out.  “Would he have connected through Atlanta?” Bob asked.
 
   Grace thought about that for a second.  Her father always flew through Atlanta.  It was how they accumulated as many air miles as they did for use when they went on vacation.  The extra short hop from Birmingham to Atlanta was a segment builder and added miles for her dad.
 
   “I think so,” she answered.
 
   “Interesting,” Bob said, as he swiveled back to the radio and keyed the mike.  “Birmingham Bob to Dukes, looking for response.  Over.”
 
   Almost immediately, Dukes answered the call.  
 
   “Bob, this is Dukes. Over.”
 
   “Hey Dukes, code.  Over.”  Which meant that they were now speaking some sort of jargon or code that they agreed upon.  
 
   “10-4.  Over.”
 
   “Your operative in the field.  Were did he come from?”
 
   There was a long pause on the short-wave radio.
 
   “Level of importance?  Over,” Dukes stalled.
 
   “He’s stalling,” Bob Tiller said to the others.  “He must know that there’s something special about this operative and he doesn’t want to broadcast to me what that is.  He’ll come up with something.”
 
   Grace felt something in the pit of her stomach.  Something that she hadn’t felt since this entire ordeal had started.  She felt hope.
 
   “We’re just fishing here, but we might have a mutual link…one of his assets,” Bob said, going out on a limb.  He pulled short of asking for a name on the unsecure channel.  “Over.”
 
   Dukes surprised them by speaking plain code.   “First name, Ian, second three letters are Bravo, Uniform, Romeo.”
 
   Everyone looked back at Grace, who was doing the translation in real time.  “He knows my Dad!” she said, her voice rising on the word dad.  “Ian Burrows.  That’s my Dad, Ian Burrows!  It has to be!”
 
   Mrs. Tiller put her arm around the shoulders of the girl to get her to not cling too tightly to the hope.  “His name is Ian Burrows,” she said to Mr. Tiller.
 
   Bob went out on a limb.  “Dukes, Burrows? Over.”
 
   “Affirmative,” Dukes confirmed.
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   Leah was listening to the broadcast on her own short-wave radio and nearly fell out of her chair as she jumped up to hug Amy.  
 
   “Ian’s alive!  Ian’s alive!  Ian’s alive!” she yelled as the two women jumped and hugged each other.  “And he said we have one of his assets…they have Grace!  They have Grace!”
 
    
 
   <  >
 
    
 
   “But he missed his scheduled radio check in with me two hours ago,” Dukes reported somberly.  “Over.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What happened to your Scoutmaster?” Ian asked, as he assessed who and what was around him.
 
   There were five Boy Scouts, all of different rank and age.  Each one wore varying versions of the Boy Scout uniform, but each one was a Boy Scout.
 
   “He died,” the tallest one said. 
 
   “He what?” Mary responded, still out of breath.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, lets get off this bridge.”  Ian stood and started moving one direction.  This is not the way I wanted to cross this river.  He looked back and noticed that the boys weren’t moving.
 
   “Come’on guys, we’ve got to go!  This flood might get bigger and take out this bridge,” Ian warned.
 
   Two of the boys started arguing.  One of the boys, the smallest, stating crying and the other two just bickered.  Mary stood just behind Ian; she wasn’t leaving without him.  This was becoming habit…Ian saves her from certain death and then she follows him.
 
   Ian raised his hand, his fingers forming the Scout symbol for order and silence.  The boys responded immediately.  Each boy stopped what they were doing and raised their right hands, imitating the sign.  The only sound was the roar of the churning water below them.
 
   “Look, fellas, I am an Eagle Scout, and an adult.  I pull rank and now order the troop to follow me to this side of the river,” Ian said, and began to walk.
 
   Four of the five began to walk after him, but one held back.  He was the oldest and the only one with the rank of Life Scout…one below Eagle.
 
   “Sir!” he said loudly and sharply.
 
   Ian turned around to look at the only person still standing in the middle of the bridge.  
 
   “Our Scoutmaster’s body is on the other side and up that hill,” he said, the pain in his voice evident.
 
   Ian looked at Mary.  “Take them off the bridge and as far up the hill as you can.  We’ll be there in a minute.”  
 
   Mary nodded and swooped her arms around the remaining four boys.  “Alright, you heard the bad-ass Eagle Scout, let’s get off the bridge and see how high we can climb.”
 
   “That’s a cool looking rifle,” Ian heard one the younger boys say to Mary as they hurried off the bridge.
 
   Ian moved back down the bridge, mindful of the giant debris field that was moving down stream.
 
   “Sir, our Scout Master is up that hill a little way.  He’s…he’s,” the boy cleared his throat.  “He’s a good man, and I don’t want to leave him up there.  We’ve been out here for three days.”
 
   “What happened?” Ian asked, as he put a hand on the boy’s shoulder.
 
   “We all took a day off of school.  It was supposed to be fun and edgy, you know!  We all thought it was cool to skip school on Friday and go camping.  It’s a tradition with our troop.  Every year on this weekend, we take off on a Friday morning.  Not everyone gets permission to skip school, so it’s usually a small group.  We pack light and go deep in the woods.”
 
   “Okay, so what happened?”  Ian kept looking up steam at what was coming down stream.  We need to get off this bridge.
 
   “Mr. McClure just fell over.  It was Friday, about 5:30PM.  We had hiked for about four hours.  We had reached where we wanted to camp, and he just fell over.  We could tell it was a heart attack…he had a pace maker and we all knew that.  We did CPR, but nothing worked.  He was gone.”
 
   “He had a pacemaker?” Ian confirmed.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And it stopped working.”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “It has taken us this entire time to hike his body back to this point.”
 
   Ian looked at where he thought the boys had left the body of the man.  He then changed his gaze back to the eyes of the boy.  He really was more of a young man than a boy.  He’s probably just a bit younger than Grace.
 
   “Do you guys know what’s been going on in America for the last two days?”
 
   The boy looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language.
 
   “No sir, other than that big celebrity trial.”
 
   Ian smirked at that piece of trivia. 
 
   “Son, you are the Platoon Leader,” it was a statement, not a question.  “I need you to understand what I am about to tell you, and then help me lead the rest of your troop out of here.  Do you understand?”
 
   The boy, about sixteen years old, nodded that he did understand.
 
   “Good.”  Ian took a deep breath.  “America has been attacked,” he waited for a reaction, and there was none other than understanding.  “Atlanta was hit by a nuclear bomb and the rest of the country was hit by an EMP.  Do you know what an EMP is?”
 
   The boy nodded.  “Yes sir.  An EMP is an electro magnetic pulse that renders all electronic devices useless that rely on a microchip for intelligence.  Which explains why all of our LED flashlights quit working.”
 
   Ian nodded.  “Very good, now, it would seem that your Scoutmaster might have been struck by the same EMP, and his pacemaker was damaged.”
 
   “That makes sense, sir,” the boy responded.
 
   “Do you think it is logical for us to save the rest of the troop and head that way,” Ian pointed to where Mary had taken the other Scouts, “knowing what you know and that it’s probably what your Scoutmaster would have wanted?” Ian said, doing a little psychobabble on the youth.
 
   “Yes, sir,” the young man responded.  “We can come get him after everyone is safe, right?”
 
   Ian patted the boy on the shoulder.  “What’s your name, son?” 
 
   “Adam, sir.  Adam Tiller.”
 
    “Well, Adam, I hope so,” he said.  “Now, let’s get off of this damn bridge!”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dukes wrote down the notes as fast as the voice was speaking the code.  He would have to spend time decoding the transmission later, but he knew that this one would be important.  This was a transmission from one of his trusted sources outside of San Diego.  He was a brother Marine, having served with Dukes during Desert Storm; and he was one of the few people that Dukes trusted with intel.
 
   “What was that one about?” June heard the word, ‘over,’ and knew that she could ask the question.
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s detailed.”  His notes filled up an entire piece of paper.
 
   Over the last few days, a network of short-wave HAM radio hounds had been accumulating and passing information all around the country.  This particular message was the first direct communication with anyone from the West Coast.  The transmission had originating from southern California and was full of as much fear and confusion as the ones Dukes had been hearing from out of the mid-west or the northeast.  It might even be full of as much fear as Dukes had been broadcasting the last few days.
 
   He started working out the code while sitting at the dinning table.  It was a double code, drawing from two different military sources.  He had used the same code during Desert Storm and then the military retired it.  But, that didn’t mean that the former military people couldn’t use it.
 
   “Son of a…” Dukes whispered.
 
   “What is it?” Penny asked.  She had been helpful to her father, taking over the manning of the radio when he needed sleep.  She knew the same code, thanks to her father, and was looking over his shoulder as he deciphered.
 
    “Wow!” she said, running the encryption faster in her head than her father could on paper.
 
   “What does it say?  You’re a lot faster.”
 
   She sat down slowly, reading the entire time.  “It says that the shipping docks and neighborhoods around the docks in San Francisco were gassed, and that freighter ships are unloading tanks and troops at the ship yards.”
 
   “Gassed?”
 
   “Yeah,” she read further down the page.  “Sarin gas.” She looked horrified.  “That’s illegal, right?”
 
   “So is launching a nuclear bomb.   Apparently killing an entire city by gas is nothing once you’ve nuked a city!”
 
   She kept reading.  “There are multiple reports that the L.A. ports were also gassed and that the Naval shipyard, base and Marine station at San Diego are under bombardment.” 
 
   “I got this one about 10 minutes ago, he handed her his transposed notes from another source.  This guy’s is in San Antonio.  It says that the ports in Corpus Christi and Galveston were attacked last night the same way.”
 
   “What about Mobile and New Orleans?” June asked, after listening to the worried volley of information.
 
   “I haven’t heard, but, now that you say that…and with those helos flying around,” his voice trailed off without finishing the sentence.
 
   “What are you thinking?” June pressed.
 
   He wrote a few things down before facing his wife and daughter.  He thought he had it figured out.
 
   “I think the reason I haven’t heard anything from my friends in Mobile or New Orleans area is that ‘they’ are already there.  Those cities have been the bases of operation for the drones, the helicopters and what ever else.  I bet, they gassed the place just like they did the ones on the West Coast!”
 
   “But why would they attack our ports that way?  What do they want?  Where’s our military?” Penny asked with a true sense of worry.
 
   Dukes had been asking the same questions.  He found it frightening that he had not heard an ‘official’ government broadcast or seen any resistance in the air to the drones or the rogue helicopters.  What had happened to the might of the United States military?
 
   He had heard of a few National Guard commanders with short-waves asking for support from any military personnel along the Mississippi...no particular rally locations were given; it was just a plea for help.  These radio broadcasts usually lasted a few seconds.  Dukes figured that they didn’t want to give their true positions away by leaving a breadcrumb trail of radio signals…something that he knew he was doing himself.
 
   The working theory about why there was not an overwhelming show of US military force was that the EMP and the nukes so disrupted travel that the home based troops couldn’t get back to their bases to rally.  
 
   Also, once the power went down and the cities burned, chaos erupted around America.  Local police forces were overwhelmed with the response and inability to travel.  It seemed that most soldiers were more interested in helping their families than organizing to fight.  America had turned into a free for all, with the most prepared and the most heavily armed dominating.
 
   “Dukes, this is Ian.  Over,” the two-way radio crackled with new life.  
 
   Dukes had the two-way on constant scan mode to pick up any messages on any channel. Dukes jumped up from the dinning table.  Ian had missed his last check in and Dukes was starting to fear the worst…especially now that he knew that Ian’s daughter was safe with Birmingham Bob.
 
   “Ian, Dukes.  Code word?” 
 
   “States,” he said, sounding tired.
 
   “How are you?  Over.” Dukes asked.  Both June and Penny gathered around the radio to listen.
 
   “We’ve been better,” letting his plural statement speak for he and Mary.  “Over.”
 
   “A lot has happened since we last spoke.  I have news, but do you want to report in?  Over.”
 
   “Affirmative.  I have first hand of a rocket attack on a dam from enemy birds.  My comrade and I escaped, again.  We are approximately half way to my target and have picked up five extra toon mates.  Over.”
 
   Dukes looked at Penny and June.  He didn’t know exactly what that meant.
 
   “Can you clarify, over?”
 
   “Scouts.  Troop 280 out of B’ham,” Ian said, using as much code as he could get away with.  He knew that other people were listening to his broadcast, and didn’t know if they were friend or foe.  So, he thought it was always in his best interest to assume that everyone was out to use the info from the broadcast to kill an American…so, he spoke in code, and bolstered the credentials a little.
 
   “Scouts?  Over.”
 
   “Highly trained mountaineers that are S & R certified and well led.  Over.”  Ian smiled at the boys around the small campfire as the sun came up.  They seemed to think this spy stuff was pretty cool.  Ian hated the fact that he was eventually going to have to tell most of them that their parents were dead.
 
   “Breaking in.  This is Birmingham Bob.  Sorry Dukes.  Over.”
 
   Dukes thought nothing of the intrusion on his call and signaled for Bob to continue.  “Bob, this is Dukes.  What’s up?  Over?”
 
   “We were listening to your report from Mr. Ian in the field and his band of ‘Scouts.’  Ian, did you say Troop 280?  Over.”
 
   Ian looked up at the boys around the ring of fire.  They had grown quiet with the addition of the third voice on the radio.  “Bob, this is Ian, that’s affirmative, sir, Troop 280.  Over”
 
   “Is Adam Tiller with the group?  Over.”  Bob asked.  A warble breached his voice.
 
   Adam stood up across the fire ring from Ian at the sound of his name.  The firelight painted him with colors of auburn and yellow light. 
 
   “Affirmative, Bob.  Over.”  Ian looked across the fire at the youth, and smiled.
 
   “That’s my Dad,” Adam said.
 
   Ian held the radio up to the boy to take.
 
   “Dad,” he said.  “Dad, is that you?”
 
   “Adam?  Are you okay, son?  Over.”
 
   Mary wiped a tear from her eye as she listened to the reunion.
 
   Ian leaned towards her.  “At least some good came from this shitty day!”
 
   She leaned back.  “Like we lived again, and oh by the way, saved a bunch of Boy Scouts…not a bad day!”
 
   Ian smiled and so did Mary as they listened to Adam speak with his father and mother on the radio.  
 
   “Alright, lets coordinate that.  Over” Bob said, ending the conversation with his son.
 
   Adam handed the radio back to Ian.  
 
   “Thank you, sir.  He wants to talk to you now.”
 
   “Bob, this Ian.  Over.”
 
   “Ian, this is Bob.  Thank you for rescuing the boys. Now, I have something for you.”
 
   Mary noticed that Bob didn’t say ‘over.’ She shrugged at Ian.
 
   “Dad?” Grace’s voice came across the radio.
 
   Ian’s mouth opened at the sound of his daughter’s voice.  “Grace!  Grace!  Is that you?  Over”
 
   “Yes Dad, it’s me.  I’m okay.  Anna is with me.  We’re at Bob’s”
 
   Ian tried to push down the grapefruit sized lump in his throat.  He fought to keep his composure at the sound of his daughter’s voice. 
 
   “I’m so glad you’re okay.  How did you get there?  Is your Mom with you?  Over,” he fired off two questions at once.  A tear formed at his eyes.
 
   There was a pause on the transmission.
 
   “Dad, it’s a long story.  I’ll tell you later.  And, no, she’s still at home.  We have been in a bunker over night and this is the first two-way call we’ve made or heard.  She can hear me on the two-way; we talked briefly yesterday.  Over.”
 
    “But, do you know if she’s okay?  I mean, the last time you talked to her, she was okay, right?  Over.”
 
   “Yeah, she was.  But, Dad, something has changed.  She told me she was changing the plan.  Dad, she’s coming to find me.  Over.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leah Burrows enjoyed her last cup of tea on her back deck while watching the sunrise.  She was saying goodbye to the things in her life that used to matter.
 
   She and Ian had built this house, doing a lot of the work themselves.  But, she knew that it was more important to get to Grace, and hopefully Ian, if she went to find them. 
 
   Leah and Amy had heard a conversation on the short-wave radio between Dukes and Birmingham Bob that Ian was alive and that Grace was with Bob.  She had been lucky to talk to her daughter briefly the day before, but Grace had been pulled into a bunker at Bob’s and she had not heard from her since.  
 
   That is, until she took her last sip of tea.  Leah’s two-way radio had been on scan.  She would pick up pieces of conversations and then the radio would scan to the next channel, looking for an active broadcast.  She had almost dismissed the scanning as background white noise, that is until she heard Grace’s voice and that she said the word, ‘Dad.’
 
   Leah waited for the conversation between Grace and Ian to finish.  She couldn’t hear Ian’s side of the transmission since he was so much further away, but she could hear all of Grace’s side.
 
   “Tardis Blue, this is Momma B, over,” she said, keying the microphone.
 
   “Momma B!  Thank God!  This is Tardis Blue, I just talked to Dad!  Over,” the excitement in Grace’s voice brought tears to Leah’s eyes.
 
   “I heard your side of the conversation, Tardis Blue, but he is too far for me to receive his transmission.  Over.”
 
   “Are you still changing the plan?  Are you still coming to get me?  Over,” Grace asked, she needed clarification as to what to do next.
 
   “Tardis Blue, that is affirmative.  Over.”  Leah had the Rover packed and just needed to know where to go to find her daughter.
 
   “Momma B, hold.  Bull’s-Eye can hear me and wants to talk with Bob, and then have me relay a message to you.  Over.”  She used the code name for her father.
 
   Leah smiled that her husband was now involved.  “Affirmative.  Over.”  She had no idea what he could orchestrate for her or how he could help.  She didn’t even know how he got to where he was physically.  She had been amazed at his ability to do things, and secretly felt that if anyone could survive what was happening, it would be her husband.
 
   Grace keyed her radio.  “Momma B, Bull’s-Eye wants to know if you are being threated by Freakers?  Over.”
 
   Leah had not expected that question, but it was her husband way caring for her the only way he could.  “Tardis Blue, affirmative.  Had to eliminated three yesterday.  Over,” she said, sadness rung in her voice.
 
   Grace thought about what her mother had just said.  She had shot people as well.  This new world sucks!  Grace relayed the message to her father and waited on a response.
 
   “He agrees that you should change the plan, Momma B.  He’s changing course to meet us here, at Bob’s.  He thinks you should come here, too.  He also says that you should not use the Rover, it will make you a target.  Over,” she said, not believing that her parents were deviating from what they had prepared for all of these years.  She also couldn’t believe that her father was advising that her mother go out alone.
 
   “Tardis Blue, tell Bob I just need to know where to go.  Over.”  She never flinched at the idea of going out alone and without the Rover.  Even though she could make it, the roads were most likely blocked and an operating car would draw attention to herself.  She could move quickly on foot and would take Daisy for extra protection.  She agreed with her husband.
 
   “Momma B. do you remember my first barn,” Grace spoke code that only she and her mother would know.  The reference was to the first barn where Grace took horseback riding lessons; it was about 10 miles from their house and over 30 miles away from Birmingham.
 
   “Affirmative, over.”
 
   “Bob’s oldest son, Joshua will meet you there at noon tomorrow to take you the next rest of the way.  Over.”
 
   There was a pause while Grace knew that her mother was formulating a response.  Grace knew what her mother’s next question would be, and she also knew how she was going to answer the question.  Finally, she knew that both of her parents could hear her…and they would not agree with what she was about to say.
 
   “Tardis Blue, how will I know Joshua?  Over.”
 
   “Momma B, you will know Joshua because I’m going with him.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   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 announcement from the President of the United States of America.
 
    
 
   “My fellow Americans, this is the President of the United States.  Two days ago, forces from the People’s Republic of China deliberately attacked the United States and the country of Canada.
 
   At 5:45 PM Eastern Standard Time, two Chinese satellites, illegally harboring nuclear weapons, detonated at approximately 250 miles above US and Canadian airspace.  The two resulting explosions in our atmosphere created what is known as an EMP, or Electromagnetic Pulse.  This weapon effectively crippled a majority of the domestic power grid and rendered useless most commercial, industrial and many military electronic devices.  The radius of the EMP covered most populated areas of Canada, the USA and northern parts of Mexico and plunged us all into chaos.
 
   Approximately five minutes after the detonation of the two EMP devices, the government of the PRC crossed all moral, human and legal boundaries by detonating two atomic weapons on the grounds of a country that was in a state of peace.  These two detonations destroyed the great American cities of Chicago and Atlanta.  This willing and overtly heinous act of evil ended the lives of over twelve million American wives, husbands, sons and daughters.  
 
   Thankfully, our intelligence community was able to find and render useless two other atomic weapons intended for use in the cities of New York and Washington, DC.  These acts saved tens of millions of American lives, and I am eternally grateful for the service provided by these brave men and women.”
 
   Unfortunately, this was a short-lived victory, as I am angry to report that today, forces from China have begun a systematic and immoral invasion of our homeland.  They are concentrating their forces through major port cities and are deploying the use of Sarin gas to eradicate Americans that stand in their way.  
 
   Effective immediately, I am ordering an evacuation of all citizens from the cities of:  Mobile, Alabama.  New Orleans, Louisiana.  Galveston, Texas, Corpus Christi, Texas, San Diego, California, Los Angeles, California and Seattle, Washington.
 
   If you are located in these cities, for your own safety, leave now and head further inland.  American forces are engaging the invaders at these port cities.  I repeat, leave these cities, now!
 
    Let me be very clear with what I am about to say.  The United States of America will not back down from these acts of unprovoked, illegal, and evil acts of aggression.  As the President of the United States, now acting with full Congressional support, I have signed a declaration of war against the country of the People’s Republic of China and any countries that stand with China.
 
   Effective immediately, I have declared a State of Emergency for the entire United States.  I have also ordered the armed forces of the United States into a defensive position against these invaders.  Make no mistake, these forces are on your side, but, during a State of Emergency, these forces have incredible leeway and authority to bring about order and stability by using powers at their discretion.
 
   The USA is a great country that leads the world in achievements, ideas, technology, social order and good will.  We will push back these aggressors that choose to challenge our God given right to be a free society, and we will rise again as the best country in the world!
 
   We are Americans, children of God and this is our homeland.  We will survive this unprovoked attack and we will prevail in this war.  History will know this time in our lives as the greatest challenge that has ever faced our nation.  We will show history, and those that doubt our resolve, that Americans are tough, full of tenacity and willing to do what is necessary to defend the American Way.  
 
   As your leader and your fellow citizen of this great country, I am asking that if you have the ability to defend against these invaders, I urge you to rise up and fight…fight with every fiber of your being.  Fight them with your intelligence.  Fight them with your freedoms.  Fight them with your ability to choose liberty.  Fight them until no American remains to fight! 
 
   My fellow Americans, we will win!  We will make our stand right here and right now!  Our enemies have awoken a mighty warrior with flaming swords that burn with fervor and resilience.  I say again…we…will…win!
 
   May God bless you, and 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.  Please stay tuned to learn how to receive local information about your area or state.
 
    
 
   Dukes slid away from the radio speaker and looked at his wife and daughter.  Clay, the Fire Chief’s son, and Penny’s boyfriend, had joined them after getting into a firefight with a roving gang of looters; where the Chief was shot and killed.
 
   “What does all that mean?” Penny asked her father.
 
   “Well, under a State of Emergency the President and Congress are granted broader powers to implement decisions quickly.  Once the State of Emergency is enacted, the states of the US enact their own State of Emergency.  Unfortunately, citizens lose Constitutional rights during the State of Emergency.”
 
   “Is that why the President warned us about our own military?” Clay asked.
 
   “I think so, yes,” he answered timidly.
 
   “So,” June ventured, “we are now a military state?”
 
   Dukes shook his head at what they were all saying.  “Yeah, we are.  For all intents and purposes, the military will be the police, the judge and the executioner if necessary.  Our rules of law have been taken away from us.  The President is a dictator as far as everyone is concerned.”
 
   “It’s not supposed to be like that, is it Daddy?” Penny asked.
 
   “No, it’s not, honey.  I fear that the United States of America may never be the same again!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued…
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