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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    --The last few minutes of Collapsing World – Kill Zone – 
 
      
 
     “We have a bird landing in the field!” Clark reported, his voice hoarse from yelling.  “They’re offloading troops.”  His trigger finger pulled as rapidly as he could in an attempt to drop the soldiers before they could put their boots on American soil. 
 
    Three of the troops dodged his fire, and ran towards the barn.  “Shit!” Clark hit one of the men from a hundred yards; his body tumbling to the ground, but he lost sight of the other two.  “Damn it, they’re getting through!” 
 
    “We’ve got to hold them!” Dukes reacted, scarcely audible over the constant sound of warfare. 
 
    “Bastard,” Clark uttered, ignoring Dukes. His focus turning to the pilots of the helicopter, before it lifted.  Clark filled the bird’s windshield with 7.62 armor piercing rounds, eviscerating the two pilots just as the bird was rotating off the ground.   
 
    With no control, the helicopter veered sharply and then nosed over completely, slamming into the barn.  The explosion shook the ground, and washed the area in yellow and orange light. 
 
    “No!” Clark screamed.  The barn was awash in a ball of flame. 
 
    “Dad!  They’re almost at the house!” Penny yelled, panic filling her voice. 
 
    Clark turned from the destruction of the barn and back towards Penny’s location; the enemy was swarming her.  He shot one soldier trying to climb up to her tree stand, but there were too many.  He couldn’t do anything more, but just kept shooting. 
 
    “Specialist Clark, this is the United States Air Force C-130 Long Runner over your position; can we be of service?”  Clark heard across his radio.  He had no clue how he was hearing them on the citizen band radio.  “We are broadcasting on channel 25 per Senior Airman Perez at the Pentagon.  Over,” The pilot reported.   
 
    “Long Runner, this is Specialist Clark; hell, yes, you can help!  We’re heavily engaged with the Chinese army.  There’s a structure, a house, which is under our command, but is on the verge of being breached.  There are children in the house.  We have four snipers in heavily camouflaged tree stands.  Anybody else moving is the enemy.  Over.” 
 
    “There’s no way for us to confirm our targets from this angle.  We can hit the area, but you need to be in cover that we can read.  Confirm.  Over.”   
 
    “Clark, this is Dukes.  Before sealing the hatch on your stand, light the flare in the box and put it on top of the box, that’ll mark us for them!  Penny, you do the same!  Over,” Dukes ordered, seemingly to have thought of everything. 
 
    Penny was too busy to respond and ready to use the last weapon at her disposal, a remotely detonated IED.  She put her empty rifle down and pushed her fear aside.   With the flip of a switch, she engaged her detonator, igniting an IED filled with 500 ball bearings; the explosion of shrapnel and steel shredded the soldiers below her stand, causing instant death.    She then lit her flare, tossed it on top of the structure and closed herself in.  “I’m out of ammo, but the flare’s up, and I’m secure for now!  Over.” 
 
    Clark watched the bloodbath happen at the base of Penny’s stand from his location.  “Good girl,” he whispered and then put his flare on top of his enclosure and closed himself in the box. The action immediately exposed his position, and he could feel multiple rounds pinging off of the box. 
 
     “This is Dukes, my flare is up, over.” 
 
    “This is Ed,” a very weak voice spoke.  “My flare is up, but the box is shredded, and I’m hurt.  Over.” 
 
    “Ed, we’re coming to get you,” Clark yelled on the radio.  “Just hold on!  Long Runner, this is Clark, you should have visual on four flares?  Over.” 
 
    “Specialist Clark, this is Long Runner, affirmative.  We have visual on four flares. Over.” 
 
    “Dukes, Penny, and Ed duck and cover.” Clark warned.  “Over.” 
 
    “Holy shit, roger that,” Penny acknowledged.   
 
    “Roger, that,” Dukes reported. 
 
    “Roger, that,” Ed groaned. 
 
    “Long Runner, this is Specialist Clark, rain hell on these sons of bitches!  Over.” 
 
    “Specialist Clark, this is Long Runner, commencing firing run.  God speed!  Over.” 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Colonel Horn held the strap tethering him to the safety of the helicopter.  The rotor wash felt good against the Southern heat and humidity, as he leaned out of the door of the Army Blackhawk.  With a heavy heart, he looked at the lake homes as they zipped by, wishing that life had been as he planned.  If so, his wife would still be alive, and for retirement, they would have bought one of the houses on this very lake.  But, life, as so often is the case, had more sinister plans in mind.  
 
    "Sir, we're coming up on the farm now," the pilot informed his commander, over the intercom. 
 
    "Copy that,” Horn acknowledged, tucking the feeble thoughts away in a corner of his mind.   
 
    The pilot circled the area looking for a place to set down.  Horn studied the surroundings around the main house from the air; and was amazed that anyone had survived.  He had nearly thirty years of experience commanding troops, and he had seen his share of war zones, but to see the results of war on American soil turned his stomach.  This was the first record of enemy troops engaging Americans in close proximity combat, and from what he knew, it was a victory for the good guys. 
 
    The battle had happened 36 hours earlier, which was plenty of time to receive a briefing by the Pentagon on the results of the engagement.  The outcome gave Horn hope for the resolve of America, and American's as defenders of their own homeland.   
 
    As the bird descended, Horn could clearly see the civilian built sniper towers; once fully camouflaged, they now stood out as square lollipops in a land of straight branchless trees.  Along the dirt roads, he could see where blood had mixed with red clay, marking the place where bodies had been cut down.  It was the work of the snipers, with the air cover from the mighty Hercules C130 that had made this victory possible. 
 
    Before departing, Horn had read the Pentagon's work-up on the three military men involved with the battle.  He discussed the men with Admiral Faulk, the acting head of the Joint Chiefs.  They both agreed that all three of the men were complete oddities, and by conventional warfare, should have failed; but they didn't.  
 
    "All three served, or currently serve their country, and all three were lone survivalist in their own right," Admiral Faulk said, on the video link to his commander in Georgia.  “At least according to their files.” 
 
    Horn had suspected as much.  He knew that for a leader to become a great leader they had to embrace their individuality, their creativity to solve problems and their ability to survive.   Horn was famous for spotting true creativity in people and trying to get them to use it to their advantage.  He was also famous for quoting one of his favorite men from history, Albert Einstein, who said, “Creativity is intelligence having fun.” 
 
    Two out of the three traits, creativity and individuality, were counter to what the military tried to squeeze out of its soldiers, obedience.  It was Horn’s theory that in order to achieve the third trait, survival, you had to embrace the other two. 
 
    Horn was a student of warfare, tactics and especially the psyche of the modern soldier.  He knew that a soldier with pure grit and a bit of luck was enough for an individual to survive without the support of the military structure.  But, it took a real creative individual to survive when there is no support and the odds are stacked against them.  Apparently, the three men in the house below were examples of Horn’s theory.  He wondered how he could use that to his advantage? 
 
    The giant green bird touched down in the field, its rotor wash whipping the tall grass back and forth like a high school cheerleader's pom-pom.  Horn stepped off before the pilot gave him the all clear, and he walked towards the closest exposed sniper box. A small squad of soldiers deployed from the helicopter behind him, fanning out along the field.  He walked with a purpose, armed only with a side arm. 
 
    From the ground, Horn could see the firing lines that were afforded the sniper in the closest box.  He stopped, and pivoted, looking down the other firing line.  From that vantage point he could see the remains of a helicopter sticking out of a half-burned barn.  His eyes drifted back to his own bird, it was in the exact same place as the enemy one had been two days earlier. 
 
    "Smart son-of-a-bitch, this one," he mumbled to himself.  
 
    As he walked further, he saw two individuals step out of the shadows of the chewed up forest, and walk forward to meet him.  He was sure that there were snipers watching him.  "I'd do that," he admitted, noting the earth that he walked over was stained dark with more blood than he had spotted from the air.  "I'd definitely do that." 
 
      
 
    "Do you know him?" Dukes asked, his voice quiet enough so that only Clark could hear him. 
 
    "No.  Never heard of him until yesterday.  Why, do you know him?" 
 
    "We met at a Veteran's Day service in Atlanta a few years ago.  He had just taken the post to head the Georgia Guard, and he was the keynote speaker." 
 
    "Oh," Clark nodded.  "What did you think?" 
 
    "Not as political as others his rank," Dukes commented, as they watched the man make his way over to their location.  "That says a lot in my book when it comes to a professional soldier." 
 
    “Roger, that," Clark agreed, and then pulled to full attention, producing a perfect salute.  "Welcome, Sir." 
 
    Dukes straightened, but did not come to full attention; wrong branch, he was retired and this was his land. 
 
    Colonel Horn returned the salute while still walking.  "At ease," he said almost out of habit.  He then extended his hand to Clark, “Specialist Clark, Colonel Horn, and I assume you are Gunnery Sergeant Smith?"  
 
    Dukes took the officer's hand.  "Yes, Sir.  Welcome to our little battlefield.  Please call me Dukes, Sir."  Colonel Horn nodded, and they all started walking towards the house; Clark dropped back a step or two to let the colonel and Dukes walk and talk. 
 
    "Well from the air, it looks like the Devil brewed up a batch of holy hell down here." 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Clark spoke, his voice almost robotic.  Horn stopped and waited for them both to stop in front of him.  "Permission granted to speak freely and your mind," he ordered.  “That goes for both of you, and anyone else under your command.  Understood?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir," they both said, with Dukes tossing a sideways look at Clark. 
 
    "There’s a place and a time for the formalities, but we have a war to win, and I think we just started taking our country back right here on this farm.  I want you two to be able to speak freely with me.  I need your insight, your intelligence and anything else you can give me.  I want every advantage I can get from these assholes, even if it means changing the rules that have bound us for so many years." 
 
    "We can do that, Sir," Clark offered, not believing the scope of the order he was just issued.   
 
    One of the soldiers from the Colonel’s squad jogged up to the group and spoke directly to his commanding officer.  "Sir, the perimeter’s secure." 
 
    Horn was about to answer the sergeant when he caught the knowing smile spread across Dukes face.  Without being asked, Dukes pointed to two mounds of pine straw with direct firing lines to the front and side of the house.   
 
    "Not quite, Sir."  Dukes offered, lifted a radio off of his belt and pressed the button to transmit.  "Red blanket."  His radio picked up two double clicks signaling an acknowledgment of the order.  Two wooden doors covered in pine straw and lacerated tree branches lifted up from the scorched pine floor twenty yards away.  
 
    Horn raised his eyebrows at the move and nodded his approval. 
 
    "Now, the perimeter is secure," Dukes offered. "Can I show you in, Sir?  We have someone that we know you want to meet." Dukes stepped up on the front porch. 
 
    "So, it's true; you did capture one alive?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Clark admitted. 
 
    "Good!  That's the son-of-a-bitch I want to talk to." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha mixed the oatmeal with hot water she boiled over the propane fed stove in the church’s kitchen.  It was almost like having something normal, except it wasn't.  Her parents were dead; killed during the opening minutes of the Chinese attack on America.  Her only living relatives, her great grandparents, had practically begged her to leave Birmingham in search of a safer place to live.  She followed their advice, but wondered if it was really safer on the run with David, or if she should have stayed at home to help her elderly family.   
 
    With a little effort, Tasha pushed and pulled at the iron forged hand pump connected to the underground well.  Within a few cycles, she was rewarded with fresh water flowing into the stainless-steel sink.  She filled a glass, knowing one thing for sure, that there was nothing normal about their current existence.  
 
    David was also trying to cope with his new normal.  For him, normal was a nightmare of unthinkable proportions.  He held the photograph of his children, Jack and Lucy, as he knelt in prayer in the nave of the church.  The church was quiet and peaceful; two things he had not had the luxury of in the days since the attack.  Every minute he thought of his kids, and every minute he willed himself to just take one more step.  He wanted to survive for their sake.  Survival was normal, for their current existence. 
 
    "Mr. David, breakfast is ready," Tasha whispered from a doorway.  She hated to disturb him while he was praying, but they were on a deadline. 
 
    David nodded that he heard her and sat back on the wooden pew.  He looked at the picture one more time and then put it in the breast pocket of his shirt.  He picked up his holstered .40 caliber pistol off of the pew and strapped it back onto his hip, shaking his head the entire time.  He never in his wildest dreams thought that he would rise from prayer in a church, and strap on a handgun.  The new normal disturbed him greatly.  
 
    This was their third day at the church.  Based on the advice of Tasha's great grandmother, David ignored his plan to bug out to his river house, and instead was following a 'feeling' from Tasha.  The feeling was one that overwhelmed Tasha once she had it.  She felt that they would be killed if they went to David’s river house east of the city.  Instead, she felt that they should travel south, away from the city, but potentially into the advancing Chinese Army.  She couldn't explain the feeling, but she believed it, none-the-less. 
 
    He looked up at the cross.  It symbolized his belief in God.  Like Tasha's feelings about which way to go, his belief was not something that he could see.  But, what his faith did was to ground him; and he needed that kind of stability in order to continue to function.  He had no idea what lay ahead, if they traveled south; he was just going along with it and hoped for the best.  Tasha had her feeling, and he had his faith; he chose to believe in both. 
 
    Before heading to the kitchen, David walked past the window at the front of the church and looked out for any activity.    Locals told him that thirty-six hours earlier there had been a battle between Chinese soldiers and civilians at a pipeline terminal less than two miles away.  Because of the skirmish, the area was constantly being flown over by Chinese helicopters, and patrolled by the occasional troop transport.  
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” Father Jeff asked, walking into the sanctuary to check on his friend. 
 
    David, lost in thought as he looked out of the church window, didn’t hear the other man enter the room. 
 
    “David, are you alright?” Jeff asked, again. 
 
    “What?  Oh, hey, yeah, sorry, I was just thinking.” 
 
    As a priest, Jeff found himself in the roll of counselor more times than not; this time seemed like so many others.  “Yeah, what’s up?  Do you want to talk?”  He took a seat on the wooden pew nearest David. 
 
    David sat at the pew in front of Jeff, and pivoted so that he could face his friend.  “I don’t know if I can do this?” 
 
    Father Jeff held his tongue, knowing that sometimes it is better to be silent, and the rest will come out. 
 
    “Jeff, it’s my kids.  They were all I have.  Jack was just coming into his own, and Lucy.  God, Lucy, I don’t even know what I was going to do with her.  She was so smart…” his voice trailed off.   
 
    Jeff put his hand on his friend’s shoulder, grief was not a motivator for survival, and they needed to survive.  Jack and Lucy were with God, and there was nothing he could say, or any sermon that he could preach that was going to bring them, or the millions of others that had been slaughtered, back to the living.  The only thing that he knew right now was that they all needed to survive. 
 
    “Hey, listen, can you give me a lift over to the Tiller Farm, I want to check on Bob and his son,” he said, squeezing David’s shoulder.   
 
    David looked at him for a second, the name Tiller sounding familiar, but with all the carnage and death over the last few days, it all was a blur. 
 
    “You know, the ones with where the father and son were shot at the pipeline terminal the other day.” 
 
    “Right, sure, no problem,” David agreed, as they both got up for breakfast 
 
      
 
    An hour later, David drove the Bronco along the graveled entrance of the Tiller Farm.  The farm looked different than from when they were here a few days earlier.  The farm now looked less like a farm and more like a compound.  David pointed at a window along the top of the barn.  Someone was looking back at them with binoculars. "They have look-outs."  
 
    “And enforced shooting positions,” Jeff added, pointing to the two sandbagged areas. 
 
    Tasha could give a rip about sandbags or sniper guards around the farm, she felt a little uncomfortable around the farm as a whole; she wasn't an animal person, and the horses scared her.  This was their second time to the place, and she was just thankful no one had offered to show her the barn. 
 
    David rolled the Bronco past the sandbag enforcements, up to the house and shut off the engine.  They all sat there for a second wondering what they should do. 
 
    "I hope they know it's us?" Jeff noted as he cracked the door.   
 
    "Wait, there's someone coming," David nodded towards the barn. 
 
    "That's Joshua," Jeff said, and exited the truck. 
 
    Bob Tiller's oldest son emerged from the barn and waved at the priest.  He was sporting an assault rifle and walked with the attitude that he had already seen combat.  He said something into his radio once he was sure that it was a face that he recognized.  
 
    "Father Jeff," Joshua extended his hand to the priest. 
 
    "Joshua," Jeff took the young man's hand and pulled him into an embrace.  “How are you, son?” 
 
    Joshua allowed the man to hug him and then pulled back to answer his concerns.  He was leery of Father Jeff's traveling partners. 
 
    “Ah, I really don’t know, Father Jeff.  I guess it all really hasn’t set in.”  
 
    "Unfortunately, I think I can understand.  These are crazy and evil times.  How are your father and brother doing?" 
 
    Joshua was hesitant to answer, as he kept looking from the young black girl to the adult white man holstering a .40 caliber pistol. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry," Jeff responded, noticing how Tasha and David held back.  "This is David.  He and I went to school together and were in the same fraternity.  You know, back when dinosaurs walked the earth." Jeff tried to interject some brevity into the dark mood that hung over the farm.   "He's an Auburn alum, same as you." 
 
    That reference of his college pedigree seemed to convince Joshua.  "Sir, good to meet you.  Welcome to our farm," Joshua extended his hand and David took it.  "War Eagle." 
 
    "War Eagle," David responded back in kind.  "I sorry to hear about your father and brother.  Tasha and I got to meet your dad yesterday while you were out." 
 
    "Oh," was all that Joshua could muster.  While he was out the day before, he had killed several Chinese soldiers, helped rescue a woman, and blown up a water tower all in efforts to save his own life, that of a girl, her mother and their dog.  In short, he had other things that he was doing at the time. 
 
    "And," Jeff continued.  "This is Tasha."  Tasha shook Joshua's hand.   
 
    "Nice to meet you.  David rescued me, after my parents were killed on the first day of the attack," she said, knowing that there would be a few uncomfortable seconds to follow.  But, she thought it would just be best to blurt out the facts.  It is what it is. 
 
    "Oh," Joshua said, again.  "I'm really sorry.  The world has kind of gone to crap, you know, all of a sudden," he tried to sympathize. 
 
    "I actually hope that God has some sort of plan for all of this, because, well…” 
 
    No one had a real response, except that David put his arm around the girl's shoulders and gave her a little squeeze.  “He does,” the priest reassured her. 
 
    She choked a word, but nothing else came forward. 
 
    “Come on inside," Joshua started walking towards the house.  "I know my dad will want to see you." 
 
    As they were walking, a man that Father Jeff didn’t know, came out of the house and walked up to the group.  He was taller than Jeff, tan arms, with a receding hairline and a broad chest.  He carried himself with an authoritative, yet, knowing demeanor.  Jeff figured him for former military. 
 
    "Joshua, your dad said there is some more camouflage tarp up in the barn.  We should toss it over their vehicle while it's still daylight." 
 
    "Sure, thing," Joshua stopped walking and nodded with a look back at the new arrivals.  "Oh, sorry, this is Captain Burrows.  He's the one that rescued my brother and brought the Boy Scouts home." 
 
    "I've heard some fast traveling rumors about you," Father Jeff said, extending his hand.  "Jeff Class, I'm the local priest and part time sheriff's deputy."  
 
    “Ian Burrows," he said, waving off the officer’s title. 
 
    "I'm David, his friend,” David said, thumbing towards Jeff.  "And just a dude trying to escape this hell.” 
 
    “Roger, that,” Ian said, shaking the other man’s hand. 
 
    "Um, I'm Tasha,” she said, extending her hand. "What he said." 
 
    "Good to meet you all," Ian smiled a tired smile.  "Oh, and Joshua, I think as a matter of record, it was actually your brother who rescued me first that is."  They all laughed like they were standing around at a dinner party and things were normal. 
 
    "I think I want to hear that story sometime."  David offered.  "But first, I've got our own tarp for the truck; I should have thought to do that anyway," he said, jogging back to the Bronco. 
 
    "You guys go on in; I’ll help him," Ian offered, walking past the three to help with the tarp. 
 
    Joshua led them into the house.  "Hey, Mom," Joshua said, opening the door.  "Father Jeff is here with some friends." 
 
    Tasha raised her eyebrows at now being slotted under the label of friend. 
 
    Violet Tiller came out of the kitchen and introduced herself to Tasha. 
 
    "I heard about your visit yesterday, sorry I wasn't around to meet you all," she said, full of southern charm.  "Where do you live, I don't believe we have met before.  Do you go to County High with Adam?" She asked. 
 
    "No, ma'am, I live in West End, near the city.  I go to MLK." 
 
    "Oh," she said, suddenly not computing the relationship.  She looked out the window and could see David and Ian, but there were no others.  "Are you with him?” 
 
    "In a way, yes, ma'am.  My parents were killed on the first day, and David," she glanced out the window.  "He rescued me."  She looked down at her feet.  "I guess he still kind of is, because I really don't have any place left to go."  She thought to herself that she needed a better explanation why a fifteen-year-old black girl was with a forty-something year old white guy traveling around in a beat to hell Bronco that used to belong to some presumed millionaires. 
 
    "How are they doing?" Jeff asked, referring to the gunshot wounds suffered by Bob and Adam. 
 
    “Father Jeff," Violet started, and choked back some emotion.  "Adam's wound was a clean pass through, he'll be okay.  He's asleep now.  Bob’s a different story.  Her face seemed to drain in color.  I'm worried about him, Jeff." 
 
    "Can I see him?" 
 
    Nodding, she wiped moisture away from her eyes.  "Josh, will you?" Joshua nodded at his mother and led the priest in to see his father, leaving Tasha and Violet alone in the living room.  "Come with me, dear," Violet insisted, taking Tasha's hand. 
 
    Tasha looked over her shoulder and could see David and the new guy, Ian, still talking outside next to the covered Bronco.  She was on her own. 
 
    Violet opened a door and insisted that Tasha follow her down a set of stairs.  Tasha followed her, and for the first time noticed that the stairs and the room that they were descending into were lit with electric lights.  She took each step a little slower finding herself in awe of the light, and... 
 
    "Is it air conditioned down here?" 
 
    Violet giggled a little.  "Yes, dear.  We were prepared for what happened." She answered happily and stopped a few feet into the room, waiting on Tasha to make it all the way down. 
 
    There were four other women in the room, and their conversation ceased once Tasha walked in. Tasha didn't know what to think, or for that matter what to say.  She felt as if she was put on display; token black girl and all. 
 
    "Ladies, this is Tasha.  She’s on the run from the horrors of what is happening in the city; just like so many of us nowadays." 
 
    Tasha noticed the smiles from the women disappear, to be replaced by looks of worry and compassion. 
 
    Violet continued.  "Her parents were killed on the first day.  She’s traveling with a man that saved her life, and she is friends with Father Jeff at our church." 
 
    Tasha was still unsure what to say, but that was quickly alleviated as the women each stood and made their way to her. 
 
    "I'm Leah," the first woman offered.  She was tall, blond, and looked strong in a wiry kind of way.  "I'm so sorry for your loss."  She put her arms around her and pulled her into a hug.    She then pulled back to look at Tasha before smoothing her black hair back and hugging her again. 
 
    "I'm Grace, her daughter.  God, I'm so sorry for your loss.  But, just making it this long means you’re strong.  That's something that you can hold onto and use.  No matter what, don't ever give up or compromise who you are."  Grace hugged her and then looked into her eyes as if they were sisters, and they could speak some secret sister code.  Tasha nodded, fighting the tears that pushed at her eyes. 
 
    "I'm Mary," the next lady said, her face was hard and it looked as if she was holding something back.  "We," her voice cracked.  She cleared her throat and started again.  “We've all lost someone in one way or another.  I'm not ready to forgive them, yet.  I'm so, so sorry." 
 
    Tasha released her and crossed her arms trying to hold everything back.  She was not at all ready to forgive anyone that was associated with killing her parents.  Call it a human flaw, not to forgive immediately, but she wasn't even in the ballpark with the word forgiveness.  She liked what Mary had said to her, but stepped back, trying not to let her own emotions swoosh over her like a wave.  She couldn't speak, so she just nodded. 
 
    "I'm Anna," the last girl said, her voice soft and warbled with her own emotion.  Her face was bruised, and she had the remains of a black eye stretching across her nose.  She put her arms around Tasha and just held her for a moment.   
 
    Tasha held her for an equally long amount of time.   
 
    Anna's hold was one of sisterhood, forged at a level of understanding that only these two seemed to grasp. 
 
    "I also lost my parents on the first day," Anna admitted in a whisper. 
 
    That was the straw that broke the emotional camel’s back for Tasha.  She lost it, and both girls sobbed together.  Within seconds, all of the other women came together to surround the new girl. 
 
    Tasha, for one of the first times in her life, didn’t feel like a young girl.  She did not feel like the daughter of a church maid, or a building maintenance man.  She didn’t feel like a second-class citizen that had to take the bus or skip school to cover her mom at work just so they could make ends meet.  She didn’t feel like a black girl in a world of white.   
 
    She looked up from the group hug to find her God and say thanks.  She accepted the hugs and the love and for the first time in days, felt like a human.  A human that was accepted only because she was another human.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Have you been fully briefed?” Colonel Horn asked, after meeting the remains of the 'team' that had been feeding radiation readings to the Pentagon.  He stood in front of the fireplace, with the others spread throughout the living room. 
 
    "I guess, 'fully', is subjective, Sir," Clark answered for the group.  Cooper was the only on missing because he was guarding the prisoner in the basement. 
 
    Horn had intentionally left the ranks of his squad outside so that he could speak to these survivors in ways that were different from how he would address his troops.  What he was about to say was not an order, or a directive, they were facts of a situation that would lead him down a path that he himself needed to go. 
 
    "We were hit hard," Horn started.  "It was two EMPs.  Big sons of bitches," he said, not caring that the teens were still in the room.  “They were big enough to chew through most of the military shielding that we have on our gear.  I'm talking ships, tanks, helicopters, airplanes, and of course, computers and communications.  If it was under the EMP umbrella, most of it got fried." 
 
    "We knew they were bad," Ed spoke quietly in response.  He never finished the sentence. 
 
    "They weren't just bad, they were lethal in a way that required mathematical precision and calculation.  Because of the EMPs alone, we estimate that over thirty million have died or are near death." 
 
    "Thirty million?  Thirty million?" Emma questioned with anger.  "How the hell can thirty million people die in less than two weeks because someone turned out the freaking lights?" 
 
    "Ma'am," the colonel said, respect thick in his voice.  "It was a little more than just turning off the lights.  They cut power, sure, but with power comes life support at the hospitals, air conditioning in the homes of elderly people, traffic lights, that cause instantaneous accidents.  At any giving time, there are about 5,000 commercial planes in the air over North America.  The math starts adding up, and those planes just don't fall into cornfields.  Every major city had jet liners flying over hugely populated areas.  Fires fueled by jet fuel and collateral damage builds and the numbers keep growing." 
 
    No one in the group had really thought about just how much destruction had happened.   
 
    Colonel Horn continued.  "Just think, there are three million elevators in New York City alone, and most of those people are still there."  He looked back at Emma.  "Ma'am, power is the fuel of our modern society.  Without power we have no internet, no communications, no way to clean water or move it, no gas pumps, or operating engines, no way to transport food and supplies, or even keep them fresh.  We, for all intents and purposes, are dead in the water." 
 
    "What about the nukes?" Ed asked.  "What was the damage?" 
 
    "Chief, it was horrific.  Of course, you are some of the lucky ones," he looked at Clark and the others who had escaped out from under the Atlanta airport.  "But to answer your question, we have a guess," he stalled, but there was no easy way to deliver the news other than to just state the facts.  "Between the Atlanta and Chicago bombs, the guess is near twenty-five million as a direct result." 
 
    The group let out a collective gasp, trying to swallow the cold facts of slaughter.  Fifty-five million so far.  Both Emma and Margaret looked as if they would fall apart, each holding onto the other for support. 
 
    "There are two more parts to this," Horn continued.  "After the EMP, the Chinese used Tomahawk type missiles to gas every military instillation from South Carolina to Texas.  On the heels of that they gassed the port cities of New Orleans and Mobile, and landed their mechanized right onto our shipping docks." 
 
    "Son-of-a-bitch," Dukes growled. 
 
    "And that’s one of the reasons I am here talking to you right now."  He let the statement hang in the air.  He had just given the group a lot of information to digest, and he was willing to wait until they swallowed before asking them for what he needed. 
 
    "Sir," Jack spoke up with a question.  "Are the lights still on in China?"  There was a distinct edge in his voice.  Everyone looked at the boy. 
 
    "Yes, son, they are," Horn answered, matching the edge. 
 
    "Look, there’s good news.  I know it might seem small in comparison, but, our boys were able to stop several other bombings, including New York and D.C." 
 
    "What did that get us, if we can't do anything?" Emma asked. 
 
    "Well, we still have a functioning government, for starts, at least in the north east." 
 
    That comment flew over most of the others heads, except those of Clark, Dukes and Ed. 
 
    "What do you mean by, at least in the north east?" Dukes was the first to ask. 
 
    Horn shifted his body before answering.  "They gutted us like a fish, right up the middle," he raised his hand straight up in the air like he was slicing through an Alaskan King Salmon. "We are a country divided by a midline.  Anywhere between where we are now over to the Rockies is a kill zone." 
 
    "Kill zone?" Emma asked.  "Perez said that term also." 
 
    "It's where they are freely killing people without opposition," Clark said, his voice somber. 
 
    Horn nodded in agreement.  "They are marching in from the Gulf coast ports, and from the north, decimating Canada as they do.  Over the last few days, while we have been struggling to get things working again, they’ve been flying sorties from drones to helicopters with one goal in mind," he paused and looked at Emma.  "To kill as many Americans as possible in the Kill Zone."  
 
    "What do they want?" She met his look, and wiped a tear off of her cheek. 
 
    "Well, that’s the million-dollar question, but our intelligence guys think, and I happen to agree with them, that they want our resources.  You know, oil, natural gas, the breadbasket, clean air and a chicken in every pot as far as I know.  Shit, they also want to be the big dog in the world, and in order to do that, you have to knock off the current big dog." 
 
    "Us," Penny voiced. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am.  Us." 
 
    "Sir," Clark ventured.  "What about the West?  You said we have a government in the east, where does that leave the U.S. in the west?" 
 
    "Specialist, it leaves the folks out West in a world of hurt.  NORAD is still functioning, and is trying to coordinate defenses with the governors of the western states.  From what we can tell, it isn't going too well.  The big cities are just too spread out to form up.  Everything out West is conventional, thank goodness." 
 
    "Conventional?" Emma asked.  These were lessons that she never wanted to learn. 
 
    "Means they aren't using nukes or gas," Dukes voiced.   
 
    "That's right.  Alaska and Hawaii are pushing with what is left of the Pacific Fleet, but without a coordinated effort on the ground, it just goes to shit.  The National Guard troops from the western states have joined with the troops from the conventional bases, and they are doing their, well, the best that they can.”  He stopped himself from revealing that he really thought that the west was a lost case. 
 
    "So, Sir," Dukes asked, his mind analyzing the data, and how best to respond.  “What's our plan in the east?" 
 
    "Well, after we talk to your prisoner, I will lay that out for you.  Take me to him," Horn ordered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I tried to save the boy," Bob said, salty tears forming at the rims of his eyes. 
 
    "I know you did," Father Jeff consoled.  Although Confession was not typically part of the liturgy of the Episcopal Church, Jeff felt that it would become commonplace as the days of this war turned into months and possibly years.   
 
    "If it wasn't for Ian. . .," 
 
    "You mean the gentleman we met outside?" 
 
    "Yeah, if it weren't for him, well, I’m almost certain that Adam or I wouldn’t have made it back here alive." 
 
    "God sends angels sometimes when you least expect it," Jeff smiled, his faith was being tested, and he was not willing to let it break.  He knew darker times were ahead of him and it would be his strong faith that would carry him, and his followers forward. 
 
    "Dad," Joshua knocked on the bedroom door. 
 
    "Yeah, come on in," his father waved him in.  "What's up?"  Jeff slid back from the side of the bed to let Joshua get closer. 
 
    "It's Dukes.  He’s on the radio, and he wants to speak to you." 
 
    "Oh, okay," Bob said, swinging his legs out of the bed with a low gruff of pain.   Both Joshua and Jeff helped him out the door and into a rolling desk chair next to the radios in the den.  Bob donned his radio earphones and adjusted the dials on the radio. 
 
    Jeff saw Violet Tiller, Tasha and four other women come out of the basement at the sound of Bob moving from his bed. 
 
    "He really shouldn't be out of bed," Violet scolded her oldest son. 
 
    Joshua's eyes expanded as he shrugged.  "It's Dukes; he said it was urgent." 
 
    She relented slightly with her scorn and grabbed a pillow to put behind her husband's back.   "Can you please introduce Father Jeff to everyone else." 
 
    David and Ian walked into the farmhouse just as Bob began his conversation and Joshua went through the lineup of new semi-permanent houseguests. 
 
    Grace went to stand next to her mother and father, who just naturally gravitated towards each other.  She shook David's hand.  "Thank you for taking care of Tasha," she said, adding a genuine smile.  "She seems like a remarkable lady." 
 
    David looked from Grace to Tasha, she was smiling at him, and he could tell that she had been crying.  But, it was still good to see her smile. 
 
    "I'm so sorry for your loss," Leah said, putting her hand on David's shoulder.  Tasha told us about your children being in Atlanta."  She looked at her daughter, and breathed in deeply.  "I can't even begin to imagine."   
 
    He nodded, accepting her intentions, and tried not to let his mind wander away to his vaporized offspring.  He turned, with the others to focus on what Bob was doing out of bed. 
 
    Bob was jotting down notes and twisting a knob on his radio now and then.  He was in a deep conversation with Dukes, his former Marine platoon mate and fellow prepper.  
 
    "What's he talking about?" David asked Ian in a whisper. 
 
    "I'm not sure," Ian answered, and he was just about to say something else, when Bob spoke the words, 'do I know someone that speaks Chinese?'   He and Grace looked at each other; they both could speak Chinese. 
 
      
 
    <  > 
 
      
 
    "The name on his uniform is Wa Ming," Specialist Clark briefed the Colonel as they descended the stairs. 
 
    "This is fortified," Horn said, really as a statement rather than a question. 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Dukes answered, he was proud of his bunker.   "It is also shielded, so the EMP didn't touch the house." 
 
    “Impressive, considering the damage that it did,” Horn offered, looking around again as Clark spoke with the man guarding the door to the prisoner. 
 
    "Sir, this is Cooper.  He’s the husband to Margaret, whom you met upstairs.  Cooper, this is Colonel Horn, Commander of the Georgia Guard.”  The men exchanged handshakes. 
 
    “Sir, he was typically armed,” Clark presented the facts.  “We took an AK, a Chinese manufactured side arm, a 40 caliber, and two knives.  We also discovered what I think is a battle field tracker, sewn into the shoulder of his uniform.”  Clark picked up the device and handed to the officer. 
 
    “I cracked it open to peek inside,” Dukes admitted.   
 
    Horn looked at him and raised an eyebrow.  “Well?” 
 
    “Mostly microchips, battery and a transponder.  It’s state of the art, and I didn’t want to damage it, figuring that you would want it for analysis.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Horn said, giving the device to Clark, and turning back to the door. 
 
     Clark accepted the device, and then placed it back into the ammo can, snapping the lid shut.   He watched Horn; the officer seemed to harden as he looked at the closed door.  Clark wondered what he thought was on the other side of the door - an alien, a monster of some sort. 
 
    "Wa Ming, you say?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir.  His rank suggests he’s a sergeant. He was wounded at the end of the battle, lost a little bit of blood, and might have been, well, shoved around a little. 
 
    The colonel didn’t bat an eyelash.   
 
    “We treated him with the basics, but have shown him no hospitality.  He has not said a word to us, and we haven't interrogated him too harshly, yet."  
 
    “Was he alone?” 
 
    “We killed a total of twenty-two soldiers and two in each of the two APCs, Sir.” 
 
    “Twenty-two ground pounders, plus this one,” he nodded to the door.  “That an odd numbered platoon,” the colonel surmised.  
 
    “I agree,” Dukes said, his head nodding.  “We swept as best as we could, but, there’s a lot of space out there, and I didn’t want us split up, or wandering too far from the house.”   
 
    The colonel listened to him and then made a decision.  “With all that said, I bet there are at least two of them still out there somewhere.  Let Sergeant Shaw know what you suspect,” Colonel Horn ordered, looking at Clark.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Clark responded, before leaning over to Cooper.  “Will you do that for me?” 
 
    “Sure,” Cooper nodded, stepping away from the door.  “Do you need me for any of this?” he waved at the closed door. 
 
    Clark shook his head in the negative.  “We’ve got this one.  I don’t know if you want to see what’s coming.” 
 
    Cooper nodded.  “After seeing what they’ve done to us, I might have enjoyed it,” he said, darkly, unlocking the door for the trio to enter.  He then closed the door behind them and moved upstairs to pass on the order. 
 
    The prisoner was sitting in a folding metal chair in the middle of the room.  His arms and feet were bound to the chair.  The back two legs of the chair were resting inside the openings of two cinder blocks; guaranteeing that he wouldn’t move from the center of the room.  A black bandanna was being used as a blindfold.  He was bleeding from a wound on the upper right shoulder.  Blood had soaked through the bandage, and slowly trickling down his arm.  There was a small red pool on the hardwood floor being fed by the blood.   
 
    Horn stepped deeper into the room and folded his arms.  He sized the prisoner up quickly from the front, and then walked around him slowly, as if to learn more by viewing him from a different perspective.  His steps were deliberate and soft, like a cat stalking prey in the bush. 
 
    Clark's job in the Army was military intelligence.  He was trained as an analysis, but found himself volunteering for field duty as opposed to straddling a desk.  The lure of a small bit of danger had always seemed more attractive, in his eyes.  Because of that, he had spent most of his military career deployed with field units as an intelligence officer.  Being in the field allowed him to see, gather and analyze real time data as it was happening.  He liked the sense of urgency involved with finding clues or data that led to making decisions involving life or death.   
 
    As far as torture was concerned, the military had very strict guidelines about what could and could not be done to someone being 'coerced' for more information.  He found it amusing that the training manual actually referred to the one being tortured as a victim.  Regardless, he had a series of lines in the sand that he could not cross; he knew them well.  He had crossed that line only one other time in his career. 
 
    It was his third month in Afghanistan, and his unit was chasing a band of insurgents that they suspected had crossed over from Pakistan to raise hell against American troops.  They called the group, the Al'Ahmaq, which was Arabic for ass-hole.  The Al'Ahmaq had killed two men and taken two others hostage the day before. 
 
    Clark's unit flew in the face of the official U.S. Presidential policy.  In an era where troops were supposed to be downsizing in the region, his unit remained as a sign to the locals that the U.S.A. was still actively engaged and committed to a cause.  Their primary mission was to be visible, and support the exit strategy, with a secondary mission to gather intelligence.  Clark was there because of the latter.   
 
    The mission changed after two American soldiers had been taken prisoner by Al’Ahmaq.  Clark’s commanding officer pressed his men for intelligence on the whereabouts and status of his missing men.  They caught a break during a house raid, and nabbed one of the known Al'Ahmaq fighters.  Clark was on the raid, and knew that lines were about to get crossed. 
 
    Clark entered the room just as two soldiers blindfolded and tied the insurgent to a chair in a small mud hued home on the outskirts of Kabul.   His Captain was also in the room, and looked like he was ready to strangle the blindfolded terrorist.  Captain Olson two-finger waved Clark over to speak with him. 
 
    "Sir." 
 
    "Listen, I need to know where Jennings and Baker are ASAP.  I don't care what you have to do to get that son-of-a-bitch to squeal.  Do I make myself clear?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Clark whispered.  He looked over at Chaves, a gifted translator in multiple languages.  Chaves nodded, he had received the same talk from the captain two minutes earlier. 
 
    Clark went right to work as the Captain exited the room, leaving the two soldiers alone with the tied-up terrorist. 
 
    "Ask him were they are keeping our soldiers?" 
 
    Chaves translated, as Clark looked at how the man was tied up.  His hands were tied to the arms of the chair; his hands gripped the end of the arms. 
 
    The man didn't answer the question. 
 
    Clark raised the butt of his rifle and brought it down with exacting force on the man's right hand.  The blow crushing at least five bones.  The man yelled in pain, but could not move.  His face twisted and turned, trying to fight the pain.  A tear ran out from under the blindfold. 
 
    "Ask him again." 
 
    The terrorist muttered something that Chaves did not understand completely. 
 
    "He said something like, go fuck yourself." 
 
    Clark smashed the same hand again. 
 
    "Tell him I will smash the other hand next time if he does not tell us where they are.  Go ahead, ask him." 
 
    Chaves leaned in next to the man's ear and asked the question.  Before the man could answer, Clark smashed his hand again, just to drive home the need for a response. 
 
    The man bellowed in pain.  Clark took one of the man's broken fingers and bent it up towards the mud hut roof.  The man yelled, and broke under the pain from the torture. 
 
    Clark walked out of the room and gave Captain Olson the information that would lead him to the mission soldiers. 
 
    “Oh, and Sir,” Clark stopped his captain, as the man was turning to exit the room.  “It looks like the terrorist might have injured his hand before he was captured.  Maybe a rock or something hard fell on it," Clark shrugged.  "Sir." 
 
    “Understood.  Once I have our boys back, have the medic take a look at him.” Captain Olson nodded and then went to rescue his men. 
 
      
 
    Now, Clark shook the experience from his psyche as he looked at the Chinese man tied to the chair in Dukes' basement.  Colonel Horn was still studying him, his gaze intense and purposeful.  The image of the Arabic man flashed into his head.  Clark blocked it out, as Horn nodded at him. 
 
    “What is your name?”  He asked in English, his tone was ice and left no room that he could be deadly answer or response. 
 
    "How many soldiers did you deploy with?" 
 
    No answer or response. 
 
    "What is the name of your commander?" 
 
    No answer or response. 
 
    "Do you speak English?" 
 
    No answer or response. 
 
    Horn stepped infant of Clark, and leaned in close to the Chinese soldier’s ear.  "Do you fear death?" 
 
    The man seemed to straighten a bit at the presence of the new voice, but otherwise, there was no answer or response. 
 
    Horn stood erect and waved for Dukes and Clark to follow him out of the room. 
 
    "Sir?" Clark asked once the door was closed. 
 
    "We need a translator.” 
 
    “He speaks English, they teach it in grade school,” Dukes protested.   
 
    “Perhaps, Gunny, but what if our guy was picked up off of the family farm, with no formal education,” Horn surmised.  “I’ll have to get him on the chopper ASAP and hope we can patch him into the pentagon, or that someone from the Savannah deployment speaks Arabic.  But, that’s not something that I want to have to do.” 
 
    That statement gave both Clark and Dukes a reason to pause, and they exchanged the briefest of glances.  
 
    "Sir," Dukes cleared his throat.  "I think we can do it here.” 
 
    “Go on.”  
 
    “I know a guy that can help.  If your goal is to get information now, then we can patch him through on the shortwave." 
 
    Horn thought through that scenario for a second before looking at Clark.  "You have a secured link to the Pentagon, right?"  He was referring to the military laptop, the Presidential Humvee and their connection with Senior Airman Perez at the Pentagon. 
 
    "Yes, Sir, we do." 
 
    "Good.  Gunny, make it happen with your contact.  I want to run our side of the conversation through the encryption protocols, and have the broadcast distributed to a wider audience.  I want to give the enemy a little taste of their own medicine.  Understood?" 
 
    "Yes, Sir." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Torture is reserved for disturbed bullies who pull whiskers off of cats, and for governments that want to extract information.  Clark did not fit the role of a bully, and with the new reality of war on American soil, didn’t know where the lines of the government started and those of the Constitution ended. 
 
    But, with that said, he hated the man tied to the metal folding chair.  The man represented a country that hated everything that he believed in.  Clark smirked to himself, that yet another country hated everything about what made America great. 
 
    His past experience with torturing another human being was front and center in his mind’s eye.  He gave moral credence to what he did, as it helped save the life of two American soldiers.  But, that was different than what was happening now.  Now, he felt like it was more than a couple of soldiers in peril, it was the very life of America was at stake.  
 
    Clark looked at Wa Ming, and instantly regretted saying his name in his head.  He knew this was business, this was life and death, this was for the protection of his homeland.   
 
    Horn ripped the gag out of the prisoner's mouth so quickly that no one in the room saw him preparing for the motion. 
 
    "What's your name?"  Horn asked, his voice commanding.  He had not sought approval from anyone to do what they were about to do.  Millions of Americans had died because of the invasion, and he didn't think that anyone politically would give two shits if one of the 'bad guys' felt some pain. 
 
    A voice from a speaker, mounted on the table next to the captive’s head, repeated Horn's question; the room filling with the simplified Mandarin, translated by Ian Burrows. 
 
    For security purposes, none of the American's involved in this process had used their names in the establishment of the communications link.  Only Birmingham Bob and Dukes knew whom the men involved were, and they were ordered by a highly powerful colonel to keep their mouths shut. 
 
    Horn looked at Dukes, and Dukes gave him a thumbs-up signal.  At Horn’s order, the interrogation was being broadcast on multiple short-wave channels.  The intent was that the Chinese would pick up on it, and also, so would the American civilians.   
 
    "Wa Ming," the bound Chinese soldier said, still blindfolded.  He also gave his rank and his State ID number. 
 
    Clark was happy that the man gave that much information.  His next question would dictate whether or not he would have to inflict pain.  
 
    "What is your mission?" 
 
    There was a pause before Ian broadcast his translation. 
 
    Wa Ming took a deep breath, he fought to flex his arm; the one that was dripping blood.  Clark stepped in from behind, and placed his surgically gloved hand down on the bandage of the open wound.  Wa Ming grunted from pressure and pain. 
 
    "What is your and mission?" Horn asked again, and again, Ian translated. 
 
    Wa Ming spoke a long sentence.  It took double the amount of time for Ian to come back with the translation.  "I am with the People's 5th Mechanized, and you can go fuck yourself." 
 
    Horn looked at Clark, and nodded.  Clark squeezed his fingers together on the man's' shoulder, as if he were squeezing the air out of a tennis ball. 
 
    Wa Ming clinched his jaws together, fighting the agonizing pain.   
 
    Clark didn’t let up.  He found himself wishing he knew the Chinese phrase for ass-hole.  But, who was the ass-hole, the man following orders to invade a country, or the man following orders to try and save that country?  The thought disturbed Clark, and he relaxed his grip. 
 
    Wa Ming recovered, and steeled his posture. 
 
    "What's your mission?" Horn asked again, and for the third time, Ian translated. 
 
    Wa Ming pivoted his eyes away from looking straight at the wall, and up to look at Colonel Horn.  Horn narrowed his eyes; resolve on full display.  Wa Ming also narrowed his eyes, but his demeanor showed intense anger.  Clark knew that they were at a point where the man would break, or totally shut down.   
 
    Wa Ming muttered something, this time in English.  “Fuck you!”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack, Lucy and Harper had been herded to the top-level of the cabin.  An open loft overlooking the living room, it was not the place that they wanted to be.  Even Penny was regulated to the living room, and she was only a year older than Jack.   
 
    There was soft, nervous conversation emanating from the ladies in the kitchen.  No one talked about what was happening downstairs in the bunker. 
 
    "Hey," Penny asked, her head popped over the edge of the floor to the loft.  She held onto the wooden ladder with one hand, and an arrow in the other. 
 
    "Yeah?" Jack asked, his voice kind of warbled.  He was a little nervous around her.  He had heard the story about how her boyfriend and his father had died on the opening day of the attacks.  He also knew about how she fought and survived two days earlier during the attack on the cabin.  He thought she was a bad ass, in a good-looking kind of way. 
 
    "I need to get out of here.  Dad won't let me shoot guns right now, so, do you guys want to practice a little archery?"  She waggled the arrow, as if to prove her point. 
 
    Lucy jumped up at the offer.  "Absolutely!" 
 
    Harper's mother, Margaret, met her daughter at the bottom of the ladder.  "Absolutely not," she shook her head at her daughter. 
 
    "But, we haven't been outside in two days," Harper pleaded. 
 
    "I don't care.  There's a reason for that.  It's for your own safety."  She looked at the teens, half expecting them to acquiesce to the idea of going out and shoot.  They didn't budge. 
 
    "I'm armed," Penny said, patting the sidearm strapped to her waist, as if that was supposed to sooth the fears of mothers. 
 
    "Me too," Jack lifted his shirt to show the military issue pistol in a canvas holster on his belt. 
 
    "I'll have my bow," Lucy piled on.    
 
    Margaret looked at the children, shaking her head.  She bit her tongue from expressing the thought that wormed through her head.  When did the world change so drastically that children needed to be armed to go outside?  
 
    “Harper will be with us the entire time,” Lucy pleaded with Harper’s mother. 
 
    Margaret looked back at the kitchen for support from the other women.  Emma, although she felt a sense of responsibility for Jack and Lucy, she knew they could handle themselves.  Especially after all of the events that had unfolded over the last week.  She shrugged at Margaret and nodded slightly that it would be okay. 
 
    “So, you’re going down to the range to shoot bows and arrows, not guns.  Right?” Penny's mother asked. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "That's just on the other side of the barn; someone would have to pass the house in order to get to the range," she said, trying to ease the other woman's anxiety.  This was her farm, and she needed to show that she felt safe; which she did. 
 
    "But, we're at war," Margaret said, her voice just above a whisper.  She said it to no one in particular. 
 
    "We are," Emma agreed, and touched Margaret's elbow.  "But, don't children still need to be children?  Don't they still need to play?" 
 
    "What, by playing at war?"  Her voice was still soft. 
 
    "By...by playing at war.  If that's what it takes," Emma agreed.  "Yes." 
 
    Margaret breathed in deeply, and exhaled with a nod.  "Okay," she relented.  She faced Harper.  "But you’ll need to take Cam with you," she demanded. 
 
    The dog had been asleep on a rug in front of the fireplace, and perked up at the mention of his name.  His brother, Dooley, was with Cooper guarding the prisoner.  
 
    "Okay!" Emma said, happily.  "Cam!  Hey, boy, wake up!  Cam, heal!" 
 
    The dog jumped up, shook his ears, stretched and then trotted to her side; ready to go anywhere she went. 
 
    "Okay, then," Penny said, without another word, and lead them out of the cabin headed towards the field beside the barn. 
 
    Besides Penny, the others had not been outside to see what had happened during the engagement with the Chinese army.  "Holy crap," Jack said, as they approached the barn.  "What the hell happened?"  He felt empowered to use the adult language without the presence of adults around. 
 
    "We were friggin’ attacked by a shitload of Chinese soldiers," Penny snapped.  "That's what happened."  She had yet to process her own experience of killing people during combat, and sure as hell didn't want to play into any fantasy about what happened.  
 
    "You're not the only one that’s had to kill people or see people die," Jack snapped, using the same tone.   He had his own demons to deal with from killing people while rescuing Margaret.  "If your dad had had another sniper box, I would have been it, just like you!" 
 
    "Fine," Penny gave, not wanting to argue about who was more macho or who had killed more.  She was unsure of where her outburst had just come from, and she mentally checked herself.  Her father had talked about PTSD, and she wondered if her sudden mood swing had anything to do with the disorder.  She shook the thought from her head, took a deep cleansing breath, and continued walking towards the barn. 
 
    "What was it like?" Lucy asked from behind the group; her question little more than a whisper. 
 
    "What? To kill people?" Penny asked over her shoulder.  She tried to keep her tone in check as she kept her sights on the burned-out barn.   
 
    "Well, yeah; what’s it like to kill people?  Jack won't talk about it and..." 
 
    "He's right, not to talk about it," her eyes looked over at him, and he was nodding.  She had yet to turn around.  "And you shouldn't, either," Penny said, squeezing her hands around the grip of her compound bow.  She commanded herself to take another deep breath. 
 
    “Why?" Harper asked, her innocence on full display. 
 
    That was the question that broke the older girl's resolve to be calm.  Penny rounded on the girls.  "It sucked!  Is that what you wanted to hear?  It sucked beans more than anything I have ever done, but I'd do it again in a second if it meant the survival of me and my family.  Do you hear me?"  She paused to catch her breath, but it wasn't long enough for Lucy or Harper to respond.  Jack faced the same direction as Penny, as if he were backing her up.  He was nodding slowly.  "Don't you get it?  These assholes invaded our county; they nuked Atlanta, for God's sake.  You of all people should respect that fact alone.”  She looked at Lucy. 
 
    "Just let it go," Jack said.  He wasn't sure if he was speaking to Penny or the girls. 
 
    “I do respect that,” Lucy squeaked, she felt tears pushing at the rims of her eyes. 
 
    "I'd do it again," Penny concluded, her voice low and filled with resolve.  "Now, are we going to shoot, or what?"  She turned her back on them and started towards the barn.   
 
    Jack put his arm around his sister for the briefest of seconds, and then put a hand on Harper’s shoulder.  “I can’t explain it, but it’s tough to talk about.  Okay?”  He effectively nipped the Q and A session in the bud. 
 
      
 
    The barn stood as a reflection of the battle that had happened there two days earlier.  The structure looked more like a modern art piece than a barn.  Half of it was burned, with the leaves and ground around the structure charred.  The other half was worn and stressed like old barns should be.   
 
    The front half of the structure looked like the high school welding shop and the modern art class got together and had one hell of a party.  Metallic structural pieces from the doomed Chinese helicopter bent in ways that were not natural to support modern flight, mixed with black ash and timbers that hadn’t burned.  At the center of the nest of ashes, metal and wood, was the main cabin of the chopper, a Phoenix that would never rise again. 
 
    “Holy, shit," Jack commented, repeating his earlier amazement at seeing the destruction.  He ran past the nesting skeleton of a beast, and to the back of the building that had not been burned.  "I'm going in," he said, not waiting for any approval.  He sucked in his stomach unnecessarily, and slid in between two slats to access the back half of the barn.  The others waited outside of the two slats. 
 
    "What's he doing?" Penny asked.  “The range is over there.” 
 
    "He wanted to see how badly the Humvee was damaged," Lucy informed.  "That's all he wanted to know about once we were saved, I mean...once you helped save us," she corrected, giving the older girl credit. 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    Cam whined at Harper, looking up at the girl.  "Okay," she said, her voice commanding.  The word released the dog from his standing command of, 'heal,' so that he could go explore.  The dog moved away at a good clip, his nose to the ground.  He was on the scent of something and it led him around the back of the barn. 
 
    "Will he be okay?" Penny asked. 
 
    "Yeah, he's fine, he's probably just got to go pee, or something," Harper informed. 
 
    "Hey!  It looks alright!"  They heard Jack's excited voice from inside the barn.  "Really, come in, and see," he called to the girls.  "Come on!" 
 
    "Is he always like this?"  Penny asked. 
 
    "Yeah," Lucy acknowledged.  "It's kind of annoying sometimes." 
 
    "Maybe," Penny responded, the corner of her mouth turned up, and she pushed her way between the slats to enter the barn.   
 
    Lucy followed and Harper was last.  She looked over her shoulder to see if Cam was coming, but he was still on the backside of the barn, chasing a scent. 
 
    The inside of the barn smelled of sulfur, charcoal and hay.  Lucy sneezed a half dozen times, adjusting to the overpowering smell.  It was dark, except for the dusty rays of light that pierced the space between the slats on the side of the barn.  The front portion of the collapsed tin roof blocked the area where the helicopter had crashed and where the bulk of the fire had been. 
 
    "I think it deployed some kind of fire extinguisher stuff, or something!" Jack proclaimed, his hand resting on the dusty outside of the Humvee.  "This thing is like seriously bad ass!" 
 
    "You mean, it can think for itself?" Penny asked, she was skeptical.  This was the first time that she had seen the fabled escape vehicle up close since the others had arrived. 
 
    "No," it was Lucy's turn to be in the know.  "It has automated systems that monitor the environment at all times, even when it's turned off.  It's kind of like a self-preservation system." 
 
    "So, what does that mean?"  Penny touched the beast of a truck for the first time.  She used only the tip of her finger, tracing a small circle in the white dust that had settled on the truck. 
 
    "It was built to protect the President of the United States, the onboard systems can automatically detect threats, and then it can react.  In this case, it must have sensed the proximity to the fire, and that it was not moving from the proximity of the fires, so I guess it did something." 
 
    "Did something?  Like what?" Penny tried looking through the tinted windows at what was in there, but she couldn’t see through the darkness.  She wasn't ready to open the door, instead leaving that task to the others. 
 
    "It looks like it deployed some type of anti-fire fog or something," Jack said, wiping his fingers through the white dust.  "The whole place is covered in it."  He looked back up at the rafters and the area where the roof had collapsed, separating them from the burned-out helicopter.  "It had to be what really kept the fire from spreading." 
 
    At that moment, Cam wedged himself through another set of slats on the other side of the barn, he looked agitated, and he wanted Harper to know it. 
 
    "Hey, boy!" Harper said, before she caught onto the dog's agitation.  
 
    "Something's wrong.  I mean dogs don't act like that," Penny looked at the dog. 
 
    "What?" Lucy asked.   
 
    Cam looked from the back of the barn to the vehicle and back at Harper. 
 
    "She's right," Jack said. 
 
    "What is it, boy?" Harper asked, putting her hands on her knees, and her face down close to the excited dog.  He kept looking at her and then the vehicle. 
 
    Just then, the front doors on the Humvee flung open, and two Chinese soldiers burst out, driving their rifles into the faces of the teens. 
 
    "Don't move!" One of the soldiers said, in accented English. 
 
    Cam's movements were so quick that Harper didn't have time to issue a command.  The dog leapt through the air, landing his open jaw on the outstretched arm on the soldier that had not spoken.  Both tumbled to the hay covered ground and tussled.  Cam growled, his mouth clamped onto the man’s arm. 
 
    The man screamed, cursing in Mandarin.   
 
    Harper screamed. 
 
    Jack tried to reach for his pistol, but the second soldier put the muzzle of his rifle into the boy's cheek.  Lucy stood still and Penny reached under her shirt to hold down the transmit button on the two-way radio attached to her belt. 
 
    The dog snarled, ripping at the man's arm.  The man yelled and flung the dog off, dropping his rifle and grabbing his knife.  Cam leapt again, his mouth open, ready to protect his master, as only dogs know how to do. 
 
    The snarl of the dog mixed with the guttural yells of the man.   Harper yelled an order for Cam to stop, but it was too late.  The soldier drove his knife deep into the dog; Cam yelped for one last time and fell to the floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian listened to the interrogation of the Chinese prisoner on the radio, translated the words onto paper, and then spoke the Mandarin back into his microphone.  Grace stood over his shoulder to validate her father’s interpretations.    
 
    Since the radio signal was on a public frequency, Colonel Horn had ordered Dukes to work it out so that no identities would be revealed openly.  Dukes and Bob took it so far that they even masked the identities of the participants from each other.  The order made the task of translating a little more challenging for Ian, but nothing that he couldn’t work around.  What Ian didn’t let on to was that he though he recognized the deep voice of the man doing the interrogation. 
 
     "No, Dad, he said, how did you track us, not how did you seek us," Grace whispered into her father’s ear.  She was wearing a set of headphones, listening to both sides of the same broadcast. 
 
    Ian repeated the translation, relying on the skills of his daughter to fact check everything he was doing.   
 
    Grace compartmentalized everything that she heard; the tones, the torture, the pain.  She was angry at everything that had happened to her life; this interrogation was like a microcosm of the new norm of life after the invasion.  Anger, deception, violence, fear, blood, pain, loss...it was all here in this radio transmission; and she did her best to move the emotions to a corner of her mind; it was something that she would deal with another day. 
 
    Grace looked away from her task, her vision caught by the movement of the horses in the pasture.  Her mind drifted, as she thought of a life before it all went to shit.  She had a life before the EMP, before airplanes fell from the sky, before helicopters tried to kill her, before Americans tried to kill her because her Jeep worked, or tried to rape her because no one was looking.  She had a life before the Chinese decided that her country was something that they desired.   She watched the horses, with one thought rising to the surface; she wanted her life back. 
 
    The radio crackled, bringing Grace back from her daydream about life in the day.  She translated another line, whispering into her father's ear, and then tilted her head to look at the girl sitting on the couch; Tasha. 
 
    Tasha caught Grace's eye when she looked over at her.  She smiled at the other girl, and Grace smiled back.  Tasha had no idea what was going on at the radio; they couldn’t hear the transmission.  The only thing they could hear was the Chinese that Ian spoke into the microphone. 
 
    "We should get going," David leaned into Tasha's ear and whispered.  “There's some heavy stuff going on here, and we should bug out like we talked about.  They don't need us for this." 
 
    Tasha nodded like she understood, but something pinged at her, not a warning, more of an awareness.  Regardless, she couldn’t put a finger on it, but something about this rag tag band of survivors intrigued her.  She wasn't sure who or what it was about them that gave her the feeling.  Every one of the group seemed to have a story and a place in their existence.  She looked from person to person, her own ideas and analytics summing them up in her mind. 
 
    Ian and his daughter Grace seemed to be ultimate leaders.  Grace's mother was something that she was still puzzling on.  The Tillers, especially Joshua, the older brother, seemed to know what he was doing and was comfortable carrying out the commands.  Anna, the girl that shared the same loss of her parents as Tasha, was a basket case.  She had no idea where that girl would end up.  She couldn’t get a bead on the other two women, Mary and Bob's wife Violet; they seemed to be in states of flux.   
 
    Tasha observed that Violet seemed intent on keeping up with good graces and Southern charm.  She appeared to be an organizer, and to Tasha, seemed to be the glue for the Tiller family.   
 
    Tasha then turned her gaze towards Mary, and Mary caught her eye.  They looked at each other for a few seconds before Tasha looked away.  Mary was standing as close as possible to the room that Ian was in, without actually being in the room.  Tasha had a feeling that the woman was somewhere between having a dependence issue and harboring a huge amount of rage.   
 
    Bob was someone else that Tasha couldn’t get a bead on.  He seemed like a good soldier with a big heart.  His on-radio persona of Birmingham Bob had been invaluable to her and David’s existence, and possibly their sanity.  From what she could tell, he seemed like a good man.   
 
    That left Adam, the younger brother to Joshua, to be sized up.  She really had no feeling for the boy, and hadn’t even had the opportunity to meet him.  Adam had shown up between the last time they were at the Tiller farm and now; she felt he was probably a younger version of Joshua.  
 
    So, at the end of her analysis, perhaps David was right, they weren’t needed here, and they should go back to the church.  But, something about this group resonated with her; she had a crazy idea about wanting to stay.  She opened her mouth to voice her idea to David, and then closed it, deciding that the idea was crazy.  She decided instead to follow David’s original idea. 
 
    "Okay, Mr. David," Tasha said, rising from the couch.  “You're right, we should get going." 
 
    Violet Tiller stood as well, taking the younger girl’s cue.  "Y'all please let me know if I can do anything for you," she said, her Southern charm on full display. 
 
    "Well, we hope to be on our way further south by tomorrow, if all goes well," David interjected. 
 
    "Auburn, right?" Violet questioned. 
 
    "We really don't know," David shrugged.  "But, I know we’re going south; it could be Florida.  I really don’t know.  We’re kind of following Tasha’s intuition; she’s led us away from danger so far.”  
 
    "You know that there's reports of troop movements up through the south headed north and our way," Joshua interjected, as if the shootout at the pipeline terminal and his escapades at the water tower weren't evidence enough that they were all on the verge of being overrun. 
 
    David nodded.  "I know.  It's my hope that we don't get caught up in that." 
 
    "That would be bad," Tasha said quietly, taking in David’s words about her intuition keeping them safe.  It was the first time that had considered how much trust David put in her ability to read a situation.  She wasn’t sure she liked the pressure of their lives being held in the balance of her feelings. 
 
    “Maybe you should head towards Georgia,” Joshua suggested.  “That’s where the guy is that they’re talking to on the radio.” Joshua thumbed back towards Ian and Grace at the radio. 
 
    “Huh, I hadn’t thought about going there,” David confessed.  The thought of Georgia led his mind to Atlanta, where his kids were murdered.  The thought brought up strong emotions in him, and he cleared his throat; willing his emotions to stay at bay. 
 
    “Well, if you change your mind, we know the guy in Georgia pretty well,” Joshua stalled, allowing David to compose himself.  “He’s the one that helped Ian.”  That statement surprised the small group.  Mary seemed to be enticed enough to push away from the wall she’d been leaning on and to join in the conversation. 
 
    “His name is Dukes,” Mary informed.  “Like Ian, he was a helping hand at the right time.  If you don’t really have a place to go, and you want to run away from the shit storm going on here,” she stopped to run her hand over her hair.  “I would suggest you head that way.” 
 
    “Thank you, we’ll take that under consideration,” David said, now more composed.  “We’ll discuss it and make a decision by tonight or tomorrow.  We’ll let you all know.  Jeff, are you going to come back with us?" David pivoted the conversation back to their departure. 
 
    "No, I think I'll stay for a while,” the priest said, looking at Violet as if to ask if that would be okay.  She nodded like it would be no problem.  “I'll just pull my bike out of the back of the truck before you go.” 
 
    David nodded, and opened the door to walk outside.  “Thanks again,” he offered to Violet.   
 
    Tasha was on his heels.  “Yeah, thanks again, y’all are all really nice people,” she said, pulling the door closed behind her.   
 
    The door opened a few seconds later to depart Grace. 
 
    David continued to the Bronco, and Tasha stopped at the porch as Grace followed her outside, closing the door behind her. 
 
    "Hey," Grace said.  "Sorry we didn't get a chance to get to know each other that well," she started.  Grace was a good three years older than the girl, and of a social status that never would have interacted with Tasha on a day-to-day basis. 
 
    Tasha looked down towards the ground; it was something that she had just picked up over generations of being whom she was. 
 
    "Hey," Grace said, causing Tasha to look up at her.  "I just want you to know that I'm really sorry about you losing your parents."  Grace put her hands on Tasha's shoulders and pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “Thanks.”  Fighting to hold back her tears, Tasha pulled back from the embrace.  "You know," she said, looking at Grace.  "I am not one to usually just say what's on my mind, but…," she shrugged. 
 
    "Go ahead," Grace encouraged. 
 
    "You seem like one hell of a leader.  I mean, like, I've never said anything like that to anyone before, but, I just wanted you to know that I’m pretty good at reading people, and, well, I needed to say it.”  Tasha felt almost uncomfortable voicing her mind.   
 
    Grace looked up at the sky, and then wiped a bit of tear from her eyes.   "Thanks.  I think we’ve been lucky,” she said, deflecting the compliment. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Tasha said, shaking her head.  “I mean it.  You know, with the world what it is, and I don't know,” she rambled for a second.  “With my parents gone, and this all happening so fast, that just got me thinking that there’s no time like the present to say what’s on your mind. You know what I mean?” 
 
    Grace nodded.  “Yeah, yeah, I guess I do.  With the world going to shit, why beat around the bush with holding something in; it may just be your last time to say it.” 
 
    “Right,” Tasha agreed with a smile. 
 
     Both girls laughed a nervous kind of laugh. 
 
    Tasha made a mental note to bottle the moment up; it would be something that she would reflect on in the future.  
 
    “So, like I said, no time like the present,” Tasha started.  “I hardly know you, but there’s something about you and your family, and these people…” her voice trailed off as she watched them through the windows.  “Anyway,” she looked back at Grace.  “If you need support, I'm there for you," Tasha confirmed, her eyes locked onto the other woman's eyes.  “I don’t really know where we will be, but just try anyway.” 
 
    "Thank you, Tasha, that means a lot.  Let’s stay in touch on the radio while y’all are still in range.” 
 
    “You want us to tell you about what we see or something?” 
 
    “No, just because I think we could both use someone that can listen, and not judge or expect.”  She smiled.  “But, tactical reports would be helpful, too!”  They giggled again. 
 
    “Hey," David yelled, from the Bronco.  "You ready to go?" 
 
    Tasha nodded at David, and looked back at Grace.  "Stay in touch.”  
 
    Grace watched the girl make it almost all the way back to the truck before calling after her.  "Hey, I will.  Okay?" 
 
    Tasha nodded and jumped into the Bronco. 
 
    “You, okay?” David asked, as he started the truck. 
 
    Tasha looked back at the farmhouse and at the horses in the pasture.  Her eyes followed the fence line, where she could see a white wooden cross at the far side of the pasture.  She knew that there was an orphaned boy buried there; a boy killed because of this war.   “Yeah,” she said, as David drove them off of the Tiller Farm, for the last time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    June stood in the kitchen, talking with Emma and Margaret.  The tension in the house was thick because of what the interrogation that was happening downstairs.  She was thankful that Penny had suggested that she take the other kids outside; she didn’t want them asking questions.   
 
    June surmised that the war had already cost her, her family and her community too much.  The battle that had happened on her land had galvanized the reality of what the future held for her and her family.  It wasn’t so much that she was fearful, but it was more of a sadness that ate her up inside.  
 
    June deduced that having the kids around the house gave her hope.  But she was also real enough to know that kids were eventually going to stop being kids.  She, ‘tutted’ a few times, thinking about the world that her daughter was going to grow up in.  It was almost too overwhelming for her, and she just wished for this all to end. 
 
    Emma took a sip of her coffee.  “You, okay?” She responded to the other woman’s noise.  
 
    “Yeah, I was just thinking about the kids.  You know?  I’m actually just worried about them.” 
 
    Harper’s mother shot a look at the other mother.  “I thought you said it was safe for them to go out.” 
 
    “Oh, Margaret, I’m sorry, not that, I mean it is safe out there,” June apologized.  “I’m just thinking on a larger scale, you know, what kind of life can we expect for our children?  That’s really eating me up inside.” All of the women nodded, each absorbing June’s concern in their own way.  
 
    Emma shared June's sense of dread concerning the state in which they were existing, but after escaping from Atlanta, she was less swayed that the kids couldn’t handle themselves in the new world.  She thought that her perspective might change if she ever had her own children, but, that wasn’t the real concern, was it?  The real problem was the fact that the childhoods of hundreds of thousands of children were being stolen by one simple act of violence.   
 
    “I don’t even know if I want to bring children in a world like this,” Emma blurted, her roller coaster emotions changing her mind with each new thought. 
 
    Margaret touched her arm.  “You can’t think that way.  If I didn’t have Harper, I don't know what I’d do.” 
 
    “I know,” Emma agreed, “but that was a different time.” 
 
    “That was just over a week ago,” June surmised. 
 
    “Mmm,” Emma nodded, while taking a sip of coffee.  She then mindlessly set the cup on the edge of the counter, where it crashing to the ground. 
 
    "Oh, I'm such an idiot!"  Emma tried with her hands to contain the liquid in one pool on the floor. 
 
    "Here," June said, handing her a dishtowel.  Margaret picked up the pieces and put them in a plastic trashcan next to the side of the stove. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Emma repeated a few times, dabbing the floor as dry as she could. 
 
    "Don't worry about it," June consoled, as Emma finished cleaning up the mess from the hardwood floor. 
 
    "Really," Emma started.  "I'm really sorry, it's just that so many things are broken now, and…" 
 
    “We’re all a little on edge,” June offered. 
 
    "I'll get you some more coffee," Margaret offered.  She opened the cabinet and searched around looking for a cup.  "June?"  Margaret turned to their host with an expression of help. 
 
    "Oh, I guess we're using them all, or they're all dirty.  Here, y'all follow me.  I have my own stash of things," she said, waving the women out of the kitchen and to a second pantry at the back of the house.  “I think this conversation needs something a little stronger than coffee.”  
 
    As the women were just out of earshot, the two-way radio sitting on the kitchen counter, crackle to life.  
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    "No!" Harper screamed. 
 
    Cam breathed a few more times, his eyes searched for his master.  Harper fell to the floor, flapping her arms over the dog.  Blood gushed from his chest, and he tried resisting her weight to get up.  He knew he needed to protect her, but he couldn’t move; and he didn’t understand. 
 
    Harper buried her face near his neck, she could hear his breathing; it was filled with liquid and not as deep as needed.  "Good boy," she exhaled.  "Good boy." 
 
    Cam finally relaxed with the sound of her voice.  His tail flopped up and down a few times, hitting the hay-covered floor with muffled thuds.  His body seemed to calm, as he listened to her voice, but his eyes were filled with a confused panic.  He whimpered a time or two, his eyes looking at her for help. 
 
    "Good boy," she said again, and his tail flopped.  “Good boy,” she repeated, but this time his tail didn’t respond.  Cam’s entire body relaxed under her sobs, and with one final breath, he was gone. 
 
    "No!  No!"  Harper screamed.  “You did this!  You didn’t have to kill him,” she screamed at the soldier holding the six-inch knife.  Blood covered the knife to the hilt.  “Why did you do that?  Why did you kill him?”  She cried, and flopped her head back down onto the fur of the dog. 
 
    The soldier wiped the blood off the knife onto the side of a wooden post.  Happy that it was clean, he sheathed the knife, and then picked up his rifle, drawing his aim at Harper.   
 
    "Put down your weapons," the first soldier ordered.  “All of you.  Do it, now!”  He turned face to face to Penny, his rifle following his sight.  “You! Take your hand out from behind your back, slowly." 
 
    Penny released her hand from the two-way radio, hoping that someone heard them back at the house.  She raised her hands slowly and then unslung her rifle, placing it on the ground.  She did a very quick tactical assessment, and was not happy with her results.  Guard dog, dead.  Two armed soldiers vs. four teens, not good.  
 
    "Do as they say," Penny ordered the others.  It was her idea to come out here, she was the oldest, she had killed the most, and in her mind their situation was her responsibility; so, by default she was in charge. 
 
    Lucy removed the bow.  It was the bow she had taken from a dead person's luggage in Atlanta.  The bow symbolized her escape from the inescapable; it could bend, but it did not break.  It was stronger than anyone actually knew from just looking at it from the outside.  In a short amount of time the bow had become a source of comfort, and now she was letting it go. 
 
    “Put it down,” the Chinese solder affirmed. 
 
    Lucy hesitated, the bow and quiver suspended in her hands.  She looked at the soldier with the rifle; he made some sort of threatening motion.  She relented, and placed her only weapon on the ground.  She looked at her brother, tears in her eyes. 
 
     Jack caught her look, his own eyes burned, but not with tears; his burned with anger.  Lucy knew that look, and she made big eyes at him, as if to say, 'don't do it, Jack!' 
 
    Jack understood the meaning behind his sister's look.  He had heard Penny's order to put their weapons down, but, 'damn it' he swore to himself. Jack had found himself as the person who was often caught in-between.  This was something that was going to come to a head soon, at least in his mind.  He fought the urge to make a move on these assholes, and then he saw Penny looking right at him.  'Damn it,' he swore internally, again.  He had been old enough to go out with Clark to rescue Harper's mother.  He had been old enough to kill during that night.  He wasn't proud of the fact that he had shot and killed another American, especially since they weren't supposed to be the ones that were the enemy! 
 
    "Jack!"  Penny's voice was thick with seriousness.  "Jack," she said, again.  This time her voice was measured.  He looked away from his sister, and over to Penny.  "Put your rifle down.  This is not the time, or..." She didn't finish the sentence; instead letting it's meaning be the seeds of a future plan.  
 
    Jack checked his idea of going all Rambo on them, and reluctantly unslung the rifle and let it drape down on the floor.  He held onto the strap a little too long for the comfort of the soldier that had originally ordered him to drop their weapons. 
 
    "Now, boy!" He smacked the butt end of his rifle into Jack's shoulder, sending him spinning to the floor.  
 
    Jack took the blow in stride, and landed softly, rolling to his feet.  He was thankful for his years of being pummeled as a JV wide receiver.  When he stood, he still held the strap of the rifle, but the scene had changed.  The soldier that had clocked him had pivoted to point his rifle at Lucy's head. 
 
    "Do you want to see her die?" 
 
    Jack dropped the strap. 
 
    "The pistol, too." 
 
    With the threat to Lucy as leverage, Jack broke.  Without reservation, he slowly put his side arm down next to his rifle.  He looked at Penny, and with equal reluctance, she did the same. 
 
    "The radio, too," the soldier ordered her.  "I saw it on your belt."   
 
    Penny reached around and was about to press the button, when the soldier took a step towards her, leveling the rifle barrel with her eyes. 
 
    "Don't even think about it," he said. 
 
    Penny's moves became cautious and deliberate.  She complied, dropping the radio next to her two weapons. 
 
    The second soldier, the one bitten by Cam, said something to his comrade in Mandarin.  The First soldier gave the kids their next order. 
 
    "Get into the back of the vehicle," he said, opening the door and moving behind Penny and Jack.  The tip of the rifle nudged at Penny's back, and she took a tentative step towards the vehicle.  Jack wished he could kill with a look, for he knew this asshole would drop like a rag doll.   
 
    Penny let the rifle bury into her back, absorbing the hard nudge; she thought about her options.  She was the only daughter of a hardcore survivalist.  Her father had taken the art of prepping, and woven it into the day-to-day lives of their family.  She was confident in her skills.  She knew how to handle almost any type of weapon, and she was a brown belt in American Karate.  But, even those two skills didn’t give her the confidence that she needed to take on the two soldiers, without someone getting killed.  She caved, taking a reluctant step towards the vehicle. 
 
    "No!" Harper yelled.  “I’m not leaving him!”  She still lay across Cam's furry body.  A pool of blood was being absorbed into the hay, turning the area around the dog, an earthen black. 
 
    Lucy turned back to get Harper, and the soldier stepped into her path.  "But, I," she started to protest, and he pushed her back with the stock of his rifle.  "Get in,” he said, his English thick with an accident. 
 
    "Hey!" Jack reacted, but not before Penny put her hand on his arm.  She squeezed, and could almost feel the anger in the tension in his arm; he shrugged her off, and blew up at a lock of his hair falling into his eyes. 
 
    "Let me get her,” she offered, looking over at the first soldier, the one not the one blocking her path.  She had figured out that he was the one in charge, and in her mind, she called him Dick. 
 
    Dick nodded, and Penny methodically moved to the other side of the vehicle.  Her eyes scanning the distance of the walk for weapons, people, anything...and then, she was there. 
 
    Harper looked up briefly at the other girl, and then buried her face back into the fur of the dead dog. 
 
    Penny squatted down next to Harper and Cam’s lifeless body.  One hand went to Harper’s shoulder; the other hand came to rest gently on the fur of the lifeless dog.  “You’ve got to let him go," Penny whispered, her hand gave a light squeeze to the girl's shoulder.  "He did his job, he was a good boy.”  She stroked the fur once or twice.  
 
    “Hurry, up!” Dick yelled from a few feet away.   
 
    Penny glanced briefly over her shoulder, but she held the look of disgust she wanted to present.  Instead she turned back to Harper. “We need to do as they say,” she continued, her voice still a whisper. 
 
    Harper looked up at the older girl; tears streamed down over cheeks.  One of the tears fell, striking the dense coat around the dog’s ear. 
 
    Penny squeezed her hand, applying a backward pressure on Harper's shoulder to get her to stand.  Harper slowly stood, letting her fingers linger on the dog’s fur for as long as she could.  She let Penny lead her to the back of the Humvee and onto the back seat. 
 
    "You take orders well," Dick offered, speaking to Penny.  "Now, I need the key to start the engine.  Where is it?" 
 
    Penny knew exactly where the keys were; she saw Clark put them on the mantel above the fireplace.  They were different from typical keys.  When she asked about them, he said they were coded magnets.  He told her that the code in each magnet of the 'key' match the opposing coded magnet on the ignition of the Humvee.  Without the proper magnetic sequence to unlock the ignition, the vehicle would never start.  She remembered shrugging, and thinking that that bit of information was vaguely cool. 
 
    "I know where they are," Penny told the soldier.  She could see Jack, inside the vehicle; he was shaking his head, no. 
 
    "You are going to get them," Dick ordered.  “And if you tell anyone in the house that we are here, I will not hesitate to kill your friends.”  He leveled the threat with very little accent, she assumed, because of the way he spoke, that he had lived in America before.  “Do you understand my command?” 
 
    She nodded, accepting the rules of the mission. 
 
    "Also," he said, stopping her in mid movement to turn back for the house.  “If you are not back here in five minutes, I will kill one of them to teach you a lesson.”  He swung his rifle towards the vehicle.  “And, if you continue to be late, I will kill another one the following minute.  Do you understand?" 
 
    Penny nodded again, looking at her watch; it was 2:35.  She then looked back at Jack.  He shook his head again, as if to tell her not to do it.  She took off at a run. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha turned the cross that hung around her neck, between her thumb and her fingers.  She was nervous about what was to come next for her and David.  "We're waiting on Father Jeff, aren't we?" She asked from her seat on a picnic table under a shade tree.  “I mean, before we leave.” 
 
    David loaded another gallon of water into the back of the Bronco and shut the rear door before looking at his watch.  "Yeah, it's still early, I just wanted to get this stuff in the truck so we could get going when he gets back." 
 
    "Oh, okay, I still thought we might, you know, stay an extra day or two,” her voice trailed off with each word. 
 
    David walked over to where Tasha was sitting and took a seat on the bench.  He kind of dusted off his hands, having not really heard what she said.  “You know I have a friend that has a house on Lake Martin," David said, as if she knew exactly where he was talking about. 
 
    She looked at him and sort of shrugged.  She thought about saying it again, but he kept talking, and she swallowed the words. 
 
    "It's just north of Auburn, actually Alex City, pretty far up the northeast side of the lake.  I kind of like the idea, but with he reports of the choppers and the troops.”  He shrugged.  “Or,” he tilted his head like he was considering what he was about to say.  “We could take off for that guy near Columbus. You know, the guy Joshua mentioned, Bob’s friend?” 
 
    “Dukes,” her voice steady, not filled with either positive or negative for the suggestion. 
 
    “Right, Dukes.  What did Bob say, something like they had known each other for twenty-five years or something?” 
 
    She nodded that she knew what he was talking about, but something else was on her mind.  “Wouldn’t it be like running?  I mean for us to go to Georgia?  To go to this Dukes guy?” 
 
    “Damn right it’s running, Tasha.”  He studied her for a second.  He wondered where this question of heart had come from. 
 
    “You know, I kind of really like this place.  Right here, I mean,” she said, verbalizing what her feeling had been telling her for about a day or so.  "This is a good place." 
 
    David looked confused; he shook his head.  "No, this place isn't a good place at all.  This place isn’t safe, Tasha.  They’re here, Tasha.  I mean the enemy is like all around us.  You have to see that?”  He was ready to pull the ‘I’m the adult card.’ 
 
    “I know, but…”   
 
    “No ‘buts’, Tasha.  We have to leave for somewhere other than here!  The Chinese soldiers have been in this very church, for God’s sake!  Remember, you had to hide for your life?  Oh, and don’t forget that they had a battle less than three miles away, where a boy was killed, and both Bob and his son were shot!”  He put his hand on his forehead, and then took a breath to calm himself down. 
 
    She watched him compose himself.  “I remember,” she acknowledged.   
 
     They had been going around and around about where to go once they left the sanctuary of the little rural church.  Every direction they turned, they seem to run into someone that wanted to kill them.  Life had been turned on its ear in less than two weeks. 
 
    Neither one said anything for several minutes. David waited on her to shed more light on what she was thinking.  He took sips from his water bottle and tossed a small rock or two.  He really didn't know how he felt.  He knew this place was anything but safe, and he wasn't sure he wanted to debate it.  
 
    "Something’s changed," she said, her voice monotone.  She took notice of his reaction but pressed on. 
 
    "Okay, how so?"  He tossed another small rock, checked his anger and opted to hear her out. 
 
    "I," she started, and then Father Jeff came peddling around the side of the church on his mountain bike; gravel crunched under the press of his tires. The noise took David by surprise, and for a brief worried second, he realized he was unarmed.  He glanced at his pistol sitting on the front hood of the Bronco, and swore to himself. 
 
    Jeff rolled right up to the picnic table and leaned his bike against the large shade tree.  Tasha handed him her water bottle and he drank deeply. 
 
    "Thanks," he said, removing his helmet, sweat poured off of his head, and matted his hair that was once close cropped.  His cheeks were flushed red under his week’s old beard. "Goodness, it's hot!  You know, I still have two IV saline bags in the trunk of my patrol car. I think I might need one,” he said with a smile, and another deep swig of the water. 
 
    “You carry saline when you work for the Sheriff’s office?” Tasha asked curiously. 
 
    “We always do, especially during the summer.  You never know what we might come upon.  Besides, even though they’re in one of those two-week coolers, they can last for like 200 days without refrigeration.”  He took a deep breath and blew it out. 
 
    “Oh,” Tasha said, leaning on something. 
 
    "You alright?" David asked, the discussion about saline bags didn’t mean much to him.  He smoothly stood and walked over to the hood of the Bronco.  Once there, he picked up his pistol and tucked it into the small of his back.  He then took his old seat on the table, letting his feet rest on the wooden bench. 
 
    "Yeah, just a little tired," he answered.  Jeff had been making the rounds to see his parishioners in the local area.  Accept for his two rides provided by David in the Bronco over to the Tiller Farm, he had made all of the other visits using his mountain bike. 
 
    "Is everything okay, Father Jeff?"  It was Tasha's turn to ask. 
 
    "Well, now that you both have asked, I can honestly say, I don't know." 
 
    David moved over so that Jeff could sit down on the table next to him.  "How so?" 
 
    "Well, it's the Tillers, and everything that's going on around them.  All the people in the valley are talking about them, and how they fought back against the enemy.  It's giving them hope, and I guess that's good, but there’s something in the pit of my stomach that says something different," his voice trailed off. 
 
    "Something like what?" Tasha asked. 
 
    "Well, with the Tillers and the folks they have staying out with them, it's almost like they’re ground zero for the coming apocalypse.  I know, that's heavy, considering it's coming from a priest."  Jeff added a half smile and wiped the back of his arm across his forehead. 
 
    David sat back at that statement.  "Sound like serious stuff, Padre.  I mean, they seem like nice enough people,” his voice trailed off too.   In the back of his mind, he had been thinking the same thing. 
 
    "It's not that, it's something else," Jeff felt like he had said too much, and let his feelings bleed into his logic. 
 
    Tasha nodded.  She thought this conversation contained the missing pieces of the puzzle that would help her explain what she had tried to do with David.  “That's kind of what I was trying to say to Mr. David.  I knew it had to do something with the Tillers, and..." 
 
    “Shhh,” Jeff held his hand out for silence.  Tasha stopped talking, and was about to get angry before she too, heard something in the distance. 
 
    David put his hand on his pistol.  “I hear it, also.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tasha joined in.  “That sounds like a helicopter.” 
 
    “It sounds like more than one!” Jeff said, sliding off the picnic table and crouching down low.  He drew his pistol, clasping the semi-automatic with both hands.  "I can't tell where they are," he said, spinning around to see if he could spot them. 
 
    “God, they're close,” David said, taking Tasha by the arm.  "Go!" He ordered, pushing her towards the church.  She stumbled towards the church, but the sight of the black bird of death froze her to her spot.  She stood, unable to move, half way between the large oak tree and the whitewashed church. 
 
    The first of three helicopters popped over the tree less than a quarter mile away.  A small graveyard and an open field separated the three from the choppers, and they were closing fast.   
 
    “RUN!” Jeff yelled 
 
    Jeff pushed Tasha from her frozen spot, and swung around to pull David along.  David stumbled and rolled.  Jeff scooped him up as best as he could as they lunged towards the door.   All around them, the ground exploded with the impacts of lead traveling at subsonic speeds.  The sound of the machine guns mixed with the thumping of the chopper blades created an evil percussion that only the Devil would enjoy. 
 
    Both Jeff and David fired randomly at the helicopters, their actions having little to no effect.   
 
    “GO!” Jeff commanded his friends.   
 
    Tasha ran the last few feet, putting her hand up to block the dirt, red clay and small rocks that were being tossed violently from the ground.   
 
    Tasha reached the door and flung it open, she looked back at David, who was still several yards away.  The wooden walls of the100-year-old church exploded into splinters and toothpicks all around her. 
 
    “GO!” David echoed Jeff’s command.   
 
    Tasha turned from the door and ran as hard as she could along the hall towards the sanctuary.  With every footfall, bullets pierced the outside wall along the hallway, and drove themselves deeper into the church.  She could feel the pieces of the plaster and shiplap pelt her skin as she ran.  More bullets punctured the holy space, shattering glass, wooden floors and channeling massive holes into the roof.  She dove into a makeshift shelter of wooden pews, and covered her head with a hymnal.  Tears streamed down her face as the sounds of hell and war infused the structure, blocking out all other sounds.  She screamed, but even that was not loud enough to overtake the ruckus of hell raining down on her. 
 
    She stopped screaming, after one final round exploded off of the pew next to her.  And, just as quickly as it had started, the roar of the three birds of prey flew past, leaving a wake of destruction in their path.  Tasha gulped air and was terrified to open her eyes, but she did anyway.  She peered out from around her adult-sized play fort made of oak pews and reinforced with three-inch red prayer books.  She could see the rays of the sun pierce the church like lasers from Heaven, drilling holes in the holy space.  A dust so thick that she could taste it, floated through the beams of light, causing her to cough and wipe at her eyes.  It was at that second that she realized that she was alone in the church. 
 
    “David!  Jeff!” She screamed, her heart skipping.  She crawled out of the fort and started retracing her escape from the picnic table.  “David!  Jeff!  Where are you?” She rounded the hallway, her hand to her mouth, not knowing what she would find. 
 
    “Tasha.” 
 
    Tasha stopped at the weak voice.  It was David’s voice, and it was soft.  She could see his back propped up against the outside portion of the doorframe; he was facing the large oak tree.  She put one foot in front of the other; mindful that each step took her closer to something that might change her life, yet again. 
 
    “Mr. David, are you okay?” she asked, putting her hand on David’s shoulder and stepping out through the doorway. 
 
    David was covered in blood and tears streamed down his face.  He was holding Jeff’s lifeless body.  A hole had been ripped through the area where the man’s heart should have been. 
 
    She put her hand over her mouth and crouched down next to them.  “No, no, no,” she whispered.  David couldn’t speak, his mouth was open, and his eyes were wide with shock.  There was an open wound on his leg, but that didn't seem to register. 
 
    Tasha reached up and closed Father Jeff’s eyelids.  She also lifted the silver chain that hung around his neck, pulling it out from under his shirt and revealing the bloody cross.  She thumbed the crucifix between her thumb and forefinger, blood remaining on her fingertips. 
 
    She looked at David, the shock and sadness radiated from his face.  She allowed a tear to roll over her cheek before speaking. “I will not run from this evil,” she proclaimed in a low tone, before placing the cross on what was left of Father Jeff’s chest.  “[1]But, I need to get help.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Penny hit the front porch of her home and took the briefest of a second to compose herself before opening the door. 
 
    "Get your head right, or they'll die," she rationalized to herself, and opened the door. 
 
    To Penny's surprise, there was no one visible.  She could hear her mother and the other ladies back in the back of the house, but that was it.  Whatever was going on downstairs was still happening; all with the door closed and locked. 
 
    She checked her watch; 2:37. She had made it to the cabin right at two minutes, and had less than a minute to get the keys and get back out of the door.  She went to the mantle and found the keys right where she thought they would be.  She grabbed them, and was about to run out the door, when she heard her mother's voice from behind her. 
 
    "Are y'all back already?"  Penny froze, her hand on the doorknob. 
 
    "Ah, no ma'am.  I just forgot something."  She looked at her watch; she needed to be at a full sprint in less than fifteen seconds. 
 
    "Oh, what's that?" June appeared at the kitchen pass, her arms full of things from the pantry. 
 
    Penny's mind raced through several things, before developing a plan.  She knew she couldn't tell her mother what was happening, or the others would die.  She needed to get the keys back, and also alert her family to what was happening.  "Just my sighting binoculars.  Oh, and my radio died, can I borrow yours?" 
 
    June looked down at the small hand-held radio on the kitchen counter.  She deposited her pantry items on the counter and then picked up the radio, holding it out for her through the pass. "Sure, you can; Dad can get me another on." 
 
    "Great!" Penny said, running back to snatch the radio.  "Tell Dad I'm now on channel 9, broadcasting in the blind.  Okay?"  She shut the door after her and ran.   
 
    It was 2:39. 
 
    One minute and thirty-five seconds later, Penny skidded to a halt outside the barn.  She tried to slow her breathing, but that wasn't going to happen in the few seconds she had left.  She slowly eased back through the slats and was greeted by the business end of a rifle.   
 
    "You had less than twenty seconds before the first one died," Dick, the Chinese soldier, threatened. 
 
    She held out the keys, but just out of reach of the soldier. 
 
    "Give them to me," he ordered. 
 
    "Let one of them go first," she countered. 
 
    "You are in no position to negotiate.  Give them to me, or I will shoot one of them."  The second Chinese soldier moved to the back of the vehicle and pointed his rifle at the teens sitting in the back. 
 
    She tried to think through the tactics.  She liked games of strategy, such as chess, and wondered how strategy could help her in this situation.  Using strategy as a basis, she knew she was in a hard-negotiating position; admitting to herself that her position was actually pretty weak.  Actually, it sucked.   All she had was the keys.  They could simply shoot her, take the keys and drive off.  Check mate.  She needed a better strategy.  
 
    "You need a guide.  I’ll guide you out of here. You’ll never find your way out of here without a map or a guide, and they'll hunt you down if you get stuck."  She thanked God for putting that thought in her head.  It was as if she saw the moves on the chessboard in a new light. 
 
    "So, you will volunteer to be our guide?"  This was the first time Penny thought the Chinese soldier was actually confused by her actions. 
 
    "Only if you let the girl with the dog go." 
 
    The second Chinese soldier looked at the other soldier, and he was gesturing that they should hurry up.  Penny saw the action, and thought to herself that she needed a name for the second guy.  The name, Weed, came to mind. 
 
    "Fine," Dick relented.  "The girl with the dog stays.  You tie her up over there, and you will guide us.  The other two will stay to keep you in line.  If you deceive us, they will die.  Do you understand?" 
 
    Penny nodded at the terms of the agreement and moved to retrieve Harper from the back of the Humvee.  Chess is a game made of strategic moves.  Sometimes you make the right move, sometimes you move yourself into a corner.  She felt she had done the former. 
 
    "But, I'm scared," Harper cried, once Penny pulled her out of the vehicle. 
 
    "It...it will be alright," Penny tried to soothe the young girl.  She desperately wanted to tell Harper to remember everything and alert the others.   
 
    "Here," Dick said, tossing a rope at Penny's feet.  "Make the knots tight, I'm going to check." 
 
    Penny snatched the rope with a tinge of anger showing, and tied Harper to one of the posts supporting the internal structure of the barn.  She looked as deeply into the other girl’s eyes as she could.  "You will be fine,” she soothed, trying to calm herself and Harper down.  “My parents and your parents will find you.” She threw the last loop in the Highwayman’s Hitch knot, making sure to keep the taught end in her hand.  “I'm sorry about your dog.  Be strong."  She cinched the last knot, mussed the girl’s hair and stood up holding the end of the rope.  She pulled it, causing the girl’s arms to rise in a brief bite of pain before turning back to face the soldier with the rifle. 
 
    He studied her for a long few seconds, and then looked over to the rope around the girl’s arms.   
 
    Penny felt the bottom of her stomach clench. “What?  It’s tight!  She’s not going anywhere!  Pull it yourself if you don’t believe me,” she gambled. 
 
    "Shove this in her mouth," Weed said in heavily accented English.  He pulled a sweaty bandanna from around his neck and tossed it to her. 
 
    "That's disgusting!  No!" She threw it back at him.  He drew his rifle at her, and she stood up to him, putting her chest to the barrel.  They locked eyes.  "Do it and they will be on you before you get the barn doors open."  It was another chess move.  She admitted that it was brash and possibly very stupid.  Sometimes in chess, you have to bluff; this was a freaking big stare-down bluff.  
 
    Dick said something in Mandarin, and Weed relented, pulling the rifle back from Penny's chest.  
 
    "Get in," Dick ordered Penny.  "You sit up front and guide me."  He pushed the tip of his rifle towards her, to emphasize the command. 
 
    "Fine," she waved, riding the success of the bluff, and not feeling like taking shit from these assholes.  My country, my house, you killed my boyfriend, she thought to herself.  My dad is going to kill you.  She caught the eye of Jack through the open back door of the Humvee, he seemed about as pissed off as she was; his head was bobbing up and down like he was listening to a rap song.  Lucy was a pale statue, and only stared forward.   
 
    Weed found some bolt cutters hanging on the wall with dozens of other rusty tools, and cut the chain that locked the barn doors on the backside of the structure.  He then pushed the doors open, exposing filtered summer sunlight from the tree line.    
 
    Satisfied that the area was clear, Weed climbed in the back with Jack and Lucy as Penny took her seat in the front.  She wiggled in the large leather seat so that the radio she had hidden under her shirt would be accessible.  On her sprint back to the barn she made sure the radio was on, it was on channel 9 and the volume was turned down.  All she had to do was activate it every so often. 
 
     Dick looked over at Penny and she stopped squirming.  Seemingly happy with himself for angling the children and commandeering the vehicle, he inserted the special key and started the engine.  With little fanfare, he took the Presidential ride, and the three hostages, and drove out of the back of the barn.  In his mind, this was the stolen treasure that would save his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clark closed the door behind them, leaving the Chinese soldier alone after the interrogation. 
 
    "How did it go?" Cooper asked.  He checked the doorknob to make sure that the door to the impromptu interrogation room was actually shut. 
 
    "I think he told us all that he knows, and that was really nothing more than we already knew, or suspected," Colonel Horn remarked, following Dukes over to a small wet bar. 
 
    Dukes poured four drinks, handing the glasses to each of the men.  "So, what's next, Sir?" 
 
    Horn downed his two-fingers of whiskey and put his glass back on the mini-bar.  "I'm going to take him with me.  We'll get him up to D.C., and they'll question him further." 
 
    Clark had yet to speak, he had been silent throughout the entire interrogation, embracing his role as punisher.  He had a problem with the role, but did his best to contain the emotions; sometimes, he was a good soldier.  He looked at Dukes, who looked at him.  "What do you make of him talking about staging troops in Birmingham?" 
 
    Dukes opened his mouth, but Horn cut his off. 
 
    "It makes sense," Horn poured himself another drink.  "I'd do the same thing if I were moving massive numbers of troops up from the Gulf.  Montgomery is too close, and could easily be attacked from left over troops from any of a half dozen bases in the area.  But," the Colonel downed his second drink.  "If they think they’re just going to camp out in Birmingham and stage their logistics for their occupation from there, they have another thing coming." 
 
    Two of the three men nodded, not knowing exactly what he was talking about; Clark did.   
 
    "I have the Georgia Guard already massed at Carrolton, GA and that’s going to get supplemented by the troops out of Savannah,” Colonel Horn continued.  “From Carrolton, we’re less than a hundred miles to Birmingham.  At that point, we’ll crush them."  It was presented as a fact, not speculation.  "And speaking of that, I need to get back to Command, and also get this son-of-a-bitch bagged and tagged for D.C.  Specialist, call in my bird," Horn ordered. 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Clark said, moving towards the stairs.  Horn had deployed his helicopter and the small squad attached to it, to investigate activity sighted by the scout Apaches. 
 
    Clark opened the door to the bunker and was happy to see the worried face of Emma nearby.  He forced a smile; he wasn't ready to smile.  She moved to intercept him, but stopped.  Clark took notice of the movement, but instead of going to her, he went straight for the radio to call in the colonel's Blackhawk. 
 
    June waited for him to finish before speaking.  "Will you please tell Dukes to bring up another handheld radio when he comes up?" She asked the soldier.  He nodded and then stopped before going back down the stairs. 
 
    "Ah," he cleared his voice.  "We're going to be bringing him, the prisoner that is, back through here once the Colonel's chopper arrives.  No one should talk while we do."  He paused and looked at Emma.  "I just wanted you to know, so that you can prepare," he said, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Emma watched the door for a few extra seconds, thinking that Clark might reappear.  Her hand was over her mouth the entire time.  It distressed her greatly to see how shook up Clark was after the interrogation. 
 
    Twenty minutes later the thumping sounds of the Blackhawk reverberated throughout the structure of the cabin.  June grabbed the loaded pistol off of the kitchen counter and stepped out onto the front porch to confirm that it was indeed the Colonel's bird.  Satisfied, she stepped back in and opened the basement door to let them know. 
 
    "Dukes, the helicopter has arrived," she simply said, and waited for a response. 
 
    Clark reappeared at the bottom of the stairs and ran up the stairs, past June.  He exited the house and met up with the squad leader, a Sergeant Shaw.  
 
    "What's the situation?" Shaw asked.  Both men stopped to talk on the front porch. 
 
    "The prisoner will require medical attention when you return.  He’s bound by two industrial zip ties and his legs are free.  We have him blindfolded, but not gaged. I will bring him up to the front porch, and he’s your man from there." 
 
    "Got it," Shaw said, motioning at two of his soldiers.  "You two take point on the prisoner.  I want this to go by the books.  Tell the Chief that we need the bird ready to lift off the instant the Colonel puts his boots onboard.”  
 
    Both soldiers gave acknowledgements with, ‘roger, that.' 
 
    "How's the Old Man?  Anything we need to know?" Shaw asked Clark before he went back in to retrieve the Chinese soldier. 
 
    "Ah, he’s angry and stressed, just like most of us," Clark answered, before turning to leave.   
 
    "Wait."  Shaw was a Staff Sergeant, and outranked Clark’s Specialist ranking by two stripes.   Clark was having a hard time dropping back into line after everything that he had been through on his own.   Clark stopped, and slowly pivoted back to the NCO.  “Did he say anything?  The Chinese soldier, I mean." 
 
    Clark thought of a thousand reasons not to tell the fellow soldier.  What Clark had learned was somehow personal.  By his torturing of the other man, he had left a small piece of himself behind.  It was almost as if he had paid with a bit of his soul.  "Yeah, he did." 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "He said that they know about our troop movement up from Savannah, and that they know about our plans to attack them in Birmingham." 
 
    "Holy, shit!  How?  How could he know that?" 
 
    Clark turned his back on Sergeant Shaw and dropped his head a little before going back inside.  "Because they heard every word said between me and the Pentagon while we were escaping from Atlanta and running recon."  He left it at that and closed the front door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    First Airman Nina Perez had yet to say a word.  Lieutenant Brad Shepard sat across from her, neither one touched their paper cups full of fresh coffee.  They had just finished listening to Colonel Horn’s interrogation of Wa Ming over short wave radio. 
 
    "You can't take this personally,” Shepard offered.  He swirled his coffee, letting the heat of the liquid try to melt his fingerprints through the paper.  “They hacked our communications either from Clark’s Humvee, or from somewhere here in the Pentagon.  It’s that simple.” 
 
    "I... I don't know how you can say that,” Perez said, still processing everything in her head.  “Our communications were tight and by the books.”  She paused, looking up at him.  "Sir." 
 
    "I don't know? We're all tired.  You had to miss something in the protocol," Shepard said, his voice cool.   
 
    Perez noticed for the first time in a while, that he had used the word, 'you', instead of, 'we.'  She breathed in to formulate a response, and then held back; choosing to think about it a little more.   
 
    "What?" He asked, his tone a degree more intense than the previous second. 
 
    "Okay," she stalled.  A warning light blinked in her brain.  What dangers it warned her of, she was still not sure.  She proceeded, mindful that, regardless of their personal relationship, he was still an officer, and she was not.  "I can admit that I might have missed something on the protocol while communicating with Clark and the others.  I..." 
 
    He cut her off.  "The Chinese know about our troop movement from Savannah, Nina!  They know about our plans to attack them in Birmingham.  The link to the hummer was the only open communications that had the potential to have a hole in it."  His tone went up to a new level; one of accusation.  This was a side of Lieutenant Brad Shepard that she had never seen. 
 
    Perez shook her head; she was one of the most careful analysts working at the Joint Chief level.  She had earned that position because of her repeatability of process, her keenness for doing a job correctly, and her tenacity to achieve.  She was also a very sharp analyst, so, this potential mistake grated on her deeply.  But, what also bothered her was how Shepard was throwing her under the bus. 
 
    "What are your going to say to the Admiral?" Shepard asked. 
 
    "I, I am going to tell him that I was following my protocols, and..." 
 
    "And that you don't know what happened?" Shepard supposed for her, nodding his head and running his hand over his head.  "And then I'm called in to see him and all I have as your superior officer is that, I don't know?  I'm sorry, that won't fly with the Old Man.  He'll have our heads." 
 
    "Well, it's not like we are under any pressure here!" She snapped.  "We were just friggin’ invaded, for God's sake!  And we,” she motioned between both of them.  “Haven’t rotated out in over a week.  So, maybe one of us made a mistake,” she said, sliding back from the table.  She just wanted to make sure that he understood the ‘we’ part of where she was coming from.  
 
    "Where are you going?"  He stood up, too.  For half a second he almost ordered her to sit back down, but instead, swallowed the command. 
 
    "I'm going to go over the logs, there has to be something that I missed.  I'm not ready to accept that I helped tell the Chinese what our battle plans are for the next two weeks!"  She took a step, and then stopped.  She pulled her body straight, coming to near attention.  "That is, unless you are ordering me not to, Sir." It really didn't come out as a question so much as a statement.  Her eyes fixed on the wall behind Shepard. 
 
    Shepard opened his mouth to say something, and then shook his head.  "Sir," Perez said.  She then pivoted as if on a parade ground, and walked off with the idea that the Chinese had found a way behind the firewall of the Humvee’s communications.  Now, she just needed to prove it, so it wouldn’t happen again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clark took his hand off of the elbow of his prisoner and shoved him lightly towards Sergeant Shaw.  Colonel Horn watched the exchanged and then exhaled deeply before turning back to the men. 
 
    "Thank you," Horn said, extending his hand to Dukes.  "You are a true patriot." 
 
    Dukes took the Colonel's hand.  "You're welcome, Sir." 
 
    Horn also shook Cooper's hand and knew better than to pet the head of the dog.  "Secure him in the chopper," he ordered Shaw.   He let Shaw and his men get several yards ahead, and then turned to Clark.  "Walk with me," he ordered. 
 
    "Yes, Sir," Clark answered and fell in line, as they both started walking towards the helicopter.  He knew better than to open his mouth, the Colonel had something to say, and he would say it in his own time. 
 
    "Specialist," Horn started, he was out of earshot of everyone else, except Clark.  "I've served with men like you my entire life.  Every one of the men I knew that was like you had a nasty streak of individuality." 
 
    Clark didn't know exactly what to say, so he said nothing. 
 
    "But there’s something about you that sets you apart from the others," he stopped walking, and turned to face Clark.  "You are creative, resourceful, and from what I can tell exceeding crafty." 
 
    "Thank, thank you, Sir." Clark didn't really know how to react. 
 
    "When those bastards attacked, we lost a lot of really good men and women.  Listen, I read your file.  You were top of your class at UNC Wilmington, and could have taken a position in the civilian world, but you chose to enlist.  You didn't even apply for OCS.  Why?" 
 
    "Sir, I enlisted because I needed some time to figure myself out." 
 
    Horn accepted that answer, nodding.  "I admire that." 
 
    "Thank you, Sir." 
 
    "It's soldiers like you that are going to help us win this damn war, and get our home back.” 
 
    "I hope so, Sir." 
 
    Horn looked over at his bird, the blades were spinning, and they were only waiting on him.  Two of the soldiers were standing about thirty yards away, wary of anything that might hurt their VIP.  He reached into his pocket, and pulled out something that he held out to Clark.  "I am giving you a field commission to Second Lieutenant, with all the rights and privileges."   In his hand were two lieutenant patches for the front of Clark’s ACUs.  After reading Clark's file, he had a feeling that Clark would be the type man that he turned out to be.  The way he handled the interrogation sealed the deal.  Horn had acted on a hunch, and planned accordingly. 
 
    Clark pulled to complete attention; a wave of bumps spread across his skin.  "Thank you, Sir."  He pulled off a crisp salute that Horn returned. 
 
    Horn placed the patches in the newly minted officer's hand.  "At ease." 
 
    Clark moved to parade rest, and Horn issued his next set of orders. 
 
    "Grab your gear, I need you to come with me back to HQ.  What I am lacking is an intelligence officer."  He held up his hand, as if Clark were about to protest.  He wasn't.  "I understand about your promise to those kids, but, you did an admirable job in getting them this far, and this might be where this mission ends.  Grab your gear, I need to get back A-Sap."  Horn's eyes drifted away from looking at Clark, to over his shoulder. 
 
    At that moment, commotion broke on the front porch.   
 
    "Clark!"  Dukes yelled, while running towards them.  June, Cooper and Margaret were hot on his heels.  Dukes, had his pistol drawn and Cooper ran with the shotgun at the ready. 
 
    The two soldiers standing between the chopper and the Colonel Horn went instantly into defensive action, both running towards Horn. 
 
    "What is it?" Clark yelled as they approached.  He reached for his own side arm. 
 
    "The...the kids!" Dukes tried to talk as he ran past Dukes and Horn.  “Harper's hurt, they took them.  They took the kids!" 
 
    "Sir?" Clark asked, as if it were okay for him to join. 
 
    "Go!"  Horn ordered, and then directed his men to follow.  He too, drew his side arm and followed. 
 
    Cooper and Clark outpaced the others and made it to the burned barn first, where they both pulled up next to the opening.  Clark held his hand out to stop June and Margaret several feet back.  He then waived the two soldiers around to opposite sides of the barn.  Dukes entered through the burned section of his barn.   
 
    Clark leaned his head towards the opening, trying to analyze the muffled sound coming from inside.  It was the same noise that they heard the night they found Harper in the abandoned warehouse.  It was the sound of whimpering. 
 
    Clark didn't need any more evidence, he rounded the corner; his pistol leading the way.  Cooper was on his heels, and went the opposite direction past the opening.  Three things we're immediately evident.  Harper was on the ground, and partially tied up, there was radio was near her head.  Cam, the dog, was dead, and the Humvee was missing.   
 
    "Clear," Clark called.  Cooper raced past him to get to his daughter.  "Clear!"  Dukes' voice floated from the front of the barn. 
 
    Two more calls of, "Clear," sounded from the two other professional soldiers.  June and Margaret were the next to breach the opening, with Margaret racing to her daughter.  
 
    "Where?  Where?  Where are they," June asked, as she turned around, as if they kids had hidden the Humvee behind a post. 
 
    Margaret held her baby as Cooper cut the ropes.  Colonel Horn was the next to darken the opening, his pistol still drawn.  He looked over the scene. 
 
    Dead dog.  Bound girl.  A large rectangle spot on the floor, where the Presidential Humvee had deflected the heat front the structure fire. 
 
    "They're gone?" Horn asked his newly minted officer. 
 
    "Yes, Sir.  They're gone, and from the look of things, I’d say that they were taken.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha rummaged through the front of the Bronco looking for the radio.  Every few seconds she looked over her shoulder at David; he was still holding the lifeless body of his friend. 
 
    “Damn it!” she cursed.  Her hands were shaking and she was still fighting the urge to cry.  In the distance she could hear the three helicopters, the thumping of their blades reverberating off of the surrounding hills.   
 
    “Tasha,” David said, his voice weak.   
 
    “I’m coming,” she responded, her face still inside the Bronco looking for the radio. 
 
    “Tasha,” he repeated. 
 
    She put her hand on the black radio that Birmingham Bob had given her the other day.  With the device in hand, she also hooked her finger around the handle of the first aid kit and ran back to David. 
 
    “Tasha.” 
 
    “I’m here, Mr. David,” she skidded to a halt and knelt down.  “What do I do?” 
 
    David was in full on shock.  His skin was pale, he was sweating and his breathing was becoming more and more rapid by the second. 
 
    “Take him,” he said softly.  “Take Jeff off of me, I can’t do it.” 
 
    That statement made her heart thump an extra beat, and her mind to ask the question of why he couldn't do it. 
 
    Tasha struggled with Father Jeff’s stiffening body.  With considerable effort and the support of pure adrenaline, she was able to pull his body over to the picnic area.  David tried to stand up, but something was wrong, Tasha raced over to him, and for the first time saw the gush of blood running down his leg. 
 
    “You’ve been shot!” 
 
    He nodded and leaned on her to take him to the picnic table.  “I know,” he said through gritted teeth, the pain registering now that his own course of adrenaline was waning.  
 
    “Lie down on top of the table,” she commanded, helping him stretch across the worn wood.  “I need to look at it.”  She hated the sight of blood and especially the sight of bloody body parts, but with what they had been through over the last few days, and now having witnessed the open chest wound on Father Jeff, she was building up a tolerance. 
 
    David handed her his pocketknife and she carefully cut back the fabric of his jeans until she reached the wound on his outer right thigh.  The sound of the helicopters still thumped in the background, and made her look up every so often 
 
    “Well, what does it look like?” 
 
    Tasha felt bile rise up in her throat at the sight of the carnage that was David’s leg.  “Well, it looks like the bullet didn't stay in.  You don’t think your leg is broken or anything?” 
 
    “No, just shitloads of pain.  What does it look like?” he asked again.  He couldn’t see the wound on the back-right part of his thigh. 
 
    “Ahh, there is, well, like a hole.” 
 
    “A hole?  Damn it, Tasha, tell me what it is.” 
 
    “The back of your thigh is gone.”   
 
    The sound of the helicopters suddenly fell away; replaced by explosions in the distance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To Penny, the trees seemed to move by her window in slow motion.  She could hear the two soldiers talking to each other, their voices and strange dialect digitized through the speaker system connecting the front of the vehicle to the back.  Their voices registered in her brain like the teacher voices heard in the Peanuts...wah wah wah wah wahhh.   
 
    What happened? She asked herself.  She didn't have an answer.  The only thing she had was strategy.  She had chess.  She had played her moves and it had saved Harper from being taken.  But Jack, Lucy remained. Dumbass!  She cleared her throat at that thought. 
 
    "What did you say?" Dick asked, not taking his eyes off of the undeveloped dirt path that they were driving along.  He had already scrapped the Humvee against a dozen trees; proving that he was not a very good or confidant driver.  A life of taking state provided public transportation left him ill prepared to control the two-ton beast on roads that were little more than wide paths. 
 
    "I didn't say anything," Penny answered, she had avoided speaking, unless spoken to.  She would be happy if the soldier managed to get them hopelessly lost in the middle Alabama backcountry.  On two occasions, Dick had taken the wrong direction at a fork in the road.  Penny had simply nodded to him when he looked at her for confirmation that he had made the right decision.  She was lying, of course, not letting onto her small psychological chess moves. 
 
    "What is your name?" Dick finally asked.  His tone was not harsh, as it had been at the barn.   He did not speak English using conjunctions, allowing the language to sound robotic and staggered. 
 
    Penny thought about that question for a second.  Should she lie?  What was the good of lying?  She didn't know the answers to those questions, or how it could advance her game.  "Penny." 
 
    "Ahh.  Penny, like the money," Dick said, nodding like this was important news to have learned and store away. 
 
    "I am Joseph Ling," he countered. 
 
    Penny didn't acknowledge his revelation at first, her mind chewed on the new data, trying to find an angle.  She liked Dick better, but would now have to give it up.  "Ah, Joseph," she finally said.  "Like the earthly father of Jesus," she surmised, seeming happy with the response.  Her father had told her that most Chinese didn't believe in God, let alone the Son of God.  She was happy, even if Dick/Joseph didn't see the irony. 
 
    "Yes, like the man that was the husband of the Virgin Mary," Joseph said, shocking her.  He looked at her with his eyes only, not letting his head turn.  He could tell that she was surprised at his answer. 
 
    Penny scrunched her forehead.  How does he know about God?  How does he know...? 
 
    A smile spreading across Joseph’s face.  "I know about your Bible," he said, seeming to read her mind. “I was a student at the University of South Carolina before," he waved his hand across the situation.  "Before my country called us back for," he seemed to stumble with the words.  "For, for, all of this." 
 
    "Oh," she said, but it came out horse.  "Oh," she corrected.  She bit her tongue at saying what she really wanted to say.  ‘You mean before your friggin’ country invaded mine!’ 
 
    "Campus Ministries," he continued.  "They were the first organization to stop by my dorm room when I was a freshman.  I changed my English name from Joe to Joseph when I first became a believer." 
 
    That bit of information floored Penny. She shook her head.  This man had just taken her and the others at gunpoint, and had tried to kill her and her father the day before.  How could she hate... 
 
    "Do you believe?  Penny, are you are a believer, too?" 
 
    WTF?  Her brain screamed, and she choked back from spewing her thoughts.  How in the world could this Chinese guy, who has just invaded my country, killed millions and tried to kill my family, ask if I am a believer in Jesus?  Penny's hands closed in grips of anger and uncertainty.  Her reaction was anything like her faith taught her to behave. 
 
    "You know," Joseph said, comfortable with the interaction.  But, he was interrupted by Weed, sitting in the back.  They spoke in their native language for what seemed to be a harsh exchange of words.   Joseph said the final words and then did not finish his English sentence to Penny.  He instead gripped the wheel with both hands and kept his eyes forward. 
 
    Penny smiled to herself, unknowingly, she knew that by the man opening up to her, she had just taken several pawns in this game of chess playing out in her head. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?”  Jack asked from the backseat.  It was the first time he had spoken since they were taken an hour earlier. 
 
    Penny turned her head briefly so that she could look back through the bulletproof glass.  This was the first time she had been in the Presidential escape vehicle.  Jack’s voice projected through the speakers in the front.  She tried to catch his eye, but she would have had to turn completely around, and she didn’t want to move in that manner. 
 
    “Well?” Jack sat up and banged his fist on the glass.  Penny and Joseph both jumped at the sound thump on the glass. 
 
    Weed pushed him harshly back into his seat.  He said something in Mandarin, his tone threatening.  Penny bit her tongue, wanting to react. 
 
    “He warned you not to try something stupid,” Joseph said, translating from the front seat.  His voice was harsh and commanding.  He turned his head briefly to look at the boy. 
 
    No one spoke for several minutes, until they emerged from the tree line and onto an open area under high-tension power lines.   Joseph checked a personal compass on his watch and looked out of the windows to his left and right.   
 
    Penny watched Joseph’s actions, she knew exactly where they were.  When she was nine years old, she had taken her first buck about a mile from this spot.  She kept her mouth shut, and let Joseph figure out his own problem.  She tried to reach around to her back so she could key the radio, but Joseph kept turning his head towards her so he could peer out of her window.  She put her fingers on the button of the radio, and pressed. 
 
    “We need to go northwest,” Joseph finally said, his voice determined. “Which is that way.”  He pointed to the open dirt road that followed beneath the power lines.  
 
    “I think if we go that way, and stay under the power lines, then it’ll eventually takes us to Birmingham.  Is that where we’re going?” Penny asked, but not before she had successfully keyed the radio.   She knew very well that the dirt road followed the power lines towards Birmingham, but she and her father had only ever followed the route a few more miles, up towards a river.  Once they passed the river, she wouldn’t know where they were. 
 
    “Yes, that is the way to the city of Birmingham, and to our forces,” Joseph said, convincing himself.  He turned the truck northwest and accelerated along the red dirt path. 
 
    Penny released the transmit button. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you get that?” Clark asked. 
 
    Dukes looked up from the radio, he had heard his daughter’s transmission thanks to her use of code phrases when she had come back in to get the keys and the radio.  He looked at his wife, she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. 
 
    “Show me the map where you think they are,” Clark said, leaning over the highway map spread on the kitchen table. 
 
    Dukes took less than two seconds to find where he thought she was.  He drew a circle around it with a pencil.  “We can take my truck,” he offered. 
 
    Clark didn’t answer at first; he looked up from the map at his new commanding officer.   
 
    Colonel Horn checked his watch, knowing he was already late.  “Look, I understand the sensitivity of this situation, but I need to get this prisoner back to base.”  He knew this situation was going to happen, so his mind was made up before Clark had to ask.  “Lieutenant, you have thirty-six hours to report in at the base in Carrollton.  We’ll make a few passes over that area before turning north.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” Clark was quick to respond. 
 
    “Sir,” it was Sergeant Shaw.  Horn nodded for him to continue.  “I’d like to request that I stay behind with the Lieutenant.  My family is from Sylacauga, so, I’ve hunted in almost every county between here and B’ham.  Sir.” 
 
    Clark looked over at the NCO and nodded.  “I could use the Sergeant’s experience, Sir.” 
 
    “Three things,” Horn said in response.  “One.  Get those kids back alive.  Two.  Get that damn super truck back in our hands.  And, three.  Get your butts back to base in thirty-six hours.  Understood?” 
 
    Both men pulled to attention as they responded with a resounding, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Horn extended his hand to Dukes.  “I will see what I can do to get you a bird in the air.  If we spot ‘em, we’ll let you know.”  He nodded to June, with a, “Ma’am, we’ll do our best,” and exited the door. 
 
    “I’m going to pull some extra gear out of the bird,” Shaw remarked and then followed Horn out the door. 
 
    “We should grab some extra gear, too,” Dukes said, leading Clark back down to his stash of weapons and ready to go backpacks. 
 
    Emma hesitated, looked briefly at June, and then decided to follow the men downstairs.  Both Dukes and Clark were packing extra ammunition and odds and ends into two large black backpacks.  “I’m coming, too,” she offered, surprising both men. 
 
    Dukes didn’t say anything; he kept packing his bag, knowing that this was between Clark and Emma.  In his mind, time was ticking, and he wanted to get to his daughter. 
 
    “You can’t,” Clark said, putting his head back down to complete his task.  “This is going to be dangerous.”  
 
    “And escaping Atlanta after an atomic bomb denoted above our heads, or being shot at by those damn helicopters wasn’t!”  She took a breath, and lowered her voice.  “They are my responsibility, Clark.” 
 
    “No!  Every minute that we debate this, they’re getting farther and farther away.  No, I can’t lose…just no.” 
 
    “I’m going to the truck,” Dukes said, slinging his bag over his shoulder. “We leave in 60 seconds,” he said, patting one of the smaller preloaded backpacks still hanging on a peg.  He winked at Emma, and walked out of the room.  
 
    Emma grabbed the bag, the weight in it shifted and she caught it before it hit the floor.  “I’m coming, Clark!” 
 
    Clark finished stuffing his bag, looked at her, and then shook his head.  He was wasting precious time.  “Fine, but don't drop that bag again, if I know Dukes, it probably has a loaded pistol of some sort in there.” He took the bag from her and looked inside.  “Here, put this on your hip.”  He checked the chamber and the clip of the small 9mm pistol, making sure that it was loaded. He handed her the holstered weapon, showing her that the safety was on.   
 
    “What about extra ammo?” 
 
    “Here,” he handed her two extra boxes. 
 
    “Do we need food?” 
 
    “It’s already in there.  He pre-packed these bags so they could bug out and survive.” 
 
    “Really?  It’s got to be bad to want to bug out of this place,” she said, taking the bag.  She could tell that he was in no mood for anything other than getting mission ready. 
 
    “We need to get going before the trail gets cold,” he said moving to walk past her.  She grabbed his arm.  For a fraction of a second he thought about yanking his arm out of her grip, but instead relaxed, accepting that she was coming too. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.  He nodded. 
 
      
 
    Sixty seconds later, Dukes pulled a dark green 1980’s vintage Toyota Land Cruiser out of a shed next to the house.  The precursor to the modern SUV, the truck had a lift kit, aggressive tires, and a full roof basket and engine intake snorkel.  The vehicle looked more like it was ready for a safari than for life in suburbia.  There were several bullet holes along the left side, serving as evidence of the battle that had taken place the day before. 
 
    Clark put his hand on Ed's shoulder; the man had a bag ready and a rifle slung over his shoulder.  He was leaning pretty hard on one leg, and had a dozen cuts around the back of his neck and up his arm and side. 
 
    "You want to come on this one, don't you?" Clark asked, his voice loud enough only for Ed to hear.   
 
    Ed looked into the younger man's eyes and nodded.  He wasn't about to admit that he was in no shape to fight, let alone travel and fight. 
 
    "This won't be our last fight," Clark said, his eyes drifting over to Emma; she gazed back, her look knowing.  
 
    "Those kids,” Ed’s voice warbled.  “You, Emma and those kids are all that I have now," he said, clearing the emotion from his throat. 
 
    Clark nodded and looked down at his boots.  He hated to order the man, but understood his desire, his emotion and his willingness to fight.  "I need someone here that I can count on.  If something happens to us, you will be all that Jack and Lucy have left."   
 
    Ed let that sink before nodding that he understood.  "Just call, and I'll be there to back you up," he begrudgingly relented.  “Remember, I told you that I’d know when it’s the time for me to step back, well, just so you know, this isn’t it.” 
 
    "Understood," Clark said, squeezing the other man's shoulder before stepping off the porch. 
 
    Everyone tossed their gear into the rear of the Toyota; Clark took the passenger seat, and Emma and Sergeant Shaw climbed into the back seat.   
 
    June stepped off of the porch and leaned in through the driver's window.  
 
    “Go get our baby,” she said through tears, kissing him like it might be the last time.  “Be careful, I love you.” 
 
    “I’ll get her.  I love you, too,” he said, putting the truck in gear. 
 
    “We’ll stay here with June, until you get back,” Cooper said from the front porch.   
 
    “We’ll take care of 'em,” Ed echoed the assurance. 
 
    Emma looked out of the window at the family on the front porch.  With the dog sitting beside them, it might have made for a nice family picture, that is, except for the sadness in everyone’s eyes. 
 
    Dukes nodded at his friend in a way that only fathers and husbands seem to understand.  He released the clutch, with one more glance at his wife, and drove the vehicle towards the dirt trail behind the barn. 
 
    Emma turned to look through the rear hatch window.  It was a scene of a distraught mother, a humbled old man, and a shocked family.  They disappeared once the truck rounded a small curve and headed towards the field.  She wondered if she would ever see them again. 
 
    “How far away is this?” Clark asked, looking at the folded map.  He was on pure mission mode.  “It looks about twelve or fifteen miles.” 
 
    “I’d agree, about fifteen miles.  It’s the first time that one of the roads from back here crosses under the power lines,” Dukes answered with the knowledge of hunting these woods for decades. 
 
    “Fifteen miles?  How could they get so far so quickly?” Emma asked from the back.  She wasn’t comfortable sitting on the small bench seat with Shaw.  The vehicle, and especially the comfort of the seat, was anything but luxurious; especially compared to the Presidential escape vehicle. What bothered her most was the pistol digging into her side.  But, she had already told herself that she would not complain, especially after the standoff she had with Clark.  She reminded herself that what she really needed to do was to stay focused on finding the kids, and not get killed in the process.  She shifted one more time, letting the holster slide between the creases in the seat.  That was better. 
 
    “Well,” Dukes reasoned.  “I figure they got about an hour’s head start,” Dukes said, almost wishing he had taken off after his daughter immediately.  But, it was the coded message that Penny told her mother before leaving that kept him glued to the radio.  Somewhere in his prepper thought process, he had worked out a radio channel and code phrase with Penny if anything crazy happened.  Apparently 'crazy' had happened, and Penny had the presence of mind to remember to use what she had learned. Now, it was time to catch up.  He wanted to personally deliver his response to the son-of-bitch that had taken his daughter. 
 
    "Shh," Dukes said, holding up his hand.  They hadn't been talking.  He put the same hand up to the radio earpiece plugged into his left ear.  "She's broadcasting again," he whispered.  He was so engrossed with listening, that he took his foot off of the accelerator, put the truck in neutral, and let it glide to a stop along the dirt road. 
 
    Clark nodded in acknowledgment that he too heard the transmission.  He had the same radio setup plugged into his right ear.  He recognized the Chinese language.  Harper had told them that there were two Chinese soldiers, but she couldn't remember much more in detail after they killed Cam. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Penny held the transmit button and leaned forward.  She was starting to get concerned that the radio she had wouldn’t transmit far enough for her father to hear.  The shortest-range radio they owned would transmit twenty-five miles with a clear line of sight; but the hills, high-tension power lines and the south Alabama pine trees didn’t make for a clear line of sight.  She was pretty sure that the radio she had was one of the 25-mile range units.  She had been studying the electronics on the dash, and especially the military grade radio between the driver and passenger seat, but except for the engine, everything else on the vehicle was powered down.  She let her eyes pivot to the back, where she tried to catch Lucy’s eye.  She thought she remembered Lucy say something about handling the onboard electronics during their escape from Atlanta. 
 
    They had seen a helicopter fly nearby about thirty minutes earlier, but by some crazy coincidence, they had pulled under the trees so that Joseph could relieve himself.  The chopper never came back for a second pass.  Now, they were back on the trail following the power lines.  She knew that the next road mark that she could use to alert her father was coming up.  It would also be the last reference point that she would be familiar with.  After the river she would be as good as lost; which was something that she didn’t want to divulge. 
 
    "Why did you not warn me about this?" Joseph asked, his voice thick with accusation as he turned to look at Penny. 
 
    Penny suppressed a small smile as the sight of the river filled the windshield.  She knew that there was no bridge around, and the river was not passable by 4x4, at least at this location.   
 
    "Can I drive through it?" Joseph came to a stop about a quarter mile from the river.  They were perched on a hill, with the option to turn onto another firebreak road.  "Don't make me threaten to kill the girl in back.  Answer the question!” 
 
    Penny looked back at Lucy, she looked at Penny; the fear had drained from her earlier persona.  
 
    "Well?" Joseph asked, his voice reflecting his agitated demeanor. 
 
    "Tell him," Jack said, softly from the back.  Under no circumstances would someone threaten his sister.  He was biding his time, and waiting for his moment to impact the situation.  He knew Penny was, too.  But for the moment, the only thing that he thought she should do was to tell the guy where which way to go. 
 
    Weed leaned around looking out all of the windows and then said something to Joseph through the speaker system.  Joseph responded in the affirmative and turned back to Penny. 
 
    "We are sitting in the open.  Is that what you want?  If anyone spots us, I will kill the girl in the back.  Do you understand?  I hope so," he didn't give her a chance to answer.  "Now, which way do I go to cross the river?" 
 
    Penny breathed in deeply and spoke as clearly as she could.  "Turn right, follow this road to the river.  There is a place called Heard's Ford, where you can drive across.  Are we still going to Birmingham?" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clark and Dukes looked over at each other.  They had heard Penny’s transmission loud and clear.  Dukes, put the truck back into gear and pressed the accelerator, spinning the tires of the 4x4 on the compacted red clay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Senior Airman Nina Perez stood outside of the glass-enclosed office of the Admiral of the United States Navy.  As one of the seven officers that make up the Joint Chief of Staff, Admiral Faulk was seen as ‘old school’ by most that worked at the JCS.  He believed in hard work, patriotism and that the military was the hammer that enforced the Country’s policies.  For a man of his stature, he was surprisingly non-political, which endeared him to those that served at the JCS.    
 
    As a testament to his beliefs, Faulk had been on duty since the attack happened, taking all of his meals at his desk, and catching catnaps in an executive living quarters, attached to his office.  His commitment to serve the country was deep and sincere.  Nina appreciated the Admiral’s leadership, and did her best to emulate his actions. So, having to enter his office and explain how the Chinese had hacked her communications with Clark’s team, made her feel like a failure.  She drew in a deep breath and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Enter,” a stern voice rang from inside of the office. 
 
    Perez pushed through the glass door, letting it close behind her.  She took the few steps to the front of Faulk’s desk, and pulled to perfect attention.  “Senior Airman Perez, reporting as ordered, Sir.” 
 
    Faulk let her stand there for a few seconds before responding.  If this had been an average day, under average conditions, and if they were not at war, he would have already ripped her up and down for letting someone hack her systems.  But, this was not an average day, and the country was in great peril.  He needed superior operatives like the Airman, at work, not in trouble.  
 
    “At ease,” Admiral Faulk commanded, before setting his pen down, and looking up at her. 
 
    Perez stood with her hands clasped behind her back, her eyes fixed at a point on the wall behind the Admiral, and her legs at parade rest.  She was ready to take the lashing, but not prepared to answer the questions. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” he ordered, his tone level. 
 
    “Sir,” Perez started, walking her commander through her procedures and protocols that had occurred during Specialist Clark’s escape from Atlanta. She ended her summary with the last transmissions she had managed and a list of those associated with the interrogation of the Chinese soldier. 
 
    Admiral Faulk nodded several times, and on two occasions scribed something on a legal pad.  “Now, tell me how you think they hacked our communications?”  Faulk knew from his own intelligence briefings that there were still forces at work to undermining the country.  Former Senator Payne had not acted alone in his treason against the United States; he had help that had managed to infiltrate the Government at high levels.  The Director of the CIA had delivered this new bit of intelligence personally.  The new intelligence was causing Faulk to look at everyone through a new lens of suspicion. But, he had a hard time looking at Airman Perez through just such a filter. 
 
    “Sir, you asked how they hacked our communications, and honestly, Sir, I have been asking myself the same question from the point we found out.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you don’t have an answer,” he interrupted her and leaned back in his chair to observer her body language. 
 
    “Sir, you’re correct, I don’t have any one answer, but I do have theories.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Sir, as of yet, I have not had the opportunity to run them to ground, Sir,” 
 
    “I’ll take best guess for now?” 
 
    “Sir, quite simply, the age and design of the hardware on the vehicle were probably where the leak started.  Couple that with the EMP to our equipment and the exposure to high radiation that the vehicle experienced, and all it took was the enemy catching a piece of a transmission, isolating the encryption, and they were in.  Sir.” 
 
    Faulk nodded.  “Sounds like a logical guess, Airman.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      Again, Faulk jotted down a note, and looked up from his desk at her.  She was one of his best analysts, a fierce competitor and sharper than most.   “When was the last time you slept, Airman?” 
 
    Perez was almost caught off guard by the simple question.  “Ahh, Sir, I got about thirty minutes at twenty-three hundred, Sir.” 
 
    Faulk looked at his analog watch, he didn’t trust anything digital anymore.  “So, that was roughly fourteen hours ago,” he said, not expecting her to correct his math.   “And before that?” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t recall.” 
 
    He nodded, expecting nothing less.  She looked like shit, as did most of the staff at the JCS; most of whom had been on duty since the beginning.  He knew he needed to pace his troops, or they would wear themselves out, which would lead to more breaches and accidents.  “I want you to go home, sleep in your own bed, and report back in six hours, I need you back on deck.” 
 
    A thousand thoughts and questions ran through her head as she listened to the order.  What about the hacking?  Was it a leak?  Is there a mole?  Did she screw up?  Did Clark screw up? 
 
    “Sir, thank you Sir.  I’ll shut down the communications with Specialist Clark, file my report, and…” 
 
    “I’ll have Shepard do that, I want you to get some rest.  This is a war, and wars are run like marathons; I need you geared for the long haul.  You can vet out your ideas when you get back, besides, I have some new intelligence about the Russians, and their potential involvement in all of this,” he said, waving his pen through the air like an admiral with a magical wand.  “Your father was Russian, and you speak the language fluently, yes?” 
 
    That question was out of context for the conversation, but it was one she had answered dozens of times while she maneuvered to get an assignment at the JCS.  Her mother was from Venezuela, and her father was an executive with the Russian State Energy Department.  He had met her in Venezuela while finding new energy ventures for the Father Land.  That is, before he decided to defect to the United States with his young Latin bride.   
 
    “Yes, Sir, that's correct.” 
 
    “Okay, good, I need you frosty and ready to deal with the next intelligence briefing seven hours from now.  The CIA apparently found a hard link between Senator Payne and Russia.” 
 
    She looked puzzled, and he did his best to answer the look. 
 
    “I know, so why is he in bed with the Chinese if he had a hard link to the Russians?  That’s my question, too.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said, her mind filling with new ideas and suspicions.  
 
    “You and Shepard are taking point on that intel and how it impacts our operations at JCS. Now, dismissed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Perez said, pulling to attention before pivoting and exiting the office.  She had been ordered home to get some rest, but that new bit of information about a Russian twist was going to make it hard to sleep. 
 
    “Hey, how did it go?” Perez stopped just short of her desk at hearing the question.  She turned around to face Lieutenant Shepard. 
 
    “Ah, Sir…” 
 
    “Nina!  For God’s sake!  We’ve been through hell together, I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier.  Call me by my name, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Yes, S…okay, Brad.”  It sounded awkward.  “It went better than I thought it would go,” she answered, the question about Russian intel occupying her thoughts. 
 
    “That’s good, right?” 
 
    “I think so.  He’s ordered me home to get some rest, says he needs me sharp to deal with some new intel about the Russians.” 
 
    “The Russians?  That doesn’t make sense.  Besides, I just learned that in eight hours, the Marines are landing at New Orleans.” 
 
    “New Orleans?  What about Birmingham?” 
 
    “That’s coming later, this apparently just sprung up.  It’s a small fleet that was running maneuvers with the Brazilians, and they have been steaming back at breakneck speed to reengage at home. 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded.  Things had been changing every minute since the attack.  She briefly looked at her screen, noting that Clark had the Presidential Humvee on the move again, at least according to the GPS tracker.  She thought it odd that he was moving so deep in Alabama, but he was under the Georgia Guard’s command now.   “Did you see Clark’s moving again?”  Her curiosity got the better of her.  “And they don't have any of their onboard systems on.  That’s weird.” 
 
    Shepard looked at her screen with only slight curiosity.  “I guess so, I haven’t really been keeping track of them since the interrogation.”    
 
    Perez reached over, palmed her mouse and clicked the link closed before turning back to Shepard.  She would shut the system down when she returned.  “Anyway, back to the Russian thing, I’m just extrapolating, but I think Admiral Faulk might think we have Russian’s who have infiltrated and feeding intel to the Chinese?  Just a hunch,” she padded her statement. 
 
    Shepard looked up at the ceiling like he was processing that bit of information.  “The way we got our asses handed to us, it wouldn’t surprise me if they’re working together.  What does he want you to do?  Is it because you speak Russian?” 
 
    “Probably; I’m not really sure. He just confirmed my fluency and that my father was truly Russian.”  She looked around at the others serving in the JCS staff.  They all looked as worn as she did.  Every few hours Admiral Faulk would send one or two of them home to get rest, as very few alternates had shown up to replace the standard crew after the EMP attack.   
 
    She had thought several times about how lucky she was that she was on duty when the attack happened.  She could have been in a plane, or driving at highway speed; both meaning certain death after the EMP.  In one flash, America had lost countless heroes in the most un-heroic fashion. 
 
    “It’s curious that he brought your father into it, don’t you think?”  Shepard asked, as he watched Nina pick up a small handbag, which she insisted on many occasions that it was not her purse. 
 
    “Yeah, Brad, it kind of is, but the fact of the matter is that I haven’t seen my father in almost ten years, so,” she said, shrugging, and then slinging the single strap canvas bag over her shoulder.  
 
    “Lieutenant Shepard,” a lower ranking Airman said, approaching them from the side. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Admiral Faulk requires you to report to his office.” 
 
    Shepard nodded.  "I'm on my way," he said, acknowledging that he understood the order, and then turned back to Perez. 
 
     “I’ll see you in six hours,” she said, with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Get some sleep.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha didn’t have time to worry about the exploding sounds from miles away, or the column of black smoke lifting into the sky; she had a life to save.  Her immediate priority was stopping David’s leg from bleeding, and that involved finding something clean to put on the wound.   
 
    Although they had a good first aid kit, this was a kind of wound that she had never seen before; a massive chunk of the man’s leg was missing.  She tucked the Bronco’s first aid kit under arm, even though they had used most of the gauze trying to save the boy at the Wal-Mart parking lot.  That event had only been five or six days ago, but it felt like the time between that event and this one had taken dozens of dog years to traverse. 
 
    Tasha ran back to the Bronco to scrounge for anything else that could help.  Among the many weapons and green military cans of ammunition, she found what she needed; a can of blood clotting spray and a field surgical kit. In the few steps it took to get back to David, she tried to clear her head; she needed to think through the problem.   
 
   
 
  

 She looked at the bleeding man, and then suddenly had an idea.  She dumped the supplies next to David on the picnic table and paused long enough to touch his hand; he was cool to the touch.  The wadded shirt that they were using to stop the bleeding was saturated and dripped blood.  She then looked at Jeff, the former priest and deputy sheriff, lying dead in the shadow of his wounded church.  She took off at a run to vet her idea and search the church. 
 
    Tasha entered the damaged church, careful to avoid broken boards with nails sticking up; her destination was the women’s restroom.  On the wall was the typical metal dispenser of feminine hygiene products.  With too much aggression, she yanked the entire box off the wall, sending an assortment of tampons and pads sprawling across the floor. 
 
    “Damn!”  She yelled, as she picked up as many of the pads and tampons as she could hold. 
 
    A minute passed before she made it back to the picnic table.  Once there she donned the gloves from the first aid kit and frantically ripped open the pink and yellow feminine hygiene packages.   
 
    “How are you doing, Mr. David?” she asked between rips.  The question was more a diversion.  She had read that she should try to keep a person thinking about something else if you suspect they are going into shock.  A pool of blood had formed in the dirt under the picnic table; a steady drip from the sodden shirt added a new amount every few seconds.  He was well underway to shock. 
 
    David rolled his head towards Tasha; she didn’t look up from her task. “Can you get Jack and Lucy for me?” he asked.   
 
    That question stopped Tasha cold.  She looked at David, but he wasn’t looking at her; his eyes were unfocused.  She thought quickly on her feet.  “I just called them, they’ll be here shortly.”  
 
    David didn’t answer, but his eyes seemed to focus on her for an instant.  Tasha touched David’s face with the back of her hand.  His skin was cool to the touch, and he was starting to have problems breathing.  She looked at his face, and could see that his lips were not rosy red, but more of a bluish purple.  A fear gripped Tasha at that moment like none she had ever experienced.  It was a dark and lonely fear; as if she had just felt the coldness of death brush past her.  She looked at the dead man on the ground, and then back to David.  Her hands trembled, and a wave of goosebumps rippled over her skin.  
 
    “No,” she whispered, and looked up at the swaying branches of the oak tree.  He had trusted her, and she was letting him down.  No, she was letting him die. 
 
    “Concentrate, Tasha!” she scolded herself and tore another pad open.  With twenty packages open, she tried to push David onto his side so that she could work.  His body was lethargic and heavy, but reluctantly, he seemed to help her roll him to his side. 
 
    Tasha took a deep breath and removed the blood-soaked shirt from the wound.  The bleeding had slowed, but had not stopped. 
 
    “This is going to hurt, and I’m sorry,” she told David, as she poured hydrogen peroxide all along the open wound.  Within seconds a river of white and red bubbles erupted with a sizzle all along the wound.   
 
    David let out a massive guttural yell, which echoed off of the broken church.  He then fell limp, passing out from the pain.   
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Tasha told him as she continued to pour.  She had one last idea, but knew she needed to get the bleeding under control for anything else to work. 
 
    Tasha let the bubbles flow for a few more seconds and then used the spray can of blood clotting solution that she had found in the Bronco’s first aid kit.  The bottle clearly said it was for topical wounds only, but she was desperate.  She sprayed half of the contents of the can on the wound and started packing the area with the sanitary pads.  The first few pads instantly became blood soaked, so she tossed them aside to put fresh ones in their place.  Once she had most of them packed five deep, she started wrapping his leg as tightly as she dared with medical cohesive bandages. 
 
    Finally, done with her first experience as a field doctor, she rolled David to his back and propped his head and legs up with loose clothing from the Bronco.  She looked at his lips, they were still very blue, and his skin was almost without color. It was time for her last-ditch idea to save his life.  She looked at Jeff’s parked patrol car. 
 
    The white and brown Sheriff’s patrol car had not moved since she and David had arrived on scene a few days earlier.  It was a victim of the EMP, a sign of civilization that had ground to a halt; it would never move under its own power again.  She tried opening the door, but it was locked.   
 
    “Why the hell would a man lock the door of a car that doesn't work?!” she yelled.  With pure adrenaline as a catalyst, she took off for Jeff’s office in the church.   
 
    Thirty seconds later she skidded to a halt in the priest’s office and started her frantic search.  She lifted a folder with the title, ‘Sermons’ on the tab, and found what she was looking for.  She thought to herself for the briefest of instances that if she lived through this that she would come back and read the last sermon in the folder, but that was something she couldn’t worry about now.  She grabbed the keys and ran back out to the patrol car.  She first tried the key fob, clicking it a half dozen time before she realized that the fob was dead, just like the car, and just like the car’s former driver. 
 
    “Stupid!” she said, and looked briefly over at David while she fumbled for the key to unlock the door.  He looked like a corpse.  She found the key and opened the door.  Beside the seat was the manual trunk release, and she practically yanked the plastic latch out of the mount.  She was rewarded with the hollow, ‘thump’ of the trunk opening. 
 
    In the trunk was what Jeff had referred to earlier, the red and white cooler.  A sticker with the emblem of the Sheriff’s Office adorned the top, and a piece of tamper tape stuck across the seal.  She ripped the tamper tape off and opened the cooler.  Inside, she found what she was looking for, two bags of saline. 
 
    Tasha looked over the picture directions on the side of the saline bag twice just to make sure she understood what to do. “Mr. David.”  Her hands shook as she held the needle in one hand and his arm in the other.  “This might hurt, but I don't think it could hurt any more than it already does.”   
 
    David never felt the prick in his arm.  His breathing was short and there was a hollow look to his cheeks.  She hung the bag from the craggy bend in a branch that overhung the table and let herself sit hard on the bench.  While taking a deep breath, she noticed for the first time that she had her own cuts, and gashes on her arms and legs; but she was too tired to do anything about it.  She put her head in her hands and her hands on the table.  She shook with fear, her plummeting adrenalin, and the dreaded sense of loneliness.  
 
    “You can’t leave me too, Mr. David,” Tasha spoke the words into her hands.  There was no answer so she looked up, he was still breathing, and the fluid was going into his body.  She wiped a tear away from her eye and leaned close to his head.  “Jack and Lucy are almost here.” 
 
    David twitched at the phrase, but gave no other reaction.  
 
    “Mr. David, Jack and Lucy are almost here,” she repeated.  She said it four or five more times and almost missed the sound of a muffled voice.  She stopped talking and tilted her head so that she could isolate the voice.  There it was again. 
 
    “Tasha, it’s Grace.  Over.  Tasha, are you there?  It’s Grace, over.”   
 
    Tasha looked at the Bronco, it was the radio.  It was a voice she knew. 
 
    “Tasha, are you there?  It’s Grace, over.”  
 
    Tasha shuffled to the open window of the Bronco and reached in for the radio that she had received at the Tiller farm. 
 
    “Grace,” she said, thinking her voice sounded worn.  “It’s Tasha, I need your help.  Over.” 
 
    “Tasha, it’s Grace, I need yours.  Over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joseph motored over the ford in the river with all of the daintiness of a museum curator handling a clutch of prehistoric Pterodactyls eggs. 
 
    “If you don’t go, we’ll get stuck!” Penny warned. 
 
    “I have never,” Joseph swung the wheel wildly back and forth, the current pushing relentlessly at the two-ton vehicle.  “Done this sort of…thing before.  Oh!” 
 
     “It’ll float if it has to,” a small voice came across the speakers from the back.  Lucy said it again, really forcing herself to speak more than anything else.  “Guys, this thing can’t sink, it’ll float if we have to.” 
 
    Joseph looked back in his rearview mirror.  Weed said something in Chinese, and Joseph course corrected the vehicle. 
 
    “How does she know about this vehicle?” Joseph asked, not daring to take his eyes off of the water crossing again. 
 
    Penny waited for him to finally hit the banks on the other side of the river before answering his question.  “She is really good with electronics and stuff,” Penny said, giving a vague answer.  She looked back and caught Lucy’s eye and winked at her.  The corner of Lucy’s mouth curled up for the briefest of seconds. 
 
    “Do you think she can repair the radio?” Joseph asked, his complexion pale from the river crossing. 
 
    Lucy allowed herself a larger smile as the question came across the speakers in the rear.  She clearly knew that none of the onboard systems had been activated; the radio only appeared broken.  During the escape from Atlanta she had been responsible for manning the vehicle’s onboard systems, which had given her a deep insight into the operation of everything onboard. With this knowledge as a base, Lucy knew why the radio wasn’t working, and she wasn’t about to help them turn it on.  She crossed her arms as if she hadn’t heard the question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Penny offered, trying to think of a way to use this to their advantage. 
 
    “Well she can’t do anything from back here,” Jack said, ready to take advantage of any opportunity.   
 
    Joseph opened his mouth to say something just as a warning light started blinking on the dash.  “What does that mean?” he asked, looking first at Penny, and then turning to look at Lucy.  “What does it mean?”  There was a tinge of panic in his voice. 
 
    Lucy leaned forward and looked through the bulletproof glass to see the warning light on the dash.  She leaned back in her seat, knowing exactly what the warning meant, and had no intention to tell him.    
 
    Joseph looked in the rearview mirror at the girl; he was incredulous to the fact that she was not helping.  Weed pulled his pistol and put it to her head. 
 
    Both Jack and Lucy, blessed with the insight of being brother and sister, seemed to know that the other wasn’t going to react.   Both sat quietly.  Even Penny sensed that this was a game of cat and mouse, or rather, chess.  Lucy had just made a move that, if played properly, could eventually lead to check. 
 
    Weed held the gun, his eyes moved from Lucy to Jack to Joseph.  He was confused by their lack of reaction, and looked for direction. 
 
    Joseph said something, and Number Two moved the gun away from Lucy’s head and placed it harshly against Jack’s head.   
 
    “Even if you shoot him, I will not tell you,” Lucy said, hoping the bluff would hold.  Her insides screamed for her to tell them so that they would take the gun away from her brother.  Her voice was ice cold. 
 
    Penny looked over at the warning light; it blinked with more intensity with each passing minute.  “If you want her to tell you what the warning means…” 
 
    “And how to repair it!” Joseph cut her off, knowing this was going to be a quick negotiation and he needed to get his position in as soon as possible.  They were losing their threat position. 
 
    Penny looked at Lucy and nodded slightly.  “Okay, not only will she tell you what the warning light means, but she will tell you how to make the repairs.” 
 
    “Fine, then what do you want?” Joseph said, as the Humvee seemed to be playing along.  The engine missed a beat and the engine seemed to cough, causing the passengers to lunge forward. 
 
    “We need to stop, go to the bathroom and get some water, if you want our continued help,” Lucy demanded from the back. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Joseph relented.  “Just tell me what is wrong.” 
 
    “It’s a warning light to tell you that the engine is about to stall unless you…” 
 
    “We can get some there,” Penny cut Lucy off, and pointed across a cow pasture towards a farmhouse. 
 
    Lucy looked out the window, she didn’t know exactly what Penny saw, but she trusted the other girl’s lead.  “Yes, I see it, now.  Go down this dirt road,” Lucy ordered through the bulletproof glass.  “Pull up next to that farmhouse.” 
 
    “Actually, get as close to that white tank as possible,” Penny refined the order. 
 
    “Yes,” Joseph said, nodding.  “Yes, the white tank.” 
 
    A minute later, Joseph nursed the coughing Humvee as close to the white cylindrical tank as possible.  Before letting them out he had one threat.  “Do not run, or I will kill you all.”  He unlocked the doors, releasing the hostages. 
 
    The farm was a medium size cattle ranch with at least a few hundred head of cattle in the front pastures.  The white farmhouse looked old, but well taken care of; a wooden porch wrapped all the way around the structure.  Within seconds of Penny stepping out of the passenger side of the Humvee, the front door to the house opened and a man stepped out with the business end of a rifle pointed at the group. 
 
    “Don’t raise your weapons at him or he'll shoot,” Penny warned Joseph.  Joseph processed the warning and immediately ordered Weed to keep his rifle down.  He had no intention of dying at a cow farm. 
 
    “What do you want?  Are you military or something?” the man asked from the front porch.   
 
    Lucy stepped around the back of the vehicle; her hands were open and raised slightly.  “We just need some diesel fuel, and we’ll be out of here.”  She walked a few feet towards the porch, she could sense freedom, and she tried to say as much with her eyes. 
 
    Weed sensed what she might do and put a hand on her shoulder to stop her in her tracks.  Freedom would have to stay out of reach.  
 
    “That’s all that I have, and I can’t get anymore,” the man responded.  He had yet to lower his rifle.   
 
    “I need to go talk to him, or we'll never get any,” Penny foretold, her voice quiet.  She spoke only to Joseph. 
 
    “I can kill him and then there is no need to talk,” Joseph responded, his tone finding some assurance now that he knew the vehicle only required fuel.  It never occurred to him that the girl was manipulating him. 
 
    “You don't know what will happen to you if you kill him.  Besides,” Penny looked at Joseph to enforce what she was going to say.  “There’s at least one other person pointing a rifle at us.”  Her father had taught her almost everything he knew about being a sniper. 
 
    At that bit of information, Joseph studied her face for any signs of subversion, but there were none.   
 
    “Look to the top of the house,” she offered.  “I need to go talk to him, if you want the fuel.” 
 
    “You will run.”  He looked up at the second story of the house and could see the barrel of a rifle resting on the windowsill.  The girl was right.  
 
    “You know I won’t.” 
 
    Joseph seemed to think about it for a second, he was weighing his risk.  “Go, but I will…” 
 
    “I know, shoot the girl,” she said, already walking towards the porch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They killed Bob,” Grace said, her voice level. 
 
    Tasha wondered how many more blows she could take.  She was at the end of her nerves after dealing with the helicopters, Jeff having his chest split open and now, watching David hang by a thread. 
 
    “The farmhouse, most of the barn, and there’s a fire in the pasture.” 
 
    Tasha looked over her shoulder, past the church.  In the distance, over the mountain, a steady trail of black smoke floated above the ridge. 
 
    “The helicopters?” 
 
    “We took them out.” 
 
    “Your parents, are your parents okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I thought I lost them, but, yeah, they’re okay.” 
 
    “And Josh, his brother and Mary?  Is Mary okay?”  There was a pause.  “Grace? Are you still there?  Over.”  Tasha felt that ping of being left alone again. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.  It's just that my dad wants us to leave," she said, her voice taking on a sense of urgency.  "But, yeah, we’re all okay, I guess?  What about you, you said you needed help?  What happened?  Over."  The urgency faded as she concentrated on the other girl's needs. 
 
    Tasha walked back over to the picnic table and put her hand gently on David’s chest; he was still breathing.  “The helicopters, before they found you, they, they...”  She released the microphone. 
 
    “Tasha?  What about the helicopters?  Tasha are you there?  Over." 
 
    Tasha pressed the button again.  “Yeah, I am, but it's the helicopters, they came here first.  They shot up the church.  David is really hurt badly, and Father Jeff is…” she released the button for a second and then got the nerve to vocalize the situation.  “Father Jeff is dead.” 
 
    "Oh, God!  Oh, Tasha, I'm so sorry," Grace said releasing her microphone button without the traditional 'over.'   She looked over at the tree where her father had already started digging a grave for Bob.    
 
    “We’ll be back in forty-five minutes.” The statement caught Grace by surprise, considering the news she had just received.  Joshua was standing in front of her with two horses at the end of leads. 
 
    "What?" She asked, looking at him like he had just arrived from Mars.  This was officially the shittiest two weeks of her life. 
 
    “Adam and I are going to warn the neighbors about the Chinese coming back.  Your dad said we’re leaving in an hour, so we need to takeoff now!”  His voice seemed to be like he was walking the edge of a blade.  He was struggling with the emotion of losing his father and now having to flee his home.  She had no idea how he was keeping it all together. 
 
    Grace nodded, everything catching back up to her.  They were bugging out in the hopes of finding more people that could help fight.  “I need you to do something important for me,” she said. 
 
    He almost snapped at her for even suggesting something else for him to do at a time like this.  But, her look was one of intent, mixed with the sadness of a plea. 
 
    “Okay, sure,” he answered. 
 
    “I’ve got things here.  I’ll make sure your mom is taken care of and that we get everything packed.  I need you and Adam to help someone.” 
 
    Joshua simply nodded that he understood.  He also knew that they were running out of time. 
 
    Grace keyed her radio just as Adam came over to mount one of the two horses.  He was still moving gingerly.  “Tasha, this is Grace, Joshua and his brother Adam will be there in a few minutes.  Okay?  Over." 
 
    "Okay.  What about you?  Can you come, too?  Over," Tasha asked, her voice fragile and spent.  She needed someone to hold on to.  
 
    "What's that about?" Adam asked as he swung his leg over the saddle. 
 
    "It's Tasha, Father Jeff was killed by those helicopters before they found us.  She needs our help!  I need you to help her in any way you can.” She said, looking as directly at Joshua as she could.  For a second, he looked back at her with the same directness.  She could see the sadness that filled him, and she thought she could see something else.  The thought of him not coming back skipped through her mind, and she dismissed it just as quickly.   
 
    “Okay,” Joshua said, mounting his horse. 
 
    “Tell her where we’re going, and maybe she can catch up.  The man she was traveling with is hurt; I don't know how badly.   Do what you can, and see if they can catch up,” she reinforced.  She put her hand on his horse and looked up at him.  “Be careful.”  
 
    “Okay, I will.  I got it,” he said, kicking his heels into the horse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perez shared an apartment with two other Air Force women about a mile from the Pentagon.  From what she knew, she was the only one to have made it back to the apartment since the attack. 
 
    The Pentagon provided her and two other soldiers a ride home in an armed Humvee.  After dropping the others off at their apartments, the Humvee, driver, and an armed soldier stopped in front of her building.  From watching the last two being dropped off, Perez knew that she was about to be escorted all the way to her apartment by the soldier/driver. 
 
    “You know, it looks okay from here,” she said, casting a reassuring look to her escort as he turned off the vehicle. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” he said, but he was not persuaded.  “We’ve had a lot of problems since the President declared Martial Law.  Besides, it’s an order.” 
 
    “Please don’t call me ma’am,” she corrected, the exhaustion thick on her voice.  She had no intention of being a bitch, but she couldn’t help it since she could hardly think straight.  
 
    “Right, sorry,” the soldier responded, oblivious to the tone in her voice.  He was more concerned with sweeping the area and doing his job.   
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she waved a hand, relenting to the escort.   
 
    Once inside the lobby, her senses heightened.  The lobby of the refurbished Georgetown building had been technology centric, with televisions dedicated to 24-hour news, lining the lobby.  The owners of the building had been clearly playing on the digital craving, and constant needing-to-know clientele of Georgetown and the Pentagon.  Being a consumer of information all day in her job, Perez would usually walk past the screens and ignore the talking heads; but not today.  Today, everything was black; like black voids where pictures used to hang. The sight stopped her in her tracks, and she ran her finger along the lifeless rectangles of defunct LEDs, before turning towards the elevators. 
 
    “Those will be out of service,” the soldier informed, already heading towards the buildings internal stairs. 
 
    “Right,” she said, changing course, now blindly following the soldier. 
 
     Forty seconds later, they emerged on the third-floor landing. 
 
    “It’s this one on the left, 303,” she said, fumbling with her keys to unlock the door to the flat.  She had not actually held the keys in her hands for more days than she could count, and for some reason they felt alien to her. 
 
    The soldier walked past the door to look further down the hall, but there were only two other closed apartment doors.  He came back to her at the door; she was still fumbling with the keys.  “This place looks pretty quiet.” 
 
    “Most everyone works at the Pentagon, so,” she said, still managing the keys. 
 
     “Ah, is there a problem, ma…I mean, ah, do you need some help?” 
 
    She dropped the keys.  “Damn it.  No, I’m just really tired,” she said, picking up the keys and finally unlocking the door. 
 
    “Roger, that,” he agreed. 
 
    She pushed the door open to stale air and a darken flat. 
 
    The soldier stepped in front of her.  “Can I…” they brushed past each other face to face.  “Um, I need to go first, orders, you know,” he said, blushing and then turning to enter the apartment first. 
 
    Perez was almost too tired to get the subtle hints of flirting, but she wasn’t that tired. 
 
    The soldier swept the apartment, checking each room.  “All clear,” he announced proudly to the Airman as he returned to the kitchen. 
 
    She nodded, putting her purse and backpack down on the kitchen island.  “Thank you…” she looked at his rank and name for the first time.  “Sergent Fields,” she added with a smile. 
 
    “Ah, please call me Cotton,” he added with a broad smile.  “Everyone just knows me as Cotton.” 
 
    Perez was tired, but not tired enough to make the connection.  “You mean, your parents named you…” 
 
    “Cotton,” he said, topped with a smile that was infectious.  “It was some hippie thing they were tripping on, I’m sure.” 
 
    “So, your name is actually Cotton Fields?” she asked, putting her hand over her mouth to cover her smile. 
 
    Fields nodded; he had a lifetime of experiencing this type of reaction.  “Yes, ma’am, but it has never sounded quite the same being said by anyone else,” he ventured.  “I’ll be back in five hours to give you ride back to the Pentagon,” he said, nodded, and slipped out the door, closing is gently behind him. 
 
    Perez giggled like a schoolgirl, rolled her eyes and strode to the door, unsure of her intention. She wasn’t going to let that kind of flirting go un-answered.  She wasn’t seeing anyone, the apartment was empty, and it was the apocalypse, after all.  She yanked the door open with a big smile; two men were holding Cotton, and one had a gun to his head. 
 
    The man with the gun to Cotton’s head shoved him from the back and entered the apartment.  Perez backed away, her mind not believing what she was seeing.  Why him?  Why me?   
 
     Hanging from the belt of one of the attackers was a small two-way radio, and it cracked to life.  The man holding Cotton’s arm briefly released his grip to silence the radio.  That was all Cotton needed to spring into action.  He swung his elbow back and into the upper gut of his captor; causing him to fall back towards the door.  That was all the room Cotton needed to swing his rifle around off of his shoulder.  At the same time, he tried to swing his shouldered rifle around from the door as they entered.   
 
    The man recovered and brought a pistol out of his waistband, ready to shoot, but Cotton was quicker.  He fired a burst from his M-16, spraying blood along the white door.  Just as his finger released, he was already swinging around to locate the second guy. 
 
    “DON’T DO IT,” the man yelled, his voice thick with an accent. 
 
    Cotton froze, and held his breath to steady his arm.  He drew his sights tighter on the man holding a 9mm to Perez’s head.  
 
    “Soldier boy, don’t do it,” the man repeated.  The accent was throwing Cotton; it was something that he didn’t recognize. 
 
    Cotton advanced a foot, and the armed man retreated a foot.  There was another single shot from outside at street level, and then a radio crackled with a voice…but the voice wasn’t speaking English.   
 
    Perez arched her back at hearing the foreign language. 
 
    Cotton looked at Perez and she at him, they tried to exchange information about the situation.   Perez wanted him to know that that there was someone else at street level, and they had just murdered a police officer.    
 
    Cotton wanted her to know that no matter what; he would do his best to protect her. 
 
    The man holding the gun to Perez’s head didn’t acknowledge the radio call.  “Okay, we move,” he ordered.  He started moving her towards the door, with Cotton still standing his ground in the entry. 
 
    Cotton gripped the M-16 tighter, drawing his aim firmer on the man’s head.  “You aren’t going anywhere with her,” he demanded, his voice low and guttural.  He felt the back of his boot hit the soft body of the dead man on the floor. 
 
    The man holding the pistol on Perez smiled, looking at the ceiling before taunting the soldier.  “You came alone.  Tactical error.  I know your military is stretched, but you should know better.  Also, the policeman that heard your gunshots is now dead.  You might have well killed him yourself.  Finally, you made a mess,” he said, looking at the dead man on the ground.  “So, here we are, my mission is in jeopardy and you want to play John Wayne,” he said, his accent thick. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean, your mission?”  Cotton tried to blink the sweat from rolling into his eyes. 
 
     Perez tied squirming, but the grip around her neck was vice-like.  
 
    “You, Nina, do not need to fight, I will not hurt you,” he said, pulling his arm just a little tighter.  
 
    “But, you,” he said, pivoting the pistol away from the head of Perez and towards Cotton.  “You are expendable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha heard the galloping sounds of the horses before they arrived.  She slid the pistol off of the picnic table and pulled it up, ready to fire.  She was exhausted, and the pistol felt heavy in her hands. 
 
    Joshua rounded the back of the church first, with Adam a few seconds behind him.  “Tasha, it’s me,” he held up his hand and spun the horse to a stop a few feet away from the carnage.  His eyes moved from the girl to the blood covering the ground and back to the girl. “It’s Joshua, we’re here to help.” 
 
    Tasha processed that for an extra second, and let her arms fall, the gun flapping off her leg.  Joshua dismounted quickly and reached out for her; she let herself fall into his arms.  She was so thankful that someone else was here to share the burden. 
 
    “Father Jeff’s dead, and I don't know about David,” she said, turning away from him so that he could see for himself.  She tucked the gun into the small of her back 
 
    Adam dismounted from his horse, and was obviously still in some pain from him own gunshot wound.  “I’m Adam, his brother,” he said, but his eyes weren’t looking at the black girl with blood all over her shirt.  His eyes were fixed on the body on the ground; it was covered with one of the church’s white tablecloths.  There was a red bloodstain near what looked like the chest of the man. 
 
    “You, you were hurt when I was at your house.   I’m sorry about your dad,” she said, trying to conjure up the emotion, but she was emotionally spent. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his affect flat.  He was painfully aware that the same helicopters had just killed his father.  He looked past her at what his brother was doing; he needed to stay focused on something other than riding back to bury his father. 
 
    Joshua lifted the tablecloth and looked at the priest’s face.  The dead man’s eyes were closed, and his colorless face held a look of pain.  Joshua gently placed the cloth back down over the dead man and turned towards David. 
 
    “I did the best I could,” Tasha said, looking at the half empty IV bag.  David’s eyes were closed and his breath was shallow. 
 
    Joshua looked at everything, using his skills absorbed over the years as the son of an ER nurse. “You did this?”  It came out wrong, and he wished he had said it another way. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “I mean, you did a really good job.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Do you have another IV bag?”  Joshua asked. 
 
    “Yeah, only one.  Does he need more?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Joshua answered, lifting up David’s eyelids to look at his pupils.  “Probably.”  David’s eyes were dilated and didn’t have much response to the light.  “Yeah, I’d go ahead and give it to him once this one’s empty.”  He looked over at Adam.  “Hey, go get two more of these tablecloths from the kitchen, and the flag poles that are next to the altar,” he ordered his brother. 
 
    Adam went into the church searching for the items. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Ahh, we’re going to build a stretcher and move him into the church,” Joshua said, aware of a growing sense of panic in her voice. 
 
    “You mean you can’t take us with you?” 
 
    Joshua breathed in deeply before answering.  “No, we have to warn a few more people before we bury…well we have to leave.  Mr. Burrows thinks they will send more helicopters.” 
 
    “Oh, God!” Tasha breathed.   “No!  Not more of those.” 
 
    “Hey, hey. You’ll be okay, we’re going to set you up, and let some of the neighbors know you’re here.  They will get over here as soon as possible to help.  Everybody knew Father Jeff.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “How’s your food supply and water?” He heard his own voice and mentally felt like crap for having to be so compartmentalized with the girl.  She’d have to figure this out; he had to bury his father. 
 
    “My food?  I…I,” she looked over her shoulder as if she could somehow see into the kitchen of the church.  “I don’t know, we have stuff in the Bronco, we were going to leave,” she heard herself say, in a confused way.  “So, I think it’s okay for now, I think,” she didn’t know what to think.  She thought that Joshua was here to help.  “You’re just going to leave me here?  Leave us here?  Grace said that they were coming back, and I…” 
 
    He cut her off.  “If we try to take David with us, he will die.  He needs at least a day or two just to stabilize.”  Adam came back with the items ready to build the stretcher.  “Once we get a camp started, and find some help, we can come back and get you both.  Like I said, we’ll let a few of the neighbors know about you.  I just need you to hold on until then.  Okay?”  He admitted he sounded like an ass, but he had no other alternative. 
 
    Tasha didn’t say anything as she watched the boys construct the makeshift field stretcher.  Her mind swirled with disbelief, doubt and fear.  A very large voice in her head screamed at her to run, but her feet were cemented to the spot.  One of the horses made a noise, and that startled her back to the current reality. 
 
    “Okay, Tasha,” Joshua said standing at one end of the picnic table.  “Tasha, hey!  Tasha, we need your help,” he said, his voice stern but not commanding.   
 
    “Yeah, sorry, okay what can I do?”  She pushed the screaming voice as far into a dark corner as she could.   
 
    “Just help us roll him onto the stretcher and then you carry the IV bag so we don't pull it out of him.  We’ll do the rest.  Got it?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” Joshua assumed command.  “On three.  One, two, three!” 
 
    They rolled David onto the stretcher and then the boys lifted him.  David grunted and his eyes opened for a second or two, but for the most part he was unaware of what was going on.  Two minutes later they stretched him across the couch in Father Jeff’s office.  Joshua looked at his watch; they were pulling out of the farm in thirty-five minutes. 
 
    “Do you have any antibiotics?” Adam asked. 
 
    “I uhh, yeah, I remember David grabbing some before we escaped out of Birmingham.  Does he need some?” 
 
    “Yeah, as soon as he can swallow it,” Joshua followed up.   He looked at the girl, there was a sense of panic in her eyes, or perhaps it was fear.  “Adam, go see if there’s a road map in the patrol car?” 
 
    “There’s one in the visor of the Bronco,” Tasha added. 
 
    “Be right back,” Adam said, off to retrieve the map. 
 
    “Listen, Tasha, we have to go, so let me be quick and make sure you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I’d be okay if you take me with you,” she said, her voice sounding small and timid. 
 
    “David will die if you leave, or if we try to take him with us.  Do you understand that?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “If for some reason we can’t get back to get you.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Just,” Joshua held his hand up to stop her.  “This is just in case we can’t get back.  You’ll have to come to us.  Got it?” 
 
    She nodded again, but in no way did that mean that she ‘got it.’ 
 
    Joshua looked at his watch; he was burning time.  “Look, when he gets back with the map, I’ll show you where we’re going.  But, first, do you know how to use that pistol you were point at us?” 
 
    Without thinking she reached around and felt the hard object tucked into the small of her back.  She nodded that she did. 
 
    “Is that all you got?” 
 
    She shook her head in the negative.  “David packed several rifles and other things that I don’t even know about in the back of the Bronco.” 
 
    Joshua raised an eyebrow at that bit of information.  “Do you know how to use any of them?” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re kind of scary.” 
 
    Adam came back in with the map.  “Grace just radioed, they’re going to start in about twenty minutes.  And they have like a crapload of weapons in that Bronco,” Adam said, tossing his thumb back over his shoulder. 
 
    Joshua nodded, accepting the information about his father’s burial service. 
 
    “That makes me even more of a target, doesn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    Joshua thought about it for a second before answering.  “Yeah, a little, but just don't advertise the fact, and you should be fine.  Okay,” he spread the map out on a coffee table and took a highlighter from off of the desk.  “We’re here.”  He put a dot on approximately where the church was located.  “Grace’s father said we’re going here,” he put another dot on the Anniston Army Depot. 
 
    “Why there?”  
 
    “Ian thinks there should be reinforcements there.  But, we’re going to try and make it to Talladega tonight to camp.” 
 
    “Talladega?  That’s the race track, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not that far, but we don't know what kind of resistance we’re going to run into, so.” 
 
    “How long will you be there?” she asked, leaning over the map.  She wasn’t really a map person. 
 
    “Hopefully a day, maybe two, it all depends.  Look, we need to get going if we’re going to make another stop.  We’ll stay in touch on the radio.  Let us know if David’s condition worsens.” 
 
    “Why, what could you do?”  Her voice was condescending.  
 
    Joshua skipped over the comment and the tone, this wasn’t the time or the place, and he knew he was leaving the girl in a nightmare of a situation.  “Are you going to be okay?”  Joshua’s eyes drifted over to David, who was beginning to wake up. 
 
    Tasha followed his eyes over to the man, and shook her head.  “No, but what else can I do.  Just so I know, if I get him to you in Anniston or Talladega, your mom can help him, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we can.  But hopefully, we can get back to you before you have to do that.”  He started walking out, and Tasha and Adam followed him to the horses. 
 
    “Give him the other bag of fluid,” Adam suggested as he untied the horses. 
 
    Tasha watched the brothers mount the horses; she was mindful of how close she was to the beasts.  
 
    “I lost my dad, too,” her voice was steady; the fear was draining from her veins.  She needed to find strength to do what she had to do. She had no idea why she was telling them about her loss.  “It happened on the first day, and I’ve just had to find a way to live each day.  I just wanted to say I’m sorry, that you have to do that, too.  And, if I can find a way to do this, then I know you two can.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Joshua finally said, his voice breaking at the thoughts of his own loss.  “We’ll radio you from Talladega to check in.  Remember, if you have to drive to get to us, just follow the route on the map that I highlighted.  Good luck and we'll see you in a few days!” he said.  The two brothers spurred their horses to ride back to their farm. 
 
    Tasha watched them ride out of sight before voicing a fear that had only now surfaced.   
 
    “But, I don’t know how to drive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma watched Clark from the back seat; he would scan everything visible outside of the windows, reference the map and then look down at his watch.  He did the same motion four or five times before she looked out of the windows herself.  What she was looking for was what he was looking for; the kids.   
 
    Jack and Lucy had been her responsibility from the moment they stepped off of the airplane in Atlanta.  She knew she would never replace their parents, and she didn't try.  She did her best to act as a guardian, but even that was tough with middle age teens.  Don’t know if you’re cut out for this adult with children thing?  She questioned herself. 
 
    Again, Emma watched Clark go through his routine with looking outside, then map, then the watch.  She knew he was trying to keep the negative thoughts and doubts at bay; just as she was.  Every second that passed, marked a second in time that moved them further and further away from finding the children.   
 
    “We haven’t heard any radio transmission in a while, what do you think that means?” Emma asked from the back seat.  With no response from Clark or Dukes, she piped up the question for a second time.  “What’s up with the radio transmissions?  Do you think you know where they are, or what?” 
 
    It took a while, but Dukes finally voiced an answer.  “Yeah, I have a feeling where they are.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re not just placating me, so, are you going to tell us, or what?”  She was frustrated with this whole military solidarity bullshit!  She had had about as much sniper box, tracker scout bullshit as she could take for the day. 
 
    Dukes glanced into the review mirror at his passenger before answering.  She noted that he swallowed hard and glanced sideways towards Clark before answering.  
 
    “I think they’ve crossed the river at a ford that I think was washed out several days ago.  So, the options are, they are on the other side of the river, or they drove off into a hole in the river and God only knows.  But beyond that it’s only a feeling.” 
 
    Emma took that in and then nodded that the information was better than not.  “So, how far is the river?” 
 
    “About five or six miles if we stay on the fire break road.” 
 
    Clark looked up at the ceiling of the SUV as if he was doing some sort of higher math in his head.  “But, we were close to bingo fuel before we made it to your place, so they couldn't get that far.  Even if they crossed the river,” Clark surmised as he scanned the terrain with a set of binoculars.  “If they kept running at this pace, I don't think they would make it another ten or fifteen miles, tops!” 
 
    “Okay, but there are dozens and dozens of farms in this area, and most of them have their own diesel storage tanks,” Dukes said, moving the vehicle forward. 
 
    “It’s for the tractors,” Sergeant Shaw, the fourth occupant of the SUV, said, leaning left towards Emma.  “The diesel fuel I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” she said, thinking that Shaw thought she was some sort of idiot.  “You know I am a trained ER nurse, and not an idiot, right?”  She was having a hard time controlling her emotions, and really didn’t mean to bite the soldier’s head off. 
 
    “Ah,” he shuffled in his seat.  “Yes, ma’am, I do now.  I didn’t mean anything like that,” he said, feeling the blood turn his cheeks red.  “I’ve just spent a lot of time in this area, and, and, I just didn’t know if you had.  Sorry.” 
 
    Emma caught Clark’s head turn around slightly to look at her, and she smiled internally.  She wasn’t going for any jealousy angle, but, if it played to her favor, she wasn’t about to let it go without using it.  “I understand,” she said flatly with a turn to look out her own window. 
 
    With little more than a few seconds of awkward pause, Clark asked Dukes, “If the river was flooded, where do you think they crossed?” 
 
    “Penny only knows about the one crossing she mentioned, and that’s at the ford.  Besides that, I don't think she knows much about the terrain beyond the river.  We’ve hunted deer up this way a few times, but unless she’s been 4-wheeling out here with friends on a camp out or something, I don't think she really knows this area all that well.   We’re getting pretty deep into Alabama.” 
 
    “Well, since we’re moving north into the state, do you think your buddy in Birmingham, the short-wave radio guy, could give us any help?” Clark asked. 
 
    “Bob?  I don’t know.”  Dukes thought about that for a second.  “He has a couple of sons and he’s one hell of a sniper in his own right, so maybe.” 
 
    “Can you call him from here?” Emma leaned forward with the question; her tone was very reigned in from her earlier demeanor.  
 
    Dukes navigated the red clay potholes on the firebreak road as he tried to push the speed as much as he could.  “Yeah, that’s a good idea.  I can try, or at least get them to call him from the home station.  I’ll try.” 
 
    Dukes grabbed the wired microphone connected to the truck’s electrical system.  He was proud of the radio in this vehicle, having made his own personal modifications to the communications gear.  With a high level of confidence, he was convinced that any signal sent from this truck was as strong and good as military grade.  He pushed the microphone, sending his voice out from the fifteen-foot whip antenna bent over the top of the truck.  “Bob, this is Dukes, over.” 
 
    Silence filled the spaces in the Toyota vehicle as they waited for some sort of response.   
 
    “Birmingham Bob, this is Dukes, over.” 
 
    “Weren’t you guys just talking with him a few hours ago?” Emma asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Clark answered, adding a nod.  “But that was a different system.” “Wait, what’s that?”  Dukes held his hand up for silence. 
 
    Static triggered on and off on the radio a few times as if someone was keying a microphone and letting it go.  Both Dukes and Clark looked at each other like they knew someone was trying to talk to them.  Dukes tried one more time. 
 
    “Birmingham Bob, this is Dukes, broadcasting remotely, over.” 
 
    The radio static stopped and was replaced by a young voice; it wasn’t Birmingham Bob. 
 
    “Hello, my name’s Tasha, Birmingham Bob was killed today by a Chinese helicopter raid on his farm.  Who are you?  Over.” 
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    With the gun now pointed at Cotton, Perez needed to act quickly.  With as much power as she could muster, she brought her size nine military issue boots down on the foot of the man holding her.  The pain was just enough for him to relax his grip from around her neck, and she ducked to the floor just as Cotton squeezed three rounds into the man’s chest. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Sergeant Fields asked, helping her up. 
 
    Perez grabbed the dead man’s pistol.  “Yes.  What the hell is going on?”  She shut the door and locked it.  She then edged up to the side of the window to look down onto the street.  She could see three men, and the body of the policeman lying on the sidewalk.  If there were any tenants around the residential building, they were in hiding for their safety.   
 
    “There are three more on the street.  Check his pockets,” she whispered, still watching the street.  “They look like they haven't touched the truck.” 
 
    “Good, we need to get to it and get the hell out of here,” he surmised, pulling a radio from the first victim and a spare magazine from the second.   
 
    “Do you have any other weapons?” Cotton asked, handing the extra magazine to Perez and taking a look at the street for himself.  He swallowed a large bucket of rage at seeing the dead American cop.  He knew he needed to check his emotion and think clearly if they wanted to make it out alive.  
 
    Perez ducked into one of the bedrooms and emerged with a civilian AR-15 and three magazines of ammunition.  “It doesn’t have full auto, but it’ll hold its own in a fire fight.” 
 
    Cotton smiled.  “Go, Air Force!” 
 
    “Aim High, right!”   
 
    “What about communications, my only radio is in the truck?” 
 
    “That sucks, what about the cell towers, do they work yet,” Perez asked, taking her phone out of her purse and trying to get them moving towards some sort of plan for survival.  “Nothing!  No bars, nothing!  But, I have an idea,” she offered.  “If we can get closer to the Pentagon, I bet we can pick up the Pentagon’s secure tower; it was never damaged during the EMP.” 
 
    “If we can get to the vehicle, I have a radio,” Cotton countered. 
 
    “But, its guarded, we need to shoot for a cell signal.” 
 
    “Okay, again, that might work,” he said, nodding at the logic.  “Or, we could just fuck the comms, fight our way back to the Humvee and muster back to the Pentagon.” 
 
    Perez opened her mouth to respond, when the radio crackled.  The voice was low and spoke in Russian. 
 
    “What’s he saying?  That’s Russian, right?” 
 
    She nodded, and then leaned in to listen to the transmission.  “He just asked Yuri,” Perez said, motioning to the dead man she took the radio from, “what's taking so long?” 
 
    “Good to know you speak Russian,” Cotton acknowledged, looking around.  “We need a plan, cause this ain’t cutting’ it!  I need either a way to fight or a way to evade.  I’ll take whatever you suggest.”  
 
    “We need to get out of this building, and bust ass back to the Pentagon, or at least acquire the secure tower,” she said after several attempts at moving the phone to different locations in the apartment.  “Those are our two options.  Damn, it!” 
 
    “What about the roof?” 
 
    “Yeah, the roof, that might work.” 
 
    The Russian radio double clicked. 
 
    Cotton stiffened up at the noise.  “That means they suspect something’s wrong, and they're coming up,” Cotton informed, moving towards the door. 
 
    “No, not the door, they’ll be in the stairwell.  Quick, out here,” Perez said, taking his hand and leading him towards another bedroom. 
 
    Perez opened a window along the alley wall and looked up and down.  “It’s the fire escape, they haven’t seen it yet.  Let’s go!” She started climbing up. 
 
    "Are you sure we shouldn't go down and evade?" 
 
    "No, I need to call this in, and the roof is our best chance," she whispered as loudly as she could. 
 
    "Got it," he said, following her out the window.  The stairs were rusty and didn't seem very stable.  He looked down between the metal slats, mindful that with every step, the entire structure squeaked and rattled.   Perez reached the top swiftly and threw her leg over the side of the building and onto the gravel roof.  She knelt, covering the rest of the roof with her civilian rifle as Cotton climbed over.  
 
    “Let’s get to the next roof,” Cotton whispered, and took point.  He moved to a bank of satellite dishes, and then waved her towards the other side of the roof.  They could hear voices in the alleyway float up from the fire escape. 
 
    Both Cotton and Perez leapt over the firewall separating the two roofs of the connected buildings, and headed towards the rooftop stairway of the second building.  They never heard the door open on Perez’s building rooftop stairway.   
 
    The first two shots ricocheted off of the brick surrounding the stairwell to the second building, and the third shattered the wooden doorframe just above Cotton’s head.  Cotton shot the handle to the door and kicked in the metal passageway as Perez returned fire across the rooftop. 
 
    “Get in,” Cotton yelled at her.  He took a shot as she dove in, pulling him along with her. 
 
    “Clear the stairs, I’m right behind you,” Cotton yelled, squeezing off several more rounds.  
 
    Perez moved down the stairs two at a time.  She slung her rifle over her shoulder and drew her pistol to arm’s length; letting it lead the way down.  Several of the brass casings from Cotton’s rounds pinged their way down the metal stairs past her, and that’s when she heard the voices at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    Cotton fired another burst and then slammed the door closed.  “Go!” he yelled, but she didn’t move.  She held her hand in a fist to stop him as he pulled up next to her, his rifle at the ready.  She put two fingers up and then pointed down the stairs.  He nodded and motioned to a door for the third floor.  She opened it quietly as he turned to back through, ready to cover their six.  Once through the door, he closed it and followed Perez as she tried each of the apartment doors.  They were all locked, and she looked back at him, her eyes wide as if to ask, ‘what do we do now?’ 
 
    “The window at the end,” he motioned.  She ran to the end of the hall as the voices in the stairwell increased in volume. 
 
    “There’s a fire escape,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Go,” he said, turning to run back towards the stairwell. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Just go,” he ordered from over his shoulder. 
 
    Perez stepped through the open window and crouched down, ready to fire on anyone in the hallway.  She watched Cotton go to the closest door next to the stairwell and break it open.  He ran in and then ten seconds later, he ran back out. 
 
    “I left them a cold trail.  Go!” he whispered as he climbed through the window. 
 
    Perez descended the stairs rapidly, her pistol at the ready the entire time.  She reached the ladder and pushed it down the last twelve feet just as the bullets started striking the structure around her.   
 
    “They didn’t bite!  Com’on!” she yelled to Cotton as she jumped on the ladder. 
 
    Cotton watched her descend the ladder and then fired off a long burst before jumping on himself.  Perez firing a few rounds, pinning their pursuers as Cotton jumped the last few feet and rolled across the ground, letting the move absorb his weight.   
 
    “That way!” he pointed.  
 
    Perez fired off one more round and then followed the soldier down the alleyway, towards his Humvee.  Seconds later they rounded the corner to the fate of the dead officer lying on the sidewalk in a pool of blood.  
 
    “Holy, shit.”  Cotton stopped long enough to process the needless murder.  “Get in!” 
 
    Perez dove head first into the open door of the Humvee.  Cotton was right behind her, diving into the driver’s seat.  “Take the .50 Cal!” he yelled. 
 
    Perez popped up through the gunners opening on the roof, and tried to remember how to operate a mounted machine gun.   
 
    “Just pull the trigger back, it’s hot!” Cotton yelled starting the Humvee, and putting it in gear just as their pursuers rounded the corner.  “Light 'em up!” 
 
    Perez felt the Humvee lurch forward and she fought to keep her balance as she rotated the mounted gun towards her targets.  She squeezing the trigger and tried to force the bullets to go where she wanted them to go, but it was too difficult.  It was like trying to hold onto the tail of a pissed off cheetah. 
 
    Cotton swerved to miss a stalled-out vehicle and then gunned the hummer; bullets bounced off of the green painted steel.  Perez ducked for cover.  
 
    "Try again," Cotton yelled, as he cut the vehicle to the left, slinging Perez to the right. 
 
    "Shit!  Okay!" 
 
    Perez climbed back up through the hole, grabbing the giant gun by the two handles for support.  She swung the gun to the rear and found the sighting and range that she was looking, but again, she missed.  
 
    “I missed!”  She yelled against the wind and noise of the vehicle.  “Just get us back to the Pentagon, A-SAP!”  
 
    “Copy, that!” he yelled back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We need fuel for the truck,” Penny said for the second time. 
 
    The man with the ranch rifle slowly stepped down the wooden boards of the farmhouse’s front steps.  Each step creaked with the story that can only be told by a structure that held five generations of the same family. 
 
    Lucy felt Weed’s grip loosen from her shoulder, as he needed the hand to work his rifle.  He had yet to raise the weapon, and Lucy took the advantage of not being restrained.  She edged forward, slowly inching towards Penny. 
 
    “I live on the other side of the lake; these guys have taken us as some sort of prisoners.  They’ll kill us if we don’t get the fuel, and they might kill you, too.”  She wasn’t threatening in her tone, she was more matter of fact.  For some reason, she felt very confident in her ability to handle the situation, even with her hands raised. 
 
    “They could try,” the man said, now less than fifteen feet from Penny; the rifle still pointed at her head. 
 
    Penny looked past the rifle and at the man holding the weapon.  He wasn’t so much a man as he was an older teenager, or at least someone in his young twenties.  His button-down short sleeved shirt was unbuttoned, hanging open and untucked; he was ripped. She raised her eyebrow at the sight, and thought that this could all play to her chess game of life and death. 
 
    “Hey,” it was Jack, he said, sliding out of the back of the vehicle and was closer to Lucy than he was to Penny, which was his plan.  
 
    Weed held his hand up to stop the boy from coming any closer, causing Jack to stop in his tracks.   
 
    “Aren’t you Dan Maddox?” Jack asked, looking at the guy with the ranch rifle pointed at Penny.  
 
    Both Penny and Lucy looked back at Jack.  He was nodding and seemed to be throwing caution to the wind as he moved. 
 
    Weed said something to Jack that he didn't understand, but the tone of the warning was clear. 
 
    “Get back,” Joseph ordered in English.  He briefly moved to bring his rifle up, but didn’t.  He was confused with what was going on; the situation was laced with nuances.  He felt culturally blunted, didn’t understand the chatter, and to him, it was spinning out of his control.  He needed to get all of the children back into the vehicle, get the fuel and leave. Again, he had let the girl manipulate the situation.  He needed to take control.  
 
    “The Alabama quarterback,” Jack insisted, disregarding the warnings from both Number Two and Joseph.  “You know, national champions and MVP,” he said as if Penny should know what he was saying.  “That’s you, isn't it?” 
 
    “Okay, how does that help?” Penny asked, shrugging at Jack.   She turned back to the man holding the rifle. “Are you who he’s talking about?”   Her eyes drifted back down to his six-pack as he flexed, and then she slowly realized that the boy was right. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me, but you’re still not stealing our diesel fuel.” 
 
    “Figures,” Penny said, her tone snide.  She knew she didn’t have much more time until Joseph or Weed lost it, taking matters into their own hands. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the quarterback asked. 
 
    “Well, my dad played for Georgia back in his day, and he’d find a way to help you if you needed it.  That’s how we roll in Georgia,” she said, thinking that this was a weak play.  Insulting the guy with the gun, was not strategic, it was desperate. 
 
    Penny saw the muscles on Maddox’s cheek seem to relax and his eyebrows moved towards each other as if he had just puzzled the situation out. She also saw the corner of his mouth turn up.  She squinted at him, and he winked at her as he lowered the rifle a few inches. 
 
    “You can have ten gallons,” he said, waiting on a reaction. 
 
    Weed seemed to know enough English to know that ten gallons wasn’t that much.   He decided that it was time to take matters into his own hands, and raised his rifle with speed.  In his mind, there would be no negotiations. 
 
    With the instincts of an elite college level MVP quarterback, Maddox read the defense and pivoted his rifle to his left; he was quicker than Weed.  With less than a second passing, Maddox squeezed the trigger at the threat and cocked the rifle in the time it took him to pivot to put Joseph back in his sights.   
 
    Jack was on top of Weed the instant he hit the ground.  He wrestled the rifle away from him, but not before pelting the man with two or three punches to the stomach; not that he needed to.  Weed was dead within seconds of hitting the ground.   
 
    Lucy ran towards her brother, and a bullet ricocheted off the ground in front of Joseph; the shot coming from the upstairs window.  He froze with indecision and sudden fear.  After seeing what had happened to his comrade, he quickly rethought his position.  He needed another hostage. 
 
    Another bullet hit the ground in front of Joseph, and instead of making him surrender; it forced him to lunge for Penny.   
 
    Penny had been statue still during the five seconds of chaos, but just because she was standing still didn’t mean that she wasn’t processing everything that was happening around her.  She sensed Joseph’s desperate lunge towards her, and her own training kicked in.  With several years of martial arts at her disposal, she ducked away from his off-balance attack, grabbed his free arm, and tossed him over her back.  She never let go of the arm, feeling every tendon in his appendage strain to the point of snapping like rubber bands.  Once he hit the ground, she brought her foot up to his neck and applied pressure while still holding the arm high in the air.   
 
    She so wanted to say, ‘check and mate,’ but that would have been cheesy.  
 
    Maddox kicked the rifle out of Joseph’s hand, and frisked him for any other weapons before looking at the girl that just took the soldier down. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I made the right decision?  I mean trying to figure out what the hell you all were trying to do, and then shooting him and all.” 
 
    “Yup, you did.  These are the assholes that invaded our country.  Don’t feel bad about it.” 
 
    “This one’s dead,” Jack informed, slinging Weed’s rifle over his shoulder.  He handed the soldier’s handgun to his sister and picked up Joseph’s rifle.  “Here you go,” he said, handing it to Penny.  She still had her boot on Joseph’s neck and his arm bent backwards. 
 
    “Can I help, or are you just going to pull his arm off?” Maddox asked, not really trying for humor. 
 
    Penny looked back down at Joseph.  She really wanted to rip his arm off, but relented, and handed the wrist over to Maddox.  The quarterback took the arm and wrenched it behind the man, lifted him to his feet.  “I think I have some rope with your name on it,” he said, pushing him towards the house. 
 
    “Zip ties work better,” Penny said.  “Use two on his wrists and two on his ankles.”  Maddox stopped walking and looked back at her.  “Or, you could just use rope,” she said shrugging and strode towards the Humvee. 
 
    “Do you think you can get the radios working?” Penny asked Lucy. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  I could have done it the whole time, but, like hell was I going to!”
“Good thinking. Okay, get to it, we need to call my dad.” 
 
    “Sure,” Lucy said, “but can I go pee first?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cotton floored the Humvee, putting the vehicle through violent turns in an attempt to get himself and Perez further away from the carnage surrounding her apartment, and back to the Pentagon.    
 
    “I think you can come back in,” Cotton yelled back to Perez.  She was still standing in the roof-mounted gun turret. 
 
    “You sure,” she yelled over the rushing wind.  She swung the gun towards anything that moved. 
 
    “Yeah, get in here.” 
 
    Perez secured the large weapon and climbed back into the Humvee, taking the other front seat and securing herself in with the military grade restraining harness.  
 
    “Who the hell were those guys, and what did they want with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  She didn’t have a clue.  But, she suspected that it had something to do with the Russian intelligence the Admiral was talking about. 
 
    “What do you think they wanted you for?” he asked again. 
 
    She looked at him, ready to say something, and was the instant she saw the speeding truck as it T-boned them on the driver’s side. 
 
    The impact flipped the Humvee three times, sending the tumbling vehicle onto the opposite sidewalk and slamming into the side of a marble building.  Coming to rest on its side, the two of the four wheels hung in the air, their spinning momentum still in motion. 
 
    Cotton shook his head back and forth, trying to focus his eyes, but he was having trouble.  All he could see was blurry, and his ears rang.  He had no idea what was happening.  He could feel someone shaking his sleeve, but he didn’t know why. 
 
    Perez tugged at Cotton’s right arm, trying to pull him out from under the dashboard.  He had not been wearing the driver restraining harness.  She had one foot on the steering column of the truck, using it as leverage as she pulled.  “Cotton, let’s go!” she looked out of the window and could see men climbing out of the truck that just hit them; they were armed, and spoke in Russian.  “Now, soldier!” she ordered through gritted teeth. 
 
    Cotton’s vision was returning, and the ringing in his ears was waning.  He could hear a woman’s voice, but he still didn’t know who, what or why.  He tried to push himself up out the position he was in, and felt the hands on his sleeve help him as he did.   
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” Perez breathed.  The Russian men were less than ten yards away, approaching cautiously, guns drawn and ready to fire.  And that’s when she saw the grenade sitting on the opposite floorboard.  She leapt for the explosive and spun around to stick her arm out of the window.  She reached for the pin… 
 
    “Don’t move!” one of the men said in English, he pointed his AK-47 directly at her head.  She lowered her hands below the window line of the Humvee and dropped the grenade into the large pocket of her ACUs pants; and put her hands up.  The second Russian swung around to the side of the car and yanked her out.  He then pulled the soldier out of the wreckage, standing him up next to Perez.  Cotton was having a hard time standing, and he leaned on Perez. 
 
    “Who are you?” Perez asked, as her hands were pulled behind her and bound with a zip tie.  “What do you want with us?” 
 
    The Russian holding the gun on them responded.  “We need your access,” the man revealed with a tight smile.  “And, I don’t want you both, just you, Senior Airman Perez.”  He turned the gun and pointed directly at Cotton’s head. 
 
    “No!” she yelled.  “He works with me, he has different levels of clearance than I do!  Please!” 
 
    The Russian seemed to consider the plea, finally saying something in Russian to the second man.  The second man then bound Cotton’s arms behind him.  “You don’t lie well, but, fine,” he said to Perez in English.  “We will take you both.  Put them in the truck,” he ordered. 
 
    Cotton and Perez were roughly tossed into the back of a waiting panel truck.  Perez landed on the hardwood floor and rotated so that she was sitting up.  The rear door was rolled closed and an interior light activated.  Cotton was in bad shape, and simply stayed on the floor, face down.  Perez thought he might be unconscious again. 
 
    “Cotton!  Cotton,” she whispered.  “Cotton!” 
 
    The soldier lifted his head, shaking the fog from his brain.  He looked at Perez.  “Where are we?” 
 
    “I don’t know, truck of some sort.” 
 
    The truck started moving, and Cotton painfully rolled towards Perez with the first turn the truck took to give him extra momentum.  She leaned into him, letting him use her body to pull himself up to a sitting position. 
 
    “What hurts?” she asked. 
 
    “I think my gear absorbed most of it, except for a sharp blow to the head,” he admitted, blinking a few times.  “What about you?  Are you hurt?” 
 
    She let the corners of her mouth turn up in a feeble attempt at a smile.  “I’m fine,” she disclosed, knowing that she would feel every bump, cut and bruise later.  That’s if we live that long, she thought. 
 
    “Where do you think they’re taking us?” Cotton whispered. 
 
    The truck took another turn and accelerated. 
 
    “I don’t know, they said something about needing me for access.” 
 
    “Access to what?  What do you do, anyway?” 
 
    “I work for the JCS.” 
 
    “You actually work for the Joint Chiefs of Staff?” Cotton asked, impressed.  “That explains why you got an escort home.” 
 
    “That might also explain why they want me for access.” 
 
    “What do you do for them, the JCS I mean?” 
 
    “As part of the DOD’s functional plan, I’m a senior analyst, and handle the line of communications within a region.” 
 
    Cotton raised his eyebrows.  “That sounds important, and valuable to whoever the hell those guys are.  Do you still have your cell phone?” 
 
    Perez’s eyes lit up.  “Yeah, I think.  They didn’t frisk us that well.  I can’t tell with my hands tied behind my back, but,” she rotated towards him.  “I think it’s in my left breast pocket, see if you can get it?” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” he said, not moving to reach for the phone. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have a lose nail in the floor where I’m sitting.”  There was a snap noise, and Cotton brought his hands around to his front.  He reached for her breast pocket and pulled out the phone.  “Now you,” he said sliding away from the nail so that she could work on the zip ties. 
 
    “There’s no signal,” he said trying to get the phone to acquire a cell tower. “We must be moving away from the Pentagon.”   
 
    There was another loud snap, and Perez’s hands were free.  “Here,” she reached for the phone and thumbed the screen a few times.  “I have an app.” 
 
    “You have an app for when you are kidnapped by Russians after a nuclear strike on the country?” 
 
    “No, just one for emergency communications with the JCS.”  She toggled the app and started typing.  She finished just as the truck turned, came to a stop and the engine turned off. 
 
    “Give me your hands,” Cotton said, producing a set of zip ties from a pocket on his ACUs. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just do it, we’re out gunned, we need to be smart!”  His head was killing him, and he was using everything that he could muster to keep his concentration under pressure. 
 
    Perez reluctantly turned around and let Cotton put the plastic strap around her wrist. 
 
    “I’m keeping them loose,” he said, quickly fumbling with his own zip tie as the rear door of the truck rolled up. 
 
    “Ah, soldier boy is awake, too bad, I thought we killed you,” one of the men said, his Russian accident light on his tongue.  “Get them inside,” he ordered. 
 
    Two men jumped up into the back of the panel truck and lifted the prisoners up by their bound hands and pushed them to the edge of the truck; where they jumped down. 
 
    Cotton took in his surroundings.  They seemed to be in an industrial area, and he could smell the river.  Factoring in the duration of the ride in the truck, he assumed that they were within a few miles of the Pentagon.  He absorbed a tuff shove to the back and moved forward.  He looked over at Perez, and she at him.  I hope she got the text off, he thought. 
 
    I hope we make it out of this alive, she thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha sat on the bench next to the old oak tree and cried.  The guy on the other end of the radio, Dukes, said he was a friend of Birmingham Bob, and that he could help.  She looked at the covered body of Father Jeff, still lying on the ground, and another set of tears rolled over her cheeks. 
 
    “Oh, God, I need it.  I need help.”  She looked up through the shady light cast by the leaves of the oak.  She wanted to see God.  She wanted comfort from her maker.  She wanted help.  “Please, please, please make this all stop,” she begged. 
 
    A warm gentle breeze swirled around the building, rustling the leaves and cooling her tear stained cheeks.  She felt her stomach tighten a little as a nervous kind of laugh snort filled her.  She looked up and smiled at the dancing light through the leaves.  The breeze blew harder, and she wiped the tears away as the radio crackled.  She would take reassurance any way that she could get it. 
 
    “Dukes, this is Penny, broadcasting in the blind, over.” 
 
    Tasha looked at the radio sitting on the picnic table with anticipation of hearing an answer.  But none came. 
 
    “Dukes, this is Penny, broadcasting in the blind.  We are okay, over.” 
 
    Again, she waited, but Dukes never responded.  She picked up the radio. 
 
    “Penny, my name is Tasha, I just spoke to Dukes a few minutes ago, over.”  She released the microphone, not knowing what to expect. 
 
    “Tasha, this is Penny, I’m his daughter.  Do you know where he is?  Over” 
 
    “Yeah, well, kind of.  He didn’t want to tell me exactly.  You couldn’t hear us talking just a minute ago?”  She was confused. 
 
    “That’s a negative.  Where are you?  Are you okay?  Over.” 
 
    Tasha thought about that for a minute before answering.  There was a reason that Dukes didn’t want to give his location, and she thought she now understood; anyone could be listening to the radio conversation.  Even the enemy. 
 
    “I’m at a church at some small area called Wolf Creek.  I think it’s somewhere between Birmingham and Talladega.  I think.   And, yeah, I’m okay, but the guy,” a lump filled her throat, and the pressure of more tears pushed at the rims of her eyes.  “The guy, Mr. David, he’s the one I’m traveling with.  The helicopters shot him.  He’s hurt, oh God, he’s hurt so badly,” she sniffed again.  “I just really need someone to help me. Over.”  The desperation was thick in her voice, and at this point, she didn’t care who heard her, or who responded.  She had reached the end of her rope, and she just needed help; the warm breeze wasn't enough. 
 
    There was a long pause before anyone spoke. 
 
    “Tasha, this is Dukes, we can hear your side of the conversation with Penny, but we can’t hear her.  We will get you help, but first, did she say she was okay?  Is everyone on her team okay?  Please ask her.  Over.”  A sense of apprehensive glee was evident in his voice. 
 
    With a reservoir of will power and strength to fight past her breaking point, and with the knowledge that Dukes said he would help, Tasha nodded her head to herself, and keyed the microphone. 
 
    “Penny, this is Tasha, I am talking with Dukes.  He can hear me, but he can’t hear you.  He wants to know if everyone in your party is okay?  Over.”   
 
    “Yes!  Yes!  Yes!  Tell him, yes, we’re okay.  Ask him what we should do?  Over.”  The sense of relief and joy in the girl’s voice was overwhelming.   
 
    “Dukes, this is Tasha.  They’re all okay, and she wants to know what to do.  Over.”  She released the microphone, and spoke to the wind.  “And so, do I.” 
 
      
 
    For the first time in hours, Clark relaxed in the passenger seat.  He felt Emma’s arms wraparound him and Dukes from the back seat with the good news.  They all laughed.  Even Shaw smiled at the sense of good news filling the vehicle. 
 
    “Tasha, this is Dukes, I’m pretty sure I know where you are, but I don't know Penny’s location, can you ask her?  Over.” 
 
      
 
    Penny waited for a response from Tasha, a smile went from ear to ear as she watched Maddox, the strapping good-looking star quarterback, pump diesel fuel into the Hummer.  He caught her looking at him and smiled back.  She was caught, but the crackling of the radio saved her, and she turned away so that she could focus. 
 
    “Penny, this is Tasha, Dukes is very excited that y’all are okay.  He wants to know where you are?  Over.” 
 
    Penny looked back at Maddox.  “Hey, Alabama, where are we, anyway?” 
 
    Maddox raised an eyebrow at being called, ‘Alabama.’  He stopped pumping fuel and walked over to Penny.  
 
    Penny tucked her smile in and stood up a little bit, apparently it was time to be serious.  She repeated her question, this time leaving off the state name title.  “So, where are we?” 
 
    “This is my family farm, we’re between Sylacauga and Talladega.   On the other side of that mountain is the highway that connects the two.  I can give you an address, but most people just use the mountain as the guide.  Our family owns the entire thing.”  
 
    “Oh, good to know,” she said with raised eyebrow.  She now knew why her father couldn’t hear her; they had traveled a lot further than she thought.  She keyed the microphone to the radio, but Maddox interrupted her and she released the button. 
 
    “But, don't use my name on the radio, if you don't mind.  You know what I mean, right?” 
 
    She did know what he meant, in a new world of open communication, where anyone could be listening, including the enemy, it was best to keep a low profile.  Besides his name meant something in a state that lives and dies by college football. 
 
    “But, where that girl, Tasha, is broadcasting from,” he said.  “It’s not that far from here.  And, since she’s already…” 
 
    “Revealed her position, good thinking, quarterback,” she said, cutting him off and giving him a small smile.  “We can all meet there.” 
 
     “Tasha, this is Penny.  Tell Bob that there is an obstacle in the way, and that’s why we can’t hear each other.  Also tell him that you’re close to us, and we’ll meet him at your location.  Over.” 
 
      
 
    Dukes, Clark, Emma, and Shaw listened to Tasha relay the information from Penny.   
 
    After Dukes acknowledged the plan, he felt the gentle touch of Emma’s hand on his right shoulder.  “Can I use the radio to speak to her?” 
 
    “You mean Tasha?  Sure,” he said, handing the tethered microphone back to her.  She sat back, stretching the thick black spiraling cord straight. 
 
    “Tasha, my name is Emma, I’m with Dukes.  I’m a nurse, and you told us that someone was hurt, shot actually.  I can help you before we get there, but I need you tell me what happened and what’s his condition?  Over.”  She looked over to Shaw, and raised an eyebrow.  
 
      
 
    Tasha’s nodded, listening to the radio transmission.  She never thought to ask if Emma was actually with Dukes, she just trusted it to be the case.  She pressed the button on her own microphone and began sharing the story. 
 
    “We were packing to leave, I really didn’t want to leave, you know, but Mr. David did.  We weren’t fighting about it or anything; we were both just going on feeling.  You know, since everything has happened, I don’t think anyone really knows where they’re going.”  Tasha could sense others listening to her story.  People with radios, scared, alone, attacked.  This was news to them, this was real, and this was what the new reality had become for people in the region. 
 
      
 
    Dan Maddox finished pumping the fuel and joined the others gathered around the radio.  The young girl’s voice on the radio was haunting and alluring all at the same time.  Her story could be any one of theirs if not but for faith or luck. 
 
    Dan’s younger sister, the one with the rifle from the upstairs window, joined them as the only other occupant of the house. She smiled at the others, and they smiled back; but no one spoke.  It was the voice on the radio that kept them silent. 
 
      
 
    “The helicopters came so fast that we really didn’t have time to react,” Tasha continued.  “That’s what caught us.  They were fast, like a hawk or a falcon swooping from a high branch ready to land on a field mouse.  We were out in the open, really not that far from the church, and that’s where we froze.  In an instant, the distance from where we were, and safety seemed like miles.”  She released the microphone and took a breath.  The warm breeze still flowed around her, and she felt better releasing her story, her memories and her emotions from the walls of her soul.   
 
    She pressed the button again and began to speak.  “The next few seconds seemed to happen so quickly, but they were also like they were happening in slow motion, or if I was watching it at the movies.  If you know what I mean?”  She didn’t release the microphone button, casting the question into the rhetorical bucket.  “Either Father Jeff or Mr. David saw them first and yelled…” 
 
      
 
    Jack and Lucy were listening to the broadcast with the same attention as everyone else.  Tasha’s voice was hollow, yet full of color and detail.  She had experienced pain like they had while in Atlanta.  Was this what America was turning into?  A nation of hollow parentless children? 
 
    Lucy put her hand on Jack’s arm at the mention of ‘Mr. David and Father Jeff,’ in the same sentence.  They both looked at each other.  Neither one wanted to put too much hope in what they had just heard. 
 
    “It can’t be the same,” Jack whispered to his sister, and dismissing the possibility of hope.  “Dad would have been at the river, that’s the bug out location,” he tried to reassure her, as well as himself.  “He had to be.” 
 
    “But, what if he didn’t make it out, out of Birmingham I mean,” she offered, wanting to find any thread to stitch her hopes to. 
 
    “He had to, that’s our only hope of finding him.  Remember what the colonel said back at Dukes’ farm?  Birmingham was attacked, they had airplanes crash in the downtown area.” 
 
    “We don't live downtown.” 
 
    “We live close enough.” 
 
    “So, you think he’s dead, and you haven't thought to share that with me?” 
 
    Penny looked at the brother and sister; their voices were beginning to drown out Tasha’s on the radio. 
 
    “What river was your house on?” It was Dan Maddox’s sister; she had yet to be formally introduced to the group.  “I’m Deb, his sister,” she offered. 
 
    The brother and sister stopped their bickering and looked at her.   
 
    “I’m Jack.” 
 
    “Lucy.” 
 
    Deb nodded.  “Sure, so what river was your bug out location on?” 
 
    “The Coosa, about five miles upriver from the highway.  Why?” Jack answered. 
 
    Deb, who looked about Jack’s age, took a deep breath, a troubled look etched across her face.  She looked over at her brother, and he nodded at her as if to say that it was ‘okay’ to spill some sort of secret information.  
 
    “Why did you want to know?” Jack asked for a second time.  An ounce of worry that he might be right about his father’s demise crept into his voice. 
 
     “They, the helicopters or some drone, took out the damn up river from your dad’s house.  Everything down to I-20 was destroyed in the flood.  I really hope your father wasn’t there when it happened.”  She turned to look out over the pasture, as if she too was looking for someone. 
 
    Lucy reached for Jack’s hand and squeezed.  This was the closest she had felt to despair since everything had started. 
 
    “Let’s listen to what Tasha has to say, she seems to know a lot, we can ask her.  Okay?” Jack said, turning to denial first.  He tried to put on a mask of encouragement for his sister, but with the news of the damn break, and Birmingham having airplanes hit downtown, he felt sick with the fear that his father was gone.  Information from Tasha was the only thread of hope that he had left to cling on to.  
 
      
 
    “I never saw the men, they shoved me towards the church and I ran.”  Tasha’s voice was like a siren song of pain and despair, drawing in hundreds of people from around the region that were monitoring their radios.   
 
    “Now that I can feel,” she half laughed at the fact that she felt she could actually feel.  “I know that wood splinters are spread all over my body from where the bullets punctured the walls as I ran down the hall.  I even have a bullet hole through the side of my shirt, but I have no idea how the bullet didn't hit me.”  She sighed heavily without releasing the microphone. “Everything seemed to explode all around me.  These were bullets fired from grown men at a defenseless girl from a hundred feet above the ground.  How is that,” Tasha released the microphone again and looked at the wounds along her body.  She didn’t know where her own blood began and that of David’s or Jeff’s ended.  She said that she could feel, but it would take a long time to actually ‘feel’ what had happened to her. 
 
    “David and Jeff had built a place for us to hide.  It was kind of like our tornado shelter against the evils of war.  Anyway, I made it to the shelter and hid there, in the middle of the church, until the shooting stopped and the sounds were gone.  I have never prayed as hard as I did in those minutes.  I know there’s no way that God wants his children to suffer, it’s man that causes such things.” 
 
    She released the microphone again as she shored herself up to tell the rest of the story.  She was supposed to be telling Emma about how David got hurt so that she could help, but telling this story was her own form of first aid for herself.  With a deep draw of the warm air that circulated around her, she pressed the button again.   
 
    “I should have come out earlier, I knew I should have.  I’m trying not to blame myself, because I didn’t, but,” her voice cracked with emotion.  “I…I might could have done something to save him.”  She released the button again and looked at the plastic tarp that now covering the dead priest.  The tarp flapped in the same warm breeze that seemed to embrace her and give her strength.  She pressed the button again to tell everyone about the final seconds of a sheriff deputy who was better at being a priest. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt sickened at the description of the dead man.  She was more horrified that this young girl had to witness such terror.  Her hand covered her mouth as her other hand rested on Clark’s shoulder.  He had his hand on hers for comfort, ignoring his own tears. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. David is still alive,” Tasha continued.  “After Birmingham Bob was killed by the same helicopters, his sons, Joshua and Adam, came to help me as best as they could before they had to bury their own father.”  She paused.  “Mr. David is all that I have left now.  My own father and mother were killed when the planes crashed in downtown on the first day.  He has taken me in because he’s caring; I don't know why, other than he’s a caring man.”  She sniffed at the thought of possibly loosing another person close to her.  “He’s a good man to me, even though he has every right to be bitter.  I mean, after he lost his own kids in Atlanta during the bombing.  I don't know, maybe he wants to die so that he can see them?   But, but I don't want that.  He’s the only father I have left.  Emma, if you’re a nurse, then you have to come help me save his life.  Over.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “See!  See!  It’s him, Jack!  That’s our dad!” Lucy said, pointing at the radio.  “It has to be!”  Tears of excitement sprang from her eyes as hope filled her. 
 
    Jack nodded that it could be true; his father might actually still be alive.  He noticed that everyone was looking at him.  “We need to get there, now!  Can I talk to her?” he asked Penny. 
 
    She handed him the microphone and stepped away from the open door of the vehicle.  “Just don't give away our position.  Okay?” 
 
    He nodded and cleared his throat before keying the microphone and speaking.  “Ah, Tasha, this is Jack, I’m with Penny.  This might sound a little weird, but what is Mr. David’s last name?  Over.”  He released the microphone, sending the question across the airwaves for all to hear. 
 
    Tasha heard the question, and it threw her off for a second.  In that instant, she realized that she didn’t actually know, or remember David’s last name.  Mentally, she beat herself up for not remembering.  David had done so much for her over the last few days that she was sure that she would still be wondering the neighborhood where he found her. 
 
    “Jack, I don’t know,” she said, her voice soft.  But something inside of her head told her to stop, and think about the situation. She had not released the button of the microphone, when she said Jack’s name again.  “Jack?”  She released the microphone, knowing that his name was supposed to mean something to her. 
 
    “Tasha, this is Jack.  Do you,” he paused.  “Do you know his last name?  Over” 
 
    Tasha licked her lips, tasting salt, blood and dirt.  The warm breeze blew around her, and seemed to whisper in her ear.  She didn’t believe in coincidences, but she did believe in God, and she knew that she was supposed to be right here, right now, for a reason. The breeze gave her hope and purpose.  She keyed the microphone. 
 
    “Jack, this is Tasha.  Do…do you have a sister named Lucy?  Over” 
 
    Tasha, and everyone listening could hear the screams of joy surrounding Jack’s voice as he yelled, “Yes!  Yes!  Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Emma asked Clark.  “Did she just?” 
 
    “I think so,” he said cutting her off.   
 
    She reached for the microphone.  “Tasha, this is Emma, are you saying that Mr. David is Jack and Lucy’s father?  Over.”  She was wide eyed and couldn’t keep her mouth shut.  “What are the odds?” she asked, slapping Clark’s shoulder. 
 
    “Pretty flipping slim to none,” he responded, holding onto the fractional hope that it was true. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, this is Tasha, I don’t know.  Over.” 
 
      
 
    Forgetting that all three parties couldn't hear each other, Jack chimed in.  “Tasha, that’s got to be our dad.  For God’s sake do what you can to keep him alive, we’re headed your way.  Over.”  He looked at Penny, as if to ask if she needed any other motivation to get the Humvee moving in the direction of their father. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get us all there,” Penny said, looking at the Humvee. 
 
    “What about your Chinese friend?” Maddox asked Penny.  “You’re not going to leave us with the responsibility of watching over him, are you?”  He tossed a thumb to the tied-up man sitting a few feet behind the vehicle.  She followed the direction he was pointing, and a wave a heat went up her spine. 
 
    “Where is he?” she reacted by unslinging her rifle, causing a panic to expand through their small group. 
 
    “I’m right here,” Joseph said, stepping out from around the back of the vehicle.  He had one of his arms tightly around Dan Maddox’s little sister, Deb, and a knife to the side of her skull.   
 
    “Let her go,” Maddox said, his tone stern, but he had yet to raise his weapon. 
 
    “Back away from the vehicle,” Joseph countered, and made a threatening move with the knife.  “I will kill her, do not tempt me any further,” he said, reiterating his determinedness. “I am finished playing your games,” he looked at Penny.  “I am in control.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Maddox said, raising his hands and showing his open palms. “You’re in control,” he agreed, backing towards the house.  He motioned the others to do the same.  Penny, Jack and Lucy all followed his lead. 
 
    “I can shoot him,” Penny whispered, her rifle was raised, but tilted just below level.  She had trained on rising, finding the target and shooting dozens of times with her father.  But, this would be the first time that she would attempt it with another person in the way. 
 
    “No,” Maddox hissed. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No!  Just back away.” 
 
    “We can’t let them leave!” Lucy pleaded.  No one responded to her, the scene had to play out. 
 
    Joseph watched the four back to halfway between the front porch of the farmhouse and the vehicle.  Satisfied that they were far enough away, he pulled back on Deb’s neck and drug her around the Humvee.  With as much speed as he could muster, he shoved her in the back seat, closed the door, and jumped into the driver’s seat. 
 
    Dan Maddox made a move to rush the vehicle before it could move.  Using athletic skills honed by a lifetime of playing ball and working on a farm, he closed the distance in a few strides and yanked on the rear door handle.  It was locked from the inside; something that Joseph had learned earlier.  Maddox banged on the window, as the giant diesel engine’s turbo whined and the wheels responded in kind.  His pounding didn’t even register as thuds on the inside of the armored vehicle.   
 
    Deb was screaming, but Dan couldn’t hear her. 
 
    “Open the door!” he yelled.  “The lock!”   
 
    She pulled at the door handle with frantic fear consuming her more and more with each failed pull, but nothing happened.  The vehicle moved faster and faster, and Dan jumped onto the back, trying to hold on. 
 
    Penny tracked the hummer with the iron sites of her rifle.  She could hit moving targets, but didn’t know what Maddox would do in a vain last-ditch effort.  With little time left to do anything, she released her breath and let loose two rounds to puncture the tires.  She didn’t think it would work, and it didn’t.  Both rounds bounced off of the puncture proof tires and into the steel wheel well.  She watched Dan, finally thrown from the vehicle, roll across the grass ditch along the side of the farm’s dirt driveway.  She ran towards him. 
 
    Within the turn of two minutes the group had lost the vehicle, several weapons, the radio and worst of all, Deb Maddox.  Penny reset her chessboard; this was a new game, and the stakes had changed. 
 
    Dan Maddox climbed out of the grass ditch, accepting Penny’s hand to pull him the last few feet.  They both watched the Humvee drive out of sight with his sister.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice was humble, but her insides told her that she would get used to saying how sorry she was with every day that this war continued.   
 
    “What do I do now?  How do I get her back?” he asked, never taking his eyes off of the cloud of dust being created in the wake of the speeding truck. 
 
    “We’ll get her back.” 
 
    “My parents haven’t come back since this started. I can’t lose her; she’s all the family I have left.” 
 
    “We’ll get her back,” Penny repeated, fighting back the urge to say, ‘next time, use zip ties!’  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their captors finally searched both Airman Nina Perez and Sergeant Cotton Fields for weapons; taking the grenade and her cell phone.  With little ceremony, the guard took a knife and split the cellphone open to remove the battery.  Perez was pretty sure that her distress message did not transmit. 
 
    With new zip ties added to the ones Cotton had put on, they were both thrown into a small room with metal walls and a wooden floor.  Perez thought that it looked like the inside of a shipping container, and that thought scared her.  
 
    “I don’t understand who or what these guys are?” Cotton asked in a whisper.  “What do they want with us?”  His head throbbed with each word he spoke.  Even the brightness from the single light bulb was enough to drive daggers through his eyes.   
 
    “We’ve been getting reports that the Russians have been scrambling their Navy into the north Atlantic ever since the Chinese attacked us.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s cheerful news,” Cotton said, his head resting on his knees. 
 
    “I don’t know, they’ve obviously got something in mind, or they wouldn’t need to kidnap a JCS analysts.  Someone’s here,” she hushed her voice. 
 
    The mechanism on the watertight metal doors exercised, releasing the lock, and allowing one of the doors to swing open.  Two men stepped in; one was huge, dressed in camouflage pants and a black tee shirt.  The other was smaller, and exceeding well dressed.  He sported blue pants and a matching jacket.  His pressed button down white shirt was open at the collar, exposing a well-tanned and smooth chest.  
 
    The large Russian man closed the door behind the suit, and leaned his back against the frame.  The man in the suit moved to the table in the middle of the room and casually leaned against the top, as if they were about to chat about the weather. 
 
    “What do you want with us?” Cotton asked, as Perez helped him stand.  
 
    The well-dressed man seemed to study the two, not voicing an answer. “My name is Victor Poluski, I am the Deputy Ambassador from Russia, and you are going to get us access to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”   
 
    Cotton and Perez exchanged looks without speaking. 
 
    Poluski removed a cigarette from his shirt pocket and lit it, holding the smoke in his lungs longer than normal.  He smiled as he released the smoke, and said something in Russian to the big man guarding the door.  They both nodded. 
 
    “This is all about the Russian Navy, isn’t it?” Perez fished. 
 
    Poluski took another drag on the cigarette.  “You see Alexi, she is the right one.  She has a sharp analytical mind.  I told you as much.” 
 
    Cotton looked over at her, his eyebrows raised.  “Are you Russian?” 
 
    Perez opened her mouth to answer, but Poluski cut her off, choosing to answer the question for her. 
 
    “Her mother was from Venezuela, and her father was an executive with the Russian State Energy.  His job was to explore new energy ventures for the Fatherland.  Which lead him to Venezuela, and then to her mother; who convinced him that they should defect to the United States.” 
 
     Perez didn’t move an inch; neither confirming nor denying the story of her heritage. 
 
    “Budete li vy pomoch' nam?” Poluski, asked her, speaking in Russian. 
 
    Perez swallowed hard before answering.  “Da.” 
 
    “What did he ask you?” Cotton asked. 
 
    “He asked if we would help him save his country.” 
 
    “Wow, well we kind of have our own flippin’ country to save, you know!” Cotton growled.   
 
    Poluski listened to the sarcasm.  “I understand your reluctance.  You have loyalty to your Motherland, as do I to our Fatherland.  But, if things go the way I think they are going, then the father and the mother will have one hell of a fight.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Fields shrugged, his mind hurt.  “So, what do you want with us?” 
 
    “Ah, I thought it would finally come around to that questions.  It’s simple Sergeant Fields; I need your help.  Well, not really you,” he pivoted his eyes to Perez.  “You see, the Airman has some special skills, access and ability that we think will help the cause.” 
 
   
 
  

 “What if I don’t want to help you,” Perez stated, her emotion cool. 
 
    Poluski looked back at Alexi, who flexed his massive crossed arm.  “Do as we say, and Sergeant Fields will keep all of his body parts intact,” Poluski threatened behind a beautiful full smile. 
 
    The silence that then filled the small area was as thick; like the smoke that floated around the dangling light bulb.   
 
    “How do I know I can trust you?”  Perez asked, knowing that her options were limited. 
 
    Poluski took a last drag off the cigarette, tossed it to the floor and ground it out with the heel of his nice leather shoes.  “You don’t,” he said, making a motioned for Alexi to do something.  The guard moved towards Cotton, and he tensed up, expecting a blow from the Russian strong man. 
 
    “Relax, soldier man, and turn around.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Cotton did as he was told, and Alexi produced a knife.  Before Perez could even move, Alexi had cut the plastic binds from Cotton’s wrists.  
 
    “Vy ryadom,” he said to Perez, and she too turned around to have the binds cut off. 
 
    “So, what is it that I’m supposed to do?  It’s not like I can waltz into the Pentagon and start digging around for information to give you.” 
 
    “Oh, Airman, we already have most of the information that we need.” 
 
    “So, what then?  What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “We need you to locate someone for us?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “One of our assets.  We believe that she is operating in the scope of the region that is your responsibility.” 
 
    “You mean the southeast United States?  There are millions of people in the region, and I…” 
 
    “We have credible data that shows that our asset is loosely associated with the missions you have been running.  Remember, if the Chinese were able to listen in on your conversations with your very fortunate friend, Specialist Clark, then, so were we.” 
 
    It was the data leak; the one piece of communications protocol that she had missed.  Her mistake had served as a siren call to their enemies.  Fuck!  She scolded herself.  
 
    “We need you to locate and activate the asset.” 
 
    “I will not put American lives in danger to do your dirty work,” she said, coolly. 
 
    “I won’t either,” Fields added. 
 
    Poluski snickered.  “Don’t think you are not expendable, either of you,” he threatened, and then changed tactics.  “I promise that you will not be putting American lives in danger.  If anything, you will be saving millions.” 
 
    Perez nodded, taking everything in before asking her next question.  “So, who am I activating?” 
 
    “One of the daughters of our Fatherland, Leah Burrows.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Dukes, Miss Emma, they aren’t calling me back!  I don’t know what happened to them,” Tasha radioed.  She felt like one of her lifelines had suddenly been cut. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to get there, now!” Clark said, speaking the obvious for the four in the truck. 
 
    “Copy that,” Dukes said.  He was already flinging them around the truck as he sped along the firebreak roads connecting the backwoods of rural Alabama.  “Get on the horn and see if anyone out there can reach them.  I’m not losing my daughter, again!” 
 
    “Heard,” Clark said, keying the microphone and starting a litany of calls to anyone that could hear his voice.  “This is Clark, looking for anyone that has seen a black military grade Humvee within twenty miles of Wolf Creek.  Over.” 
 
    In the silence while Clark waited for a response, Tasha keyed her microphone. 
 
    “Mr. Clark, this is Tasha, are you still coming here to help me?” 
 
    Clark looked at Dukes, who nodded in the affirmative.  “Yes, that’s the last thing we all talked about.  We’re close,” he paused and looked at Dukes. 
 
    “Ten minutes if this dirt road comes out where I think it does,” Dukes said, swerving around a large fallen tree branch. 
 
    “Give use ten to fifteen minutes.  We’ll be there, and Emma can help with David, just hang in there.  Okay?  Over.” 
 
    “Okay, but I think I hear another helicopter.  Over.” 
 
    That phrase sent cool chill up Clark’s spine.  “Crap!  How far?  Shaw get ready,” Clark let three thoughts escape into voice mode before he could prioritize and function. 
 
    “Still ten minutes,” Dukes reported, pushing the vehicle to its limits. 
 
    “Ready to engage, Sir,” Shaw confirmed, his demeanor changing slightly.  He had seen major combat in Afghanistan, and that experience was what was now dictating his actions. 
 
    Emma leaned forward, placing a hand on Clark’s shoulder.  “What about Perez, is there some way to reach her at the Pentagon?”  
 
    “Not without having a military radio,” Clark answered.  He glanced back at her; he was also gearing up for a fight in his own mental way. 
 
    “Sir,” Shaw leaned forward from the rear seat.  “I’ve got a sat phone, do you think that would help?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Perez ducked into the women’s restroom before scanning her badge for the final time before reentering the Pit of the Joint Chiefs.  The blue tiled room was thankfully empty; she dropped her bags on a bench and made her way to the sink. 
 
    The Russians had allowed her to ‘clean up’ as best as possible before she was dropped off by a white van outside of the pedestrian gates.  They had sent someone to her apartment and retrieved her purse, ID, backpack and a fresh uniform.  The Russians were going to extreme measures in order for her to be reestablished back into the Pentagon system. 
 
    She turned the hot water on and looked at herself in the mirror.  Her eyes were baggy from a lack of sleep and she had a gash above her left eye from the crash; at least that’s what she thought.  Before being allowed to leave the shipping crate, a Russian medic had butterflied the cut above her eye and ‘encouraged’ her to eat a high protein ration bar before they released her.   
 
    She put both of her hands on the sink counter in an attempt to calm her nerves, and focus on what she needed to do.  This is not treason, she thought to herself.  You can do this!  Fields’ life is in your hands!  This could save millions! 
 
    For the last fifteen minutes, she had been trying to concoct a story on why she had returned to the Pentagon early.  She was also trying to figure out how she was going to pull off activating a Russian agent without tripping an internal alarm, or getting caught by one of her superiors.  So far, she had come up with nothing.  The bathroom door opened, and another lady entered.  Perez looked in the mirror at the other woman.  
 
    “Ma’am,” she said with a nod to the other woman, a Navy officer.  She washed her hands, grabbed her bag and left the bathroom ready to reenter the Pit. 
 
    Perez approached the secure door with trepidation.  She swiped her ID badge through the reader and entered into the Pit.  The Pit was the neurological center for the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  The Pit was also the only place she ever truly wanted to work since joining the Air Force.  The Pit had been her singular goal; that is until the world had been turned on its head, and she found herself debating if her actions were those of treason, or not.  Perez checked her watch after entering the room and saw someone else sitting at her workstation.   
 
    Seaman Dials had assumed her rotation of work and was closing out the log associated with getting Clark and his team out of radiated Atlanta; a project that they internally called Radio Phoenix.  The irony was lost on all that didn’t know their Southern history.  During the trailing days of the Civil War, Northern General Sherman marched through Atlanta on his way to the port city of Savannah.  While in Atlanta, his men torched the city, burning most of the southern hub to the ground.  After the war, Atlanta emerged again as a hub of commerce and was said to be like a phoenix rising from the ashes.  Perez wondered if the city would ever rise again, considering that most of it had been turned to glass and the rest was strictly radioactive.   
 
    “Airman Perez,” Dials said, looking up from the computer terminal he shared with her.  “I thought you had another few hours of leave.” 
 
    Perez smiled, she needed to sell the reason why she was here; that is if Cotton was going to stay alive.  “I got a few hours in my own bed.  It helped more than you know.  Besides, I didn’t want to leave you with the Radio Phoenix clean up.”  She felt her eyes twinkle and her cheeks hurt from smiling.  She never smiled this much, and she let her cheeks drop. 
 
    Dials looked back at the screen and nodded his head.  “Yeah, this was like a golden cluster.  Plus, what I heard about the communications hacks, shit, it’s a wonder that the Martians didn't know about our battle plans!  I don’t know how you did this for all of those days straight!” 
 
    “Dials, that’s really helpful,” she said, pulling off sincere, and ignoring the shitty comments.  “I guess I was just doing my job,” she said robotically, adding a smile.   
 
    “Bullshit!  You had kids involved in active combat, active service personnel, retired service members, a secret presidential bunker, a bad ass fucking presidential Humvee and a full-on firefight with the Chinese!  I know I couldn’t go home and get some shuteye!  Holy crap! That dude and the band of misfits he put together are the first real heroes to rise out of this hellhole! I’m surprised the Admiral hasn’t tapped him to lead a frontal assault against the Chinese!” 
 
    Perez absorbed the warped since of bravado from her fellow analyst.  “Yeah, well, you kind of nailed it.”  She played into his jealous bluster.  “It was almost like, too much with all of the firefights and the C-130 Gun Ship; so, you understand why I need to close it out myself.  Right?” 
 
    Dials just smiled and nodded at her.  “Holy shit, yes!  Are you kidding me?  There are only like two or three guys in the Pit that have experienced the shit.” 
 
    Perez felt the bile rise up in the back of her throat.  She couldn’t believe the warped since of idiocy this guy was spouting.  But, she needed to get back to work, and make sure that Dials quietly moved on.     
 
    “But, you know,” Dials continued, even though she placed her bag right in the middle of the desk.  “We have Red Bear about to kick off, but maybe you don't know since you were out.  Anyway, there’s some shit going down in Russia, and the brass thinks it might spill over here, so, are you okay with me turning this back over to you?  I really want to be on that task force.” 
 
    Perez absorbed the late breaking intel about Russia, and just rolled with it.  “Yeah, yeah!  Go, let me take care of all of this BS, and I’ll see how I can help after I’m done.  I mean, this is exciting and a little weird, but it’s nothing compared to a Russian involvement in our situation!  Not that that’s ever been in the news before, right?” 
 
    “Right,” he said nodding.  “That’s a deal I can’t refuse,” he added, logging out of her terminal.  “I’m heading over to the west Pit, that’s where they are pulling together the team.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Perez said, sitting down in her chair and feeling the warmth still residing in the seat.  “Thanks for helping to get this cleaned up,” she added, tossing in a little brown nose for the equivalent ranking serviceman.  
 
    “You bet, thanks, see you over there soon.” 
 
    Perez nodded, as the Navy Seaman strode over to do the work he actually wanted to do.  But, no sooner had she readjusted the desk chair to her height than Dials reappeared, standing over her shoulder.   
 
    “I forgot to mention that your swanky Humvee is on the move again.  They apparently forgot to turn off the tracking signal.” 
 
    Perez looked at one of the widget windows and saw that a small dot was moving along an animated map.  She wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, so she pursed her lips and looked back at Dials.  “Yeah, I see that.  I’ll see if I can get that disabled since we no longer need it.  Thanks for the heads up.” 
 
    “You bet,” he said, and turned back around. 
 
    Perez looked at the dot, but actually ‘closing out’ the Radio Phoenix mission was not what she was interested in doing.  She knew that her new mission was to activate a Russian agent; something that she was not sure she would be able to get past the Pentagon’s systems.  That’s when her phone rang. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at the phone’s interruption, but answered anyway.  “Perez.” 
 
    “Good, I’m just checking that you’re where you said you would be,” Victor Poluski said on the other end of the phone; his Russian accent barely evident. 
 
    “I am, now I need to work.  Don’t call this number again,” she said, hanging up the phone. 
 
    No sooner did she hang up the phone than did it ring again.  She snatched the phone off of the cradle, angry at Poluski and how he was using her.  “I told you not to call here again,” she growled. 
 
    “Perez?  Perez, this is Clark. Listen, the Chinese have stolen the Presidential Humvee, and they have the children on board.  I need your help!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasha heard the vehicle before she saw it.  The sound of mud tires on asphalt gave away Duke’s position, and she pointed her rifle in the general direction; she wasn't going to be taken by surprise ever again.  The sound of the helicopter was still evident in the distance. 
 
    “Be careful how we approach,” Emma advised her driver. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  Dukes scanned the area. 
 
    “I mean she’s been through a shit load of stress.  Just respect that…” 
 
    “I get that,” Dukes nodded, while also easing off the gas. 
 
    “Okay, from what I heard on the radio,” Emma continued.  “This girl is at the tattered edge.  That’s a warning for all of us.”  She looked at everyone trying to get a nod, or something.  “I know y’all are military guys, and you have some sort of training to deal with this level of stress, but the rest of us civilian types are kind of winging it.  Okay?” 
 
    It took a second for the three men to appreciate and absorb the instructions. 
 
    “Okay, good call.  We’ll approach nice and slow,” Clark offered, and Dukes’ let off of the gas even more. 
 
    “Actually, ma’am,” Shaw said from the seat next to her.  “I think we’re all winging it.” 
 
    Tasha saw the SUV about a hundred yards before the turn into the church.  She was standing at the corner of the church, using the edge of the building to mask her presence.  With little to no training with the rifle, she held the weapon up, pointed at the road; her hands shook with the weight.  Inside, her fear gripped her stronger than at any other moment, and exhaustion tried to pull her entire body down.  The only thing keeping her upright was the church wall and the chance that these people could save her from the unknown. 
 
    Dukes slowly turned the SUV into the drive, his tires crunching the gravel on the old asphalt drive.  He had spotted the young black girl peering around the building prior to pulling into the drive.  All three men had weapons on their laps and ready to go at a second’s notice.  Dukes let the vehicle roll to a stop.  
 
    “Look guys, remember, she’s scared and alone.  She wants our help,” Emma reiterated, trying to quell the buzz to action. 
 
    “We just don't want to rush into a situation where we don't have all of the facts,” Clark conjectured, but not before Emma opened her door.  “Hey!”  
 
    Tasha shifted the barrel of the rifle towards the lady getting out of the SUV; her hands shook so violently that the rifle rattled against the wood of the church. 
 
    “Tasha?  Tasha, it’s Emma.  We were talking on the radio, I’m here to help you,” she said, her hands up, with her palms open.  Emma’s tone was motherly, helpful and that of understanding. “I’m here with Dukes, we want to help.” 
 
    Tasha took less than a second to process the offer of help.  “Oh, thank God!” she said, dropping the sight of the rifle.  She felt a tiny rush of adrenaline, something that was there, on reserve, waiting to provide one more attempt to save David.  “Hurry!”   
 
    Emma watched the girl walk a beeline to the front door the church, beckoning her to follow. Without question, Emma changed course to meet her at the red church door. 
 
    “We’re going to help you,” Emma said, once she got within arm’s length, and touched the girl’s shoulder. 
 
    Tasha felt the warm touch, and it served to focus her.  With a hand on the doorknob, she turned to face the woman.  “I’m counting on it.”  She opening the large wooden door to the church and led Emma to the dying man.   
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’re here,” Dukes said. “Emma’s in nurse mode, now, I need to find my daughter.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Clark responded.  “Why don’t you and Shaw sweep the area, while I try to get the Pentagon on the sat phone.  Shaw exited the vehicle and slung his rifle to the ready.  He waited on Dukes before moving out. 
 
    “I just need to find her,” Dukes said, his voice exasperated with parental fear.  “Losing her like this, I just don’t know what I’ll do if…” 
 
    “Don’t go there,” Clark said, his voice a little sterner than he planned.  “Let me see what I can get out of Perez.  Help Shaw sweep the area, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Dukes nodded, and exited the SUV.  
 
    “All right Airman Perez, it’s time to do your stuff again,” Clark punched in the Pentagon phone number for active field operations.  It was a number that he had memorized while on duty in Afghanistan as a backup line of communications in case the radios went down. 
 
    Clark got the active switchboard, where he was asked his identification number, a clearance code, why he was calling and under whose orders was he operating.  The lower ranking seaman on the other end of the phone sounded frazzled, but listened to Clark’s answers.  
 
    “It says here,” the Seaman said aloud, as he read his screen.  “It says that you’re a Specialist, not Lieutenant.  Is that correct?  Sir,” he asked, tossing the ‘sir’ incase his data was incorrect. 
 
    “I received a field promotion from Colonel Horn, commander of the Georgia Guard,” Clark spoke, unsure how much credit he was about to get from the young sounding enlisted man. 
 
    “Okay, Sir, I have noted it in your record.  You would be surprised how often that has happened in the last few days,” the Seaman let on. 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Everything is clear on my end, Sir, but it will be up to Colonel Horn to make the final adjustment in your file.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I’ve also located Senior Airman Perez in the JCS, and will connect you.  If you’ll just hold a second, Sir.” 
 
    Clark smiled to himself, the civility and professionalism of the US military was second to none, and for that one second, he appreciated the fact.  “Thank you, Seaman.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”    
 
    Clark watched through the windshield as the men swept the grounds.  They were rounding the building, with each about twenty yards apart from the other.  The helicopter that Tasha had reported earlier was no longer audible.  That fact was one worth celebrating alone. 
 
    As Clark waited for the connection, a time that grew into minutes, he noted that in the frantic first few minutes of emerging on site, Emma had not reemerged from the church, and that gave him a little concern.  He got out of the SUV, holding the sat phone to his ear and walked over to Shaw.   
 
    “There’s one dead guy in the back.  He has a sheet over him.  From the marks in the ground, and the way the back of the church is shot to shit, I’d say that’s the guy nicked by the helicopters.  Her story checks out, so far.” 
 
    Clark nodded at the intel, and put a hand over the telephone’s microphone so he could speak.  “Good to know.  Did you get a look inside?” 
 
    “Just as I passed the window, Sir.  It looks like the girl, Emma and the trooper they’re working on are the only ones inside; at least from what I can see.   Did you get us a dust-off inbound for the injured guy?” 
 
    “I wish,” Clark said, raising his eyebrows at the thought that he could somehow command the Pentagon to send them a medical evacuation helicopter.  “Take a pass inside; see what Emma’s status is.  I’ll be in A-SAP.” 
 
    Shaw nodded his understanding of the order and then made eye contact with Dukes, who was rounding the building.  He made a motion for Dukes to circle back around to the back, and that he would enter the building from the front. 
 
    Clark didn’t like just standing around and holding the phone to his ear, but he held on for the hope that if he could engage Perez, it might make his life much easier.  He heard the line click, and then ring to an extension. 
 
    “I told you not to call here again,” Perez growled into the phone after she picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Perez?  Perez, this is Clark.” 
 
    “Clark?  What are you…” 
 
    “Listen, the Chinese have stolen the Presidential Humvee, and they have the children onboard. We’ve been tracking them for hours, but, I need your help!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma could smell the wounded man before she entered the room; large amounts of blood have a particular odor.  She looked at the floor, and could see that there was a trail of blood on the floor.  A quick glance down the hall showed the trail lead from outside what was left of the portion of the church.  She also caught a glimpse of Dukes and Shaw as they walked around back, rifles at the ready. 
 
    “He’s in here.  The boys got him to the couch.” 
 
    Emma let the girl lead her into the priest’s office.  In a split second, she assessed everything as quickly as she could, deciding to take over the situation. 
 
    “Did you administer the IV?”  She touched the bag; feeling for how much fluid was left; not much. 
 
    “Yes, yes, ma’am.  That’s the second bag.  We don’t have anymore.” 
 
    Emma noted that the girl, with no medical training had done a remarkable job, considering the situation.  She smiled a small smile at the girl before lifting the sheet away from David’s body. 
 
    “Did you pack it with anything before wrapping it?”  She asked, gently peeling back some of the wrapping, in order to get a better look. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  Tasha paused.  “Pads.” 
 
    “Pads?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, pads, sanitary pads from the woman’s bathroom in the church.”  
 
    Emma looked at the girl; she didn’t think she was more than fifteen.  “You did a really great job.  Using those for this was brilliant.  In fact, you probably saved his life.” 
 
    Tasha’s lips curled a little, but she wasn't ready to smile. 
 
    “But,” Emma continued, flipping her medical kit open.  “Let’s see if we can help a little more.  Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, please do.” 
 
    “How’s it going in here?” Dukes asked from the doorway. 
 
    “He’s in pretty bad shape, but Tasha did a great job,” she replied, knowing that the girl had been shaken to her core, and needed all the extra encouragement she could get. 
 
    “Hey,” Clark said coming in behind Dukes; he still had the phone to his ear.  “I’ve got Perez on the horn, and she has a bead on the hummer.” He was about to ask if the wounded man could travel, but it only took a second to realize that that was not going to happen.  “We need to go, and…” 
 
    “Leave me here,” Emma insisted, cutting him off.  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Look, I know I have a deep sense of responsibility for the kids, but…” she looked down at her patient and knew that he might die without her help.  “Leave me a gun and a radio.” 
 
    “Please don’t go, I have guns and a radio,” Tasha pleaded to Emma. 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you.” She reached out and took the girl’s hand, pulling her close. 
 
    Clark looked at Emma; he could see the conflict in her eyes.  “You need to keep yourself safe; they could be anywhere.” 
 
    She shrugged and half laughed; her stomach felt as though she had swallowed a ball of burlap twine. 
 
    “Emma, I’ll get them back,” he offered, his eyes as fixed onto hers as he could muster. 
 
    She nodded, not letting the tear form at the rim of her eye, like she felt like doing.   
 
    With that, Dukes and Clark ran out of the room, collecting Shaw on the way out of the church.  A few seconds later, she heard the SUV spinning gravel in the parking lot as the three men went after the children. 
 
    “Why don’t you get your radio, and the gun you were talking about, and bring them in here.  We’re also going to need a few more towels, some water for us to drink, a straw, and if you can find anything like Gatorade, bring that too.” Emma suggested, setting the girl on a task so that she could do a more thorough evaluation.  
 
    Emma watched Tasha leave, and then she removed the last layer of bandages, exposing the open wound.  Thankfully, his bleeding was under some sort of control.  Judging from the amount of blood that she walked by to get to the office, she was sure that the bullet had ruptured an artery.  It was by the grace of God, and Tasha’s quick thinking, that she had managed to seal it off. 
 
    Emma removed her gloves from the emergency kit, donned them, and then set out to break open the sterile suture kit.  She had assisted in sewing up hundreds of people, but, except for nursing school and throwing a stitch into her own self, she had never attempted something as grand as she was about to do. 
 
    “You look like you don't know where to start,” Tasha observed, reentering the room with the portable radio, water, two rifles and a few protein bars. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m a nurse, not a surgeon.  At a hospital, an injury like this would have skilled hands piecing it back together, not those of a nurse.” 
 
    “But, you’ve seen something like this done before.  Right?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes, many times.  I did my primary internship at Grady Hospital in downtown Atlanta.  Well, it used to be in downtown Atlanta, you know, before.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, at Grady, you get all of the tough stuff like shooting, stabbings, really bad car accidents.  Well, anyway, all the bright young doctors want to do their residency there.  All because so much bad stuff happens to people, and that is the place where they are taken.  It truly is a remarkable learning environment.” 
 
    “So, does that mean that you can do it?  You can sew him back up?” 
 
    She looked up at Tasha.  “I’m going to have to; and, I’m going to need your help.  Okay?” 
 
    Tasha nodded, and Emma squirted her hands with antibacterial cleanser.   
 
    “Here, put these on once your hands dry,” she said, handing Tasha a second pair of gloves. 
 
    “Okay, so, what do you plan on doing?” 
 
    Emma breathed in and out deeply before speaking.  “I’m going to do my best to close both sides of this wound.  If I see any bleeders in there, I will do my best to close those, too.” 
 
    “Ah, can you use something like heat or something to stop the areas that are bleeding?” 
 
    Emma raised her eyebrow at the question.  “Actually, yes, we could.  You’re talking about cauterization of a wound.  I would only do that in an area that didn’t have enough area left to sew back together.  The good thing is that our friend Dukes is like a super prepper, and he went really overboard with this trauma kit.  I actually have a battery powered cauterizer gun. So, if it comes to that, we’re prepared.” 
 
    “Well, I can almost bet that Jack and Lucy are thankful that you’re the one here to help their father.  That’s for sure.” 
 
    The statement of thanks was simple, and almost slipped past the focused ER nurse, turned airline gate agent. 
 
    Emma stopped threading the suture needle and turned her head to look at the girl.  “What did you say?”  It came out more of a whispered question.  A wave of goose bumps swarmed over her skin in anticipation of the answer. 
 
    “Jack and Lucy, his children.  He doesn’t know that they’re alive.” 
 
    Emma’s mouth was hanging open, and she seemed to be searching for words. 
 
    “Miss Emma, are you okay?  Is it something I said?” 
 
    Emma shook her head as a smile spread across her face.  “What are the odds?  I mean, in a world like it is now?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Tasha, I have been trying to get two teens, named Jack and Lucy, back to their father here in Alabama, for almost two weeks.  Are you saying that the same Jack and Lucy that are with Penny right now, are his children?” 
 
    Tasha looked from Emma to David’s near lifeless body on the couch.  “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joseph had been driving for the better part of an hour.  He felt confident with a half tank of fuel and a hostage secured in the back seat.  Thankfully, the girl had remained quiet for most of the hour.  He liked it that way; the Penny girl from earlier had driven him crazy with her pointless questions.  He looked back at the new girl, again.  He didn’t care about what happened to her; she was just a means to help him survive.  The girl was balled up, trying to melt herself into the corner.  He smiled. 
 
    Assured that his hostage was not a distraction, Joseph looked through the front windshield, up at the sun.  He was trying to get his bearings by using the sun as a guide.  Navigation by the sun was nothing new, the practice had been around for tens of thousands of years, but he was out of practice, and the winding roads and strange landscape didn’t allow him to maintain a consistent heading.  The gauges on the vehicle were faulty, and he didn't trust them.  Besides the fuel gauge, the only other component that seemed to operate was the radio; but even that he treated as if faulty.  He had been very careful when using the radio, so as not to give away his position.  His attempts at contacting his command had been fruitless. 
 
    As each mile passed, frustration seemed to take over Joseph’s persona.  Battle fatigue, stress of being on the run, hunger, sleeplessness, witnessing the murder of his friends, and being cut off from his comrades were all etching away at his mind and beginning to get the better of him.  It was at that moment, when he felt that he had exhausted every angle of his rescue, that he remembered something critical, and he slammed on the brakes. 
 
    Deb had been given the impression that she had retreated into herself.  But, in fact, she was memorizing every sign, every mile marker, and every road that they crossed.  She was determined that she would escape the madman that held her and would find her way back to her home.  What she didn’t expect was the erratic way her captor drove; always changing directions and constantly second guessing his actions.  But, with that said, this was the first time that he had slammed on breaks; the action tossing her from her plush seat and onto the floorboard of the back seat. 
 
    “Ouch!  What?” Deb said, an unintentional reaction.  Her voice flowed over the speaker system of the vehicle.   
 
    Joseph took no notice of her reaction.  Instead, he engaged the parking brake, took the rifle off the passenger seat, and got out of the truck.  They were stopped on a two-lane road, next to a green mileage sign that read, “Oxford 18, Anniston 22”.  There were a few abandoned cars about a hundred kilometers ahead of them, but there was no activity around them, and the rest of the road appeared empty.   
 
    The coming of a war has made the rabbits run and hide, he thought to himself before turning his gaze to the sky.   
 
    Deb watched him look around, his eyes following the sky, and then the curve of the mountains in the distance.  He appeared to be looking for something, an airplane or helicopter, perhaps.  She looked where he was looking and didn’t detect any movement against the backdrop of green hills and brown fields.   But, by his reaction, he saw or knew something that she didn’t see or know.  
 
    With a new sense of purpose, Joseph flung the back door open, causing her to jump and retreat as far away from him as possible.  She pulled herself small and leaned against the opposite door.  And that is when she felt it pushing into her back, the door handle.  Before he said anything to her, she put her hand on the handle and gently tested it, but she was met with stiffness, and an unwillingness to move; it was still locked from the inside.  
 
    “Get out!” Joseph ordered.   
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    He swung the rifle up, pointing it at her.  “Don’t make me ask again.  Get out of the vehicle!” 
 
    Deb thought about resisting again, but then a calmer sense of purpose prevailed, and she started moving according to his command.  The open door represented freedom from the machine, but she would still have to escape the man.  All in due time, Deb, she said to herself.  It was a phrase that her father always used with her; and something that she didn’t truly understand until now.  
 
    Deb put her feet on solid dirt and breathed in the hot summer Alabama air; freedom was measured in small doses.  Humidity never felt as good as it did in that instant.  But, small victories are short lived.  Joseph put a hand on her shoulder and shoved her harshly to the ground.  She had no time to react, and barely enough instinct to get her hands out in front of her before hitting the ground.  She rolled with skill of playing endless hours of touch football with her family and college star brother. 
 
    With the girl out of the way, Joseph lunged into the backseat, obviously looking for something.  A few seconds later, he emerged with the top shirt uniform of his former comrade; a man that was still lying dead on her family farm as far as she knew.   
 
    She caught her breath as Joseph drew a knife, but she wasn’t his target.  Instead, he slashed and cut at the mesh fabric of the shirt; trying to get to something sewn into the upper portion of the sleeve. 
 
    Joseph scolded his mental capabilities; he knew all along that there was a battlefield communications device hidden in the fabric of the dead man’s shirt.  Why he hadn’t thought of using the device earlier was a puzzle.  His personal battlefield communications device had been destroyed during the initial firefight days earlier, and it just never dawned on him that he had another way to communicate with his chain of command.   
 
    Deb pulled herself up from the ground just at Joseph freed the green metallic device from the dead man’s shirt.   She found herself fighting the urge to ask, ‘what is it?’ 
 
    The device was about the size of a matchbox, painted olive green, and powered by a small internal battery.  This was the Chinese version of the United States’ Battlefield Combat Identification System, or BCIS.  The BCIS system is powerful in that it can give real time telemetry to leaders that need to direct the movement of troops.  But, for the system to work, it had to be within 25,000 meters, or roughly 15 miles of a relay terminal.  It also had to be working, two facts that Joseph did not know. 
 
    Joseph turned the device over and over in his hand, as if trying to see into the fiber enforced plastic.  With no external LED or noise, he had no way of knowing if the device was working, let alone connected to a network.  The only way to know if the transponder was operational for sure was for him to crack it open.   
 
    “Stay there,” Joseph issued his warning. 
 
    Deb nodded, pulling herself up to the balls of her feet; putting herself into a position to move quickly. But, with a quick survey of the surroundings, she came to the same conclusion that Joseph had earlier; there was no place to run.  On either side of them was open pastures, fence lines and oblivious cows chewing away at grass.  She would need cover to run to, something like a house, or a creek bed.  So, instead of running, she watched and waited for her opportunity.  All in due time, Deb, her father’s voice pierced her thoughts for a second time. 
 
    Following her father’s advice, Deb watched the man. He was distracted with trying to use his knife to pry apart the green box.  This was as good of a chance as she would get to do anything.  With care of movement, she slowly hovered her hand over a fist size rock and tried to lift it, but it was buried too deeply to move without the soldier noticing.  She shifted slightly and chose another one. This time it moved freely, and with care, she slid it into her pocket.  Only then, did she chance standing. 
 
    Joseph stopped working the box with the knife long enough to note that the girl was slowly standing up.  He looked over at her, and she stopped.  With little more than a nod, he gave her permission to continue the action of standing. 
 
    I wasn't asking your permission, jerk!  She thought to herself as she pushed the rock deeper into her pocket and tugged the front of her shirt over the lump. 
 
    With a crack and a vulgar shout, Joseph popped the top off of the box.  Several small parts flew from their confines, causing Joseph to drop the knife in an attempt to contain the contents in his hands.  His reward for his success was a steady stream of blood oozing from the palm of his hand.   He cursed tersely and looked where he had managed to drive the knife into the meaty flesh of his left hand.   He held his left hand to the top of his pants to stench the flow of blood, while he held onto the components of the device with his right hand. With a pissed off look, his eyes shifted around for something to tie around the wound.  He looked at Deb. 
 
    “Take that off of your neck,” Joseph ordered, his voice rough. 
 
    “Wa, what?” 
 
    “I’ve cut my hand.  Take the cloth off from around your neck and give it to me,” his voice projected, as if giving an order. 
 
    Deb felt for the blue bandanna hanging around her neck.  It would typically be tied up to hold her hair, but, for whatever reason, it was now dangling around her neck.  She put a hand on the bandanna, not wanting to help her captor in anyway.  She thought about refusing his order, but, again, where was she going to run once she said, ‘no.’ He would be forced to shoot her.  She didn’t think that was what he intended on doing, but she had already figured that this wasn’t the place to make her stand. 
 
    Joseph turned his hand over to look at the puncture wound again, the bleeding had slowed, but it definitely needed a cover.  “Don’t make me ask again,” he said, the bloody hand moving towards the rifle leaning against the truck. 
 
    Reluctantly, Deb removed the bandanna over her head, taking the extra second to rub all of the grime and sweat off of her face and neck, as she did.  She held it out, still tied in a circle. 
 
    Joseph was losing patience with the girl.  He needed to work on the transponder, and he wasn’t about to set the device down.  “I can’t do it, tie it around my hand!” 
 
    Deb felt revolted that she would be forced to help the man that had taken her from her brother.  Again, with a high level of reluctance, she stepped forward, undid the knot, and wrapped the man’s hand.  She made sure to place the most sweat-laden side to the wound as she tended to him. 
 
    “Where did you learn to speak English?” she asked, before she could stop herself. 
 
    Joseph still looked pissed off as she finished the bandage and dared to ask the question.  “My country teaches everyone English as a second language, and I also attended university in the United States.” 
 
    The answer, delivered with each word sounding less angry than the one before, shocked Deb.  “Oh.  Which one, I mean university?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for your endless questions, get back in the vehicle,” he ordered. 
 
    Deb made a step to the rear, and then thought of something.  “If you lock me up in there and don’t turn the air on, you know I’ll die, right?” 
 
    “I don’t care.  Get in,” he said, taking a step towards her, to make his point. 
 
    Reluctantly, she climbed into the back of the hot vehicle, but didn't close the door.  Joseph reached for the door with his wounded hand, but then dropped it, not feeling she was a risk to run.  Instead, he spread the components on the hood of the vehicle and started reassembling the device in the hopes that he could get it to operate. 
 
    Deb watched him tinker with the components, the battery, and finally getting a result.  Joseph’s face showed his excitement as a small LED on the device started blinking.  Like a child that had just found the Christmas presents in a closet at Thanksgiving, Deb watched the man move to manipulate the controls on the truck’s radio.  He then keyed the microphone and spoke something in Chinese.  A small smile spread across her face when there was no immediate answer, but that soon changed.  The speakers in the vehicle filled with the voice of someone that spoke to him in Chinese. 
 
    After Joseph had finished his conversation, he turned around to speak to the girl.  “Close your door, we’re leaving.” 
 
    Deb reluctantly closed the door, fear creeping up from her insides.  “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “We are to intercept a deployment of troops near a town called Wolf Creek, and then we are to join them as they return to Command Head Quarters.  You will remain my prisoner, and answer for the crime of murdering my comrade.”   Joseph started the Humvee and headed west. 
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    “I’m telling you, that he’s headed right towards you,” Perez said, into the satellite phone. 
 
    “On this road, the one I’m on right now?” Clark asked, for the second time. 
 
    “Yes, Clark, he’s approximately twenty-five miles from your location, moving approximately forty miles per hour.” 
 
    “Okay, good to know.  What about anyone else?  I mean, why’s he coming here?  This isn’t a direct route to Birmingham,” he said looking at Dukes.  “Right?” 
 
    Dukes nodded and pointed in a northwest direction.  “He should be headed that way to meet back up with whatever they have going on there.” 
 
    “I heard him,” Perez said into the phone.  “You make a good point.  You know I’m not supposed to be running this anymore,” she growled.  “I kind of have other things I need to do.” 
 
    Clark raised his eyebrows and bit his tongue.  He wanted to ask, ‘what’s more important than saving the life of these kids?’ 
 
    “Listen, I’m just really stressed, so, I’m going to do it by the books and get us some satellite time.  Can you hang on for a minute?” 
 
    “Ah, sure, but don't take too long, especially if he’s bearing down on us!” 
 
     “Copy, that,” she said, putting the call on hold. 
 
    Clark looked at the phone and then at the others.  “First off, do you have an ear piece?” he asked Shaw.  “Second, I think we make our stand at the church.” 
 
    Dukes slowed down and whipped the SUV around, stepping on the gas to get them back to the church. 
 
    “Third,” Clark asked, shrugging.  “This guy is headed our way in one bad ass Humvee that’s bullet proof, explosion proof, radiation proof, and is generally indestructible, so, I’m open to suggestions on how we stop him without killing everyone inside?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Penny stopped fumbling with the batteries of the two-way radio and looked over at Dan as he drove the vintage pickup truck.  It was a yellow, late 1970’s Chevy C-10, with a 3-on-the-tree gearshift; ancient in her perception, but it was still working despite the EMP.  Jack and Lucy were in the bed of the pickup, hanging on for dear life and probably not enjoying the ride. 
 
    “So, who’s truck is this again, Alabama?”  She saw his hands grip the wheel with intensity when she called him that name.  “Okay, sorry, Dan; but Jack’s right, you’re like the poster child for what, like the last three Alabama national championships?” 
 
    “Two.  Only two championships.”  His voice wasn't a growl, but it wasn't silky either. 
 
    “Okay, two, so when’s the last time a Georgia team got there?  My dad said it was when we had Hershel, and that was, like way before I was born.” 
 
    “Can you just concentrate?  My sister’s out there!” He bellowed, silencing her for a second. 
 
    “Dan, I am concentrating.  Look, I know it has only been like what, almost two weeks since these assholes screwed our lives, but let me clue you in on a few things.  Okay?” 
 
    Dan shot his eyes towards her, but didn’t say anything.  She noted that his hands relaxed on the steering wheel. 
 
    “When this entire thing went down, I was out hunting with my dad.  From like seventy miles south of Atlanta, we saw millions of people die as the mushroom cloud engulfed the horizon.  I was there to pull people out of a lake after the shockwave swatted an airplane out of the sky.  A few minutes later, I saw the flash in the sky that became the EMP; you know, the thing that shut down everything else the Atlanta bomb missed.  I’m the one that lost my boyfriend to some assholes who went all freaker, not knowing how to handle the aftereffects.  I’m the one that was in a sniper box thirty-six hours later as we took the onslaught from an entire squad of those plastic toy-making dick heads.  I have had guns put in my face and made to decide do I let someone live or not.  Finally, I was the one taken by the same plastic toy-making dick heads that I thought we beat, and driven against my will, thankfully, to your farm; where I met you.”  She breathed in a time or two, processing the chronological order in everything that she had experienced.  
 
    Dan drove the truck trying to understand exactly what she had just revealed.  “Holy crap.” 
 
    “Damn right, holy crap!” 
 
    “So,” he treaded lightly.  “With all that said, how do we get my sister back?” 
 
    She pushed the battery door closed on the glorified walkie-talkie radio and smiled before pressing the button.   
 
    “Dukes or Tasha, this is Penny broadcasting in the blind.  Do either of you receive my transmission?  Over.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Both Emma and Tasha heard the radio crackling, and that stopped Emma in mid stitch.  They had finished the entry side of the wound on the leg, and had moved onto the exit wound.  The voice on the radio sounded very faint and far away. 
 
    “Take your gloves off and answer her call,” Emma spoke smoothly as she continued to throw stitch after stitch; the entire time she was hoping that he didn’t wake up. 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yeah, you’re doing great, but I have it from here.  Even though the signal sounds week, the voice does sound like Penny, but be mindful of tricks.  Okay?” 
 
    “Got it,” she said, stripping the gloves from her hands and reaching for the radio. 
 
    “Penny, this is Tasha, still at my previous location.  Where are you?  Over.” 
 
    Penny looked briefly towards the sun visor of the truck in an attempt to look towards Heaven.  Tasha's voice was faint.  “Oh, thank God.” 
 
    Dan nodded.  “See if she knows anything, before that damn toy radio craps out, okay!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I got it.  How far are we from where she is?” 
 
    “Two miles, maybe two and a half at tops.” 
 
    “Tasha, this is Penny, we are less than five minutes from your location, and headed in.  But, our situation has changed, and I can’t discuss it on the radio.  Over.” 
 
    “What?  Why not?” Dan said, anger boiled up, and he glared over at her. 
 
    “Think about it, QB!  If I give too much away on an open channel.”  She raised her hands like, ‘you get this, right?’  “I mean, the flipping Chinese are monitoring this frequency." 
 
    "Even that crappy toy radio?" 
 
    "Assume that they can hear everything.  Got it?  They know everything, Dan.  We need to be smarter.  Okay?” 
 
    He never answered, but kept driving towards the church at Wolf Creek. 
 
    Penny smiled, thinking to herself that she would make a pretty good quarterback.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 32
[2]  
 
      
 
    Perez stood in front of her commanding officer at perfect parade rest.  This same man had ordered her to mandatory rest at home, less than four hours earlier.  The old man looked tired, but was also adept enough to know that she was back in the Pit for a reason. 
 
    “Airman, I sent you home four hours ago, and here you stand.  Tell me.  What do I not know?  You have ten seconds.” 
 
    Perez went through her options faster than a super computer at a world-class chess match. She had no idea who she could trust anymore, so she geared herself to do the only thing that would protect her; tell the truth. 
 
    “Sir, my Army escort and I were ambushed by Russian operatives prior to entering my apartment.”  Somehow, it didn’t sound like the truth. 
 
    “What?”  He set his pen down and leaned back in his desk chair.   
 
    “Sir, were ambushed by Russian operatives.  We tried to evade, and almost did, but they crashed into our vehicle and took us hostage.” 
 
    “Hostage?  That doesn’t make any sense, Airman!”  His voice inched up a notch in anger.  He expected anything but what he was hearing.  “Why would they want you, Airman?”  He couldn’t wait for the response. 
 
    “Sir, they want my help tracking one of their spies.”  Her statement was cool, collected and on a crazy level, made sense.  “Actually, Sir, they want me to activate her.”  
 
    The Admiral shook his head, and closed his eyes, while trying to think through the situation.  He stood from his desk, which was usually a sign that he was about to rip someone apart.   Perez stiffened as best as she could as he came around the desk.  Once there, he paused inches from her face; that’s when he saw the fresh gash mark and bruises.  He took a seat on the corner of his desk; something that had never been seen by anyone in the Pit.  
 
    “You are telling me the truth, aren’t you?”  It was more of a statement than a question.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  She took it as a question.  “I am.” 
 
    He looked past her, through the glass wall of his office, and caught the eyes of several people in the Pit watching the exchange.   
 
    “Where is the Sergeant?” 
 
    “He is still being held, Sir.” 
 
    Admiral Faulk nodded; he had spent considerable time in Naval Intelligence, and was intimately familiar with being contacted by the enemy.   
 
    “I assume that he’s in danger if you do not do as they say?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “Of the spy, Sir, or of the man that captured me?” 
 
    “Both, Sir.” 
 
    “Well, what are they?” 
 
    “Victor Poluski, the Deputy Ambassador was my captor.” 
 
    Faulk nodded, he knew the name.  Besides having met the man at numerous D.C. formals, he was also the center point of the latest Russian intelligence on collusion between Senator Payne and the Chinese invasion.  Faulk knew he needed to handle this personally. 
 
    “And what is the name of the Russian spy?” 
 
    “Leah Burrows, Sir.” 
 
    That name made him stand back up from the corner of his desk.  Perez followed the man with her eyes as he walked back behind this desk.  She had never seen the man act this way. 
 
    “So,” he started, and then cleared his throat.  “So, why you, and what exactly are you supposed to do?” 
 
    “Sir, I can explain everything, but if this gets to Homeland before I do what they want, they will kill Private Fields.”  She had never bartered with an officer before. 
 
    Faulk nodded.  “Right now, this is Top Secret between you and me in order to try and save the life of Private Fields.  But you have to understand that I just can’t let a JCS staffer use our resources to activate a Russian spy.” 
 
    “Sir, Poluski said that you would say that, and he wanted me to give you a message.”  She paused. 
 
    “Okay, go on.” 
 
    “Sir, Poluski wanted me to give this to you,” she reached into the breast pocket of her uniform and produced a sealed envelope.  With shaking hands, she passed the white envelope across the desk.  
 
    With a look of question, Admiral Faulk took the envelope and opened it to reveal a one-page letter and a single picture.  He looked at the picture, his jaws tightened.  He then read the letter, his face hardened. 
 
    Perez studied him to see if she could get a sense as to what he had learned, but it was to no avail.  Once he finished, he seemed to button up his emotions, and looked back at the Airman. 
 
    “You have one day to find the Russian agent and do what you were told to do.  You are not to speak of this conversation, or of anything to do with your involvement with the Russians.  Your engagement with the Russians, and your conversations with me about this matter are now Top Secret, and will be treated as such.  You are only to speak with me about this matter.  Do I make myself clear, Airman?” 
 
    “Sir, yes, Sir.”  She watched him fold the picture back into the letter and tuck it into his breast pocket.   
 
    “How are you going to locate the agent?” He asked, his demeanor changed; he was all business. 
 
    Perez was shocked at how he had pivoted after reading the letter.  As an analyst she desperately wanted to know what the Russians had on him.  But as for the answer to that question, she would have to wait. 
 
    “Well, Sir, I think my best course of action is to stick with Clark’s team.  Poluski had intelligence that Burrows might be operating within the same region.” 
 
    “If he had that type of intelligence, then why didn’t he activate her himself?” 
 
    “Unknown, Sir.  But, I suspect that he has operatives working at the CIA.” 
 
    “Because they track suspected foreign agents,” he postulated, nodding at the logic. 
 
    “Actually, Sir, because Poluski said that she’s married to a CIA agent; and the Agency knows his location.” 
 
    “Then, what you’re saying is that the Russian and Chinese collusion runs deeper than Senator Payne and Poluski?” 
 
    “That’s above my pay grade, Sir.” 
 
    “Speculate for me, Airman Perez.” 
 
    “Sir, I think our country has yet to figure out that we are fighting more than one enemy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, Admiral Faulk watched Airman Perez walk back out of his office door.  He resumed his post behind his desk and picked up his secure phone, dialing an equally secure phone at CIA headquarters. 
 
    “Director Todd,” a man answered the phone. 
 
    “Bernie, it’s Jim, we’ve got a problem.” 
 
      
 
    Perez took her seat at her workstation.  On the walk back from Faulk’s office she fielded more than one inquisitive look, but never said a word. 
 
    She had assurances from Admiral Faulk that she could continue to run Clark’s mission, but that was not to appear to take time away from her current duties.  
 
     She picked up her internal phone and dialed another desk in the Pit.  “Hey, it’s Perez, Admiral Faulk just gave me emergency access to Phoenix 3, reposition to the greater Birmingham, Alabama area, A-SAP!” she ordered the satellite driver.  
 
    “We’re already there,” he said, pulling the orbital view up on the big screen at the front of the Pit.  “We’ve been monitoring an entire column of tanks moving north to Birmingham for the last few hours.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Now, give me a view just southeast of Birmingham, called Wolf Creek, and give me a ten-mile angle.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Like a TV weatherman moves the local radar screen along the living room big screen, the satellite image repositioned to the desired coordinates.  
 
    “What are we looking for, Perez?” he asked. 
 
    Perez put on her headset, and could still hear Clark getting ready to intercept the Humvee.  She caught the shadow of the Admiral watching the entire operation from a few feet outside of his office door. 
 
    “Put icons on anything moving.  The Presidential Humvee that I was tracking earlier, has been stolen by Chinese soldiers, and they have taken several American children hostage.” 
 
    “Well, I,” the satellite driver said.  He manipulated his controls, changing the algorithms that spit data out from the eye in the sky. 
 
    “What, Bruce?  What do you have?”  Perez asked, and then flipped back to her conversation with Clark on the sat phone.  “Clark, hold tight, we’re zeroing in, now.  I’m going to patch you into our internal communications.” 
 
    “That took way too long!  But, Roger that,” Clark responded, listening to the chatter in the Pentagon war room. 
 
    “Perez, I’ve located the hummer,” Bruce said, tagging the moving vehicle with an icon on the big screen.  “I also have a single helicopter on the ground with rotors turning, a troop transport, and…” 
 
    “Are they ours?” Clark asked, before Perez she could. 
 
    “I don’t know about the chopper, the computer is chewing on it, but the transport is defiantly NOT ours.  It looks like they’re trying to get to that area where the chopper has landed.  Also, just so you know, that area is still hot.” 
 
    “Hot?  What does he mean, hot?  Not radioactive?” Clark asked. 
 
    “I mean, fire.  There’s a farm or something that looks like…,” Bruce, satellite driver said, as he focused in on the farm.  “Wait, there are at least three structures that are still glowing on the ground.  I’ve asked the system for ID.  Hold.” 
 
    “Clark, I see you on the monitor,” Perez said.  She added her own friendly icon to the big screen.  “You are approximately two miles from the farm and the helicopter.  There’s one troop transport, but they’re approaching from another direction.  It looks like they’re headed to where the chopper is.  But…” 
 
    “But, what, Perez?” 
 
    Perez felt a hand on her shoulder; it was Admiral Faulk.  “Let me talk to him.”   
 
    She handed him a patched through traditional phone. 
 
    “Lieutenant, this is Admiral Faulk, you are caught between the approaching target and what looks to be three troop transport vehicles.  They are approaching on your road from the west.  You need to evade and do not engage.” 
 
    There was a silence as Clark looked at Dukes and Shaw.  They looked back at him. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Dukes asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Clark spoke into his headset. 
 
    “What’s coming, Sir?” Shaw said, repositioning his rifle. 
 
    “They ordered us to evade, because coming from that direction,” he threw his thumb over his shoulder.  “Are three troop transports full of Chinese soldiers.” 
 
    “No, shit?” Shaw asked, spinning around as if he could see them. 
 
    “No, shit.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Dukes said, looking Clark in the eye.  “That thing has my daughter in it, and I mean on taking her…” 
 
    "Perez, what's the intersect point where the hummer will meet the three troop transports?" 
 
    Perez looked over at Bruce, and he manipulated the controls of the satellite analysis program.   “I got it!”  He drew a line between the hummer and the three transports, allowing the computer to predict a collision point.   
 
    Perez could see the structure on the big screen, and she read off the data.  "You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she whispered.  
 
    “I didn’t get that, Perez, say again,” Clark asked for confirmation. 
 
    She cleared her throat before speaking.  “It looks like a structure called Wolf Creek Church." 
 
    Clark looked over his shoulder to the small white sign standing by the side of the road of the church.  “Son-of-a-bitch.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Perez watched the Admiral move over to the highest-ranking Air Force officer in the Pit, and then she quickly toggled her mouse to pull up a small widget screen on her personal terminal.  With skill learned from some of the finest teachers in the Air Force, Senior Airman Perez launched a stealth program that effectively tracked down the whereabouts of a person named Leah Burrows.
[3]  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    Joseph was doing a better job navigating the large Presidential Humvee than previously, but still decided to stop underneath an outcropping of rocks, so that he could concentrate on orienting himself.  Although he knew he was heading in the right direction, he wanted assurances, and navigating and driving had proven to be a challenge for him. 
 
    He looked back at the girl, she reminded him of how he got into this situation, and that brought up feelings of anger at himself for blindly following the girl named Penny.  He was convinced that she had purposefully got him lost, which led to the ambush at the farm. 
 
    While stopped, he tempted fate, and finally tried to make radio contact with the platoon he was supposed to meet.  Within a few seconds of communication, he had a destination and a new purpose. 
 
    The knowledge that he would soon be reunited with his own kind filled him with a sense of worth, and patriotism.  He embraced the mission to join his comrades on their patrol, knowing that he would bring battle experience and leadership to the platoon.  His only issue was actually finding the rally point near some place called Wolf Creek. 
 
    But, with the false sense of worth flowing through his veins, he decided on a direction that he thought best.  Satisfied with himself, he pulled back onto the two-lane road and felt himself relax.  Confident that no one was going to bother him in his American military style vehicle, he let his mind wander.  He now thought of himself as a hero, confident that the new soldiers would respect him and learn from him.  The idea made him smile. 
 
    Joseph played through the last few days in his mind, and formulated the report that he would deliver to his commanders. 
 
    We moved on the compound as instructed, and delivered several casualties, taking out their sniper nests with little problem.  The tides of war changed once the American’s secured air superiority and tried killing us from the sky. Our leadership was cut down like the average foot soldier, leaving our ranks defenseless and separated.   I took command and led several troops on a flanking maneuver.  We were about to breach the headquarters of the enemy, when the American pilot returned to slaughter us. Knowing that I needed to return, so that I could file a report about the American strength, I took refuge until it was safe.  Once the opportunity presented itself, I commandeered this vehicle and a hostage. 
 
    Joseph shook his head, thinking that perhaps he needed to work on it a bit more, before presenting to his chain of command. 
 
    “I know you can hear me!” Deb said, from the back seat.  
 
    He had not spoken to her since he discovered how to communicate with his comrades.  He ignored her.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?”  He ignored her, again. 
 
    “Hey!  I know you can hear me!”  She kicked the clear partition separating the compartments. 
 
    Joseph realized at that moment, that he was tired of dealing with children.  He swerved the vehicle erratically, slinging the girl to the other side of the seat.  That made her shut up, and him smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma finished her last stitch just as the sound of gravel crunched on the church's driveway and parking lot.  Tasha already had her pistol out and ready to shoot from the window.   
 
    "Who is it?"  Emma asked, wrapping everything with as sterile gauze.  David already looked much improved.   
 
    "I don't know, I've never seen the truck before."  She looked again, just as a boy and a girl jumped out of the back of the bed of the truck and hurried towards the front door. 
 
    "A boy and a girl!  They’re coming in.  I don’t know who they are,” she said, pivoting her aim towards the office door, just as Jack and Lucy appeared. 
 
    "Jack!  Lucy!" Emma said, laying the gauze down and gently putting a hand on Tasha's shoulder.  "It's okay, they are..." 
 
    "Mr. David's children," Tasha finished the sentence, lowering the pistol to her side. 
 
     Jack and Lucy took no notice of the girl with the gun; their focus was on their father.  Both brother and sister gently moved past Tasha and Emma in order to get to their father. 
 
    Emma sat Tasha down on a well-worn leather chair, and gently took the pistol from her hand.  She patted the girl on the knee.  "You did this.  You saved their father for them," she said, before turning to Jack and Lucy. 
 
    Tears fell from Lucy's eyes, and Jack looked as stoic as he could.  "It's okay, you can get close to him," Emma said. 
 
    "What happened," Jack asked, already knowing the story. 
 
    "It was the helicopters," Tasha said, trying to fight sobs.  She stood and moved next to the brother and sister. 
 
    Jack knelt down on the hard wood floor, and softly put a hand on his father's shoulder.  "Dad.  Dad, we're here.  We made it." 
 
    Lucy also knelt, adding her own hand next to Jack's.  "Yeah, Dad, we both made it.  We used everything you taught us.  Dad?" 
 
    There was a long few seconds, but, with the added warmth of his children's hands, and the familiar voices, David blinked his eyes a few times. 
 
    "Oh," Emma said.  "That's really good.  Let's see if we can get him up and get him to drink." 
 
    At that moment, the building seemed to rock from the concussion of an explosion in the distance.  Penny entered the room a few seconds later, followed by a young man that Emma did not know.   
 
    "That was close, I'd say, like less than a mile.  Two tops.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God you’re safe,” Emma said, getting up to hug the girl.  “Your father has been beside himself trying to find you.” 
 
    Penny accepted the hug and nodded; she didn’t say anything, as it was easier to do that than risk speaking against the knot in her throat. 
 
    Another few seconds later, the sound of an approaching car grew until the sound was replaced by the now familiar gravel sound. 
 
    “It’s your Dad,” Emma said, looking through the window.   
 
    Dukes drove the SUV right up to the front door, with Clark and Shaw jumping out before it ever stopped. 
 
    "Don't you people ever answer the radio?" Clark yelled, walking into the office/surgery ward/ gathering place.  
 
    Emma just shook her head and looked around as if to say, 'they had been kind of busy.  Look who we found.’ 
 
    "Jack?  Lucy?" David croaked, the voice silencing the room.  
 
    "Yes!  Yes! Dad, it's us!" They said together. 
 
    Dukes slipped into the room last, where Penny sprang a giant hug around his neck. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he whispered into her hair. 
 
    David weakly sat up, grimacing in immense pain and intense confusion as to what was going on.  But, what he did know what that his children were alive, safe, and here.  He pulled them close, and wrapped his arms around his children.  "Oh, thank God!  Oh, thank God!”  The kids giggled and he kept thanking God. 
 
    "Look," Clark said, "I really hate to break all of this up, but, if you all are okay, then who’s in the Humvee?” 
 
    "It’s the bastard that took my sister, and stole your truck!” Dan insisted, with a determination that Clark had rarely seen. 
 
    “And who are you again?” Clark asked. 
 
    “He’s Dan Maddox.  He and his sister helped rescue us,” Penny filled in.   
 
    “He’s also the quarterback at Alabama,” Jack confirmed.  “But, we still like him.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Clark confirmed.   
 
    “To answer your question,” Penny offered.  “Dan’s sister, Deb, is the one that was taken hostage, and is in the Hummer.  There’s only one soldier, and he’s armed and dangerous.  He’s actually an asshole,” she added. 
 
     “Copy, that,” Clark confirmed.  “Okay, the vehicle holding your sister,” he looked at Dan.  “Will be passing here in less than twenty minutes.  But, so will three-armed troop transports from the opposite direction.  The Pentagon just told me that they are crawling all over this area." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Emma asked, collecting her medical equipment as quickly as she could.  She seemed to sense that either they were about to leave in a hurry, or something worse.  She prayed that they would leave, but knew full well that it was most likely ‘something worse.’ 
 
    “It means that we need to get ready for anything.  Emma, you and Tasha need to get him ready to move.  Everyone else, into the sanctuary.  Now!” 
 
    Jack pulled away from his father, and then put a hand on his sister’s shoulder.  “We need to go.” 
 
    “No, son,” David whispered, his hand grasping for his son.  “Don’t leave me again.” 
 
    “Dad, we have to fight.  We’ve been fighting ever since we left Atlanta.  We can do it.” 
 
    A tear formed at David’s eye, and he tried to sit up more. 
 
    “Perhaps Lucy can stay with us to help get David ready to travel?”  Emma suggested as a question to lead the boy. 
 
    “Sure,” he said, looking at his younger sister.  So far, she had not killed anyone, and he wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible.  “Stay with Dad, they could use your help.”  He didn’t give her a chance to respond as he turned and left the room.  She nodded, ready to help.  
 
    “He’s stubborn, like your mother,” David offered to his daughter, taking sips of the sports drink. 
 
    “He’s compassionate, like you,” Lucy countered. 
 
    “Tasha,” David said, suddenly seeming to realize something as his strength grew, or the adrenaline of the situations took control.  “Show them what’s in the Bronco, they’ll need it.  Go!” 
 
    Tasha nodded and ran out of the room. 
 
    “What’s in the Bronco?” Emma asked, still not happy that she had to move him. 
 
    “More guns, ammunition and explosives than I ever thought I would need.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    
[4]  
 
      
 
      
 
    Perez got a hit on her inquiry about Leah Burrows at exactly the wrong time.  She could see the three-truck convoy and the stolen Presidential Humvee driving towards a convergence at the rural church, and it was ‘go’ time.  She glanced at the data: 
 
    Married to Colonel Ian Burrows.  One child, age 18, name: Grace Burrows.  Leah Burrows is the former Chief of Staff for Senator Payne.  Last know location: Birmingham, AL. 
 
    “Holy, shit!  She worked for Senator Payne?” 
 
    “What’s that Airman?” the Admiral asked, truly not hearing her. 
 
    “Nothing, Sir.  I was just mumbling to myself.  Sorry, Sir.” 
 
    The Admiral didn’t acknowledge her, but instead watched the big screen satellite feed with rapt attention.   
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Dukes had not moved as quickly in quite some time.  He had been given a window of less than ten minutes to do exactly what he was doing, and in between heavy huffs of air, he only hoped that he got it right.  Renewed with a since of purpose since finding his daughter, his head was remarkably clear, and he found himself truly thinking like the sniper that he was trained to be; not the prepper that he had become. 
 
    The Bronco had been a treasure trove of weapons that they could use in any fight.  Although not the assortment and combination that he would have chosen, Dukes was still pleased with the potential; especially the three anti-personnel claymores.  
 
    “Less than two minutes out!” Clark yelled.  “Finish, now!” 
 
    “Done!” Dukes yelled, and then dashed back to the church.  It took him another 30 seconds to get in place and finally catch his breath.   From his hiding place in the church’s bell tower, he looked across the street at Clark, then up the street to Shaw, and then down to his right, where the new boy, Dan, was hiding a few yards away from his daughter.  His final look was to Penny.  She seemed intently calm, considering what was about to happen. 
 
    “You alright, down there, kiddo?  Over.” Dukes spoke into his radio, as he looked over the side of the bell tower. 
 
    She looked up at her father in the tower, and smiled.  “Yeah, Daddy, I am.  This is life now, right?  Over.”  She meant it more as a joke, but it’s parallel to reality was striking.  She wanted to say, NO!  This is so freaking maddening!  You’re my father!  Please make it stop! 
 
    “Yeah, in a way, I guess it is.”  Dukes agreed, and paused before saying what he really wanted to say. “You know that I love you, right?  Over.” 
 
    Penny felt a lump form in her throat.  A father is supposed to be the one that swings little girls around in the yard, and acts silly, and try to embarrass you in front of your friends.  A father is supposed to be the one to get jealous at boyfriends and ultimately be the one that will walk you down to aisle.  Her father was a lot of that, but he was also more.  Her father was now a brother in battle; which is something she knew he never wanted.   She knew, even though he taught her all of her combat skills, that he would rather have the silly time and the aisle in the church; she sensed that he was questioning every fatherly decision that he ever made.  She needed that to stop, here and now. 
 
    “Yeah, Daddy, I know.  And…and, I love you, too.”  She paused.  “You know,” she looked up at him from her position.  “You know I wouldn’t be the woman that I have become if it weren’t for you.  Cause, you know I’m not tea cups and princess movies!” She sniffed laughed.  “I’m duck hunting and survival skills.  I am one that wants to make sure that our family survives.  Dad, I owe that to you, and I wouldn’t change a thing.  I love you, Daddy,” she said, holding her father’s gaze.   “Over.” 
 
    The rest of the team on the radio communications was remarkably quiet for the next few seconds after the tearful exchange between father and daughter.  It was up to Clark to bring them all back into focus. 
 
    “All right team, look sharp; it’s almost time.  Over.”  He was met with acknowledgments from each of the team members. 
 
      
 
    Emma, Tasha and Lucy had slowly moved David to the center of the sanctuary; the same makeshift structure that Tasha had retreated to when the helicopters had attacked.  Once he was comfortable, both Emma and Tasha donned weapons and waited.  Lucy hefted the heavy rifle from one hand to the other, with a slight, ‘uff,” each time she did. 
 
    “Are you sure you know how to use that?” Emma asked.  She didn’t try to hide the worry on her face. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy responded, and then turned to Tasha with a whisper.  “Do you have any other weapons in your truck?” 
 
    The other girl looked over at the other with a questionable expression.  “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “They are like, almost here,” Tasha whispered. 
 
    “Then, show me quickly!” Lucy demanded.   Tasha glanced at Mr. David, and then sprang up, with Lucy on her heels.   
 
    “Hey!  Get back here!” Emma demanded, from inside the protective ring. 
 
    “We’ll be right back,” Lucy yelled over her shoulder. “Stay there!” They were out the shattered back door and at the Bronco in less than ten seconds. 
 
    “Get what you want, there’s not much left.  But, hurry!” Tasha encouraged, with anxious demand.  “They’re almost here.” 
 
    There was an eerie silence and calm before the faint noise of the clang of several large diesel engines floated above the ambient noise of nature. 
 
    Lucy scanned the remains of the weapons, and quickly zeroed in on what she wanted.  She leaned in and pulled the weapon towards her. 
 
    “You want that?” Tasha asked, as the other girl lifted it out of the back of the Bronco. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Okay, great, let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    “[5]Clark, we have a Warthog on patrol,” Perez said, feeding him information.  “He’s ten plus minutes out, but if they overrun you, then he won’t have a firing angle, and…” 
 
    “Admiral,” Clark cut Perez off in mid-sentence, knowing the admiral was still on the line.  “If we’re overrun, unleash the Warthog and take out as many of those bastards as you can, Sir.” Clark said, his voice steady, but hollow.  He looked over at Shaw, who was dug into his position.  Shaw could hear Clark’s side of the discussion.  He nodded, ever so slightly. 
 
    “Lieutenant Clark, that won’t be necessary.  We’ve got your six.  God’s speed, son,” the Admiral said, using his most encouraging tone.   
 
    “Sir,” the Satellite Driver called from his station in the Pit.  Admiral Faulk looked at Perez to catch her eye; he nodded, before moving towards the other side of the Pit.  
 
    Perez took the nod as one of approval, and she watched him walk towards the Satellite Driver’s workstation.  On the other side of the Pit, they were monitoring a Marine landing in New Orleans.  It was a critical operation, and she suspected that her satellite time was about to be cut short. 
 
    On the big screen in front of the Pit, a satellite image of Wolf Creek was being projected.  Sectioned off into four quadrants, the screen showed the former Presidential Humvee moving along a road in one screen.  The Chinese convoy was on another scree.  The intersection at the church was on a third screen, and the fourth showed a nearby farm with smoldering buildings.  
 
    Statistics scrawled under each screen as the seconds ticked away.  The three screens that Perez was concerned about each had a countdown timer showing when they would intersect paths.  There was less than a minute before engagement. 
 
    “Reposition the satellite to support the Marine landing,” Admiral Faulk ordered.   
 
    Perez gulped in air, and bit her tongue so that she didn’t react, but that didn’t stop her from whispering under her breath. “Damn it!”   
 
    The admiral briefly turned to look at her before speaking.  
 
    “Make sure they are supported as best as you can.  Understood, Airman?”  The admiral did not wait for an answer before turning back to watch the Marines landing at the port of New Orleans. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
[6]  
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the few minutes between when she lost most of her satellite allocation and when the battle was supposed to begin, she scanned dossier on Leah Burrows, but found nothing of significance in the file; the woman had led a model life.  After working with Senator Payne in D.C., she married Captain Burrows, who had retired from the Army and became an executive with one of the leading weapons manufacturers.  She had yet to see anything that corroborated Victor Poluski’s story about her being a Russian agent, or him working for the CIA. 
 
    Perez minimized the dossier screen and then peered up at the multitude of monitors on the Pit’s wall.   
 
    “Clark, radio check.  Over,” she said into her headpiece.  She could clearly hear him on the satellite phone, but just wanted to be sure.  
 
    The screens on the Pit wall containing her particular battle of interest were now isolated to thee monitors in the lower left corner.  She could see the Presidential Humvee moving on one screen, Clark’s location on another, and three enemy troop transports on a third.  She ran some timetable calculations again to confirm that Clark’s location was the predicted meeting point; and it was.   
 
    “Copy, Perez.  I can just hear their engines in the distance.  Over.” 
 
    “Copy.  Over.”  She muted the connection while she got her head clear. 
 
    With a click of her mouse, she selected the real-time imagery for Clark’s location and zoomed in. She sighed; the worry for these people had become real for her.  Plus, the stress of doing what she was being compelled to do, weighed heavy on her.  She breathed in deeply to push back the negative thoughts, and that is when her phone rang. 
 
    Perez looked at the blinking button, and then at the countdown clock, there was less than a minute.  She waited than three seconds before deciding to punch it, and take the call. 
 
    “Airman Perez,” the man said, not trying to hide his Russian accent.  “We now have first-hand intelligence that our mutual friend is alive, and is operating in the region of Birmingham, Alabama.  Which, as I recall, is your exact assigned area to monitor; and one of the reasons we selected you for this task.  Have you been able to precisely locate our friend?” 
 
    Perez breathed in deeply for the second time in as many minutes.  “I can confirm the same intel, but I have not found a precise location or made contact.” 
 
    “That is still good.  I believe you are close.  Make the contact as we discussed.” 
 
    “I will, but what about Sergeant Fields, is he okay?  Let me talk to him,” she demanded, realizing that her voice had too much plea in it for it to be taken as a real demand. 
 
    “You should expect contact from another one of our friends, soon.”  He ignored her demand.  “Do as we have instructed, and we will give him back to you,” the Russian said, before terminating the call, and denying her any opportunity to ask a question. 
 
    Perez hung up her end of the phone, frustration setting in.  She glanced back at the screen and unmuted her connection to Clark. 
 
    “Clark, are you still a go?  Over.” 
 
    Who the hell is this friend that is going to contact me?  She thought to herself as this was all coming to a head.  And that is when a small widget on her computer started blinking; it was a text message link primarily used by Homeland Security to communicate internally.   
 
    “Copy.  We are a go.  Over.” 
 
    She clicked open the message. 
 
    The last name of Burrows has been picked up by several short-wave transmissions.  Origin is east of Birmingham, Alabama, near the Talladega Super Speedway.  Report your findings only via this link. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny looked to the man holding the gun next to her, the sound of the trucks was within at least a mile.  “So, do you know if you’re good enough to go pro?” 
 
     Dan never changed expressions, but pivoted his head away from looking down his rifle, and looked at her.  “Not even a doubt.” 
 
    Penny thought about that for a second, she checked her rifle again before asking another question.  “Are you always that…” 
 
    “What’s it like?” he asked, cutting her off. 
 
    She didn’t have time to respond before he asked again. 
 
    “I mean, what’s it like to kill someone?  You said you did that, right?” 
 
    The questions stopped Penny in her tracks.  Yeah, she had killed.  In fact, she had killed a number of men.  Men that were trying to kill her.  Men that had attacked their home.  Men that had taken her hostage.  She didn’t like it, but this was the new normal.  Wasn’t it? 
 
    “It sucks.  That’s what it’s like.  It sucks, and we just have to live with it.” 
 
    They were both silent for a second, while the truck noises grew louder. 
 
    “I’ll do it again,” she said, leaning down towards her rifle, and fixing her range to her closest target.  “And, so will you, after today.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Dad, did you think we were dead?” Lucy asked, safely back in the bunker.  She flexed the bow to get a feel for it, and knocked an arrow to check her weight and aim. 
 
    David nodded, he felt like shit.  His leg throbbed, and his head pounded with pain, but he could feel his faculties and strength returning.  He wasn’t in a position to truly fight, but that didn’t stop him from holding a fully loaded pistol to his chest. 
 
    “Yeah,” his voice broke.  He cleared his throat, and shifted the weight of the pistol away from the top of his rib cage, and tried again.  “Yeah, I did, and I’m sorry.”  A tear rolled over his cheek; he was surprised that he still had enough liquid in him to cry. 
 
    She relaxed the bow, keeping the arrow knocked and reached for his hand.  “It’s okay, Dad.  We, well, I kind of thought you might be dead, too.  I didn’t know who or what to believe in.”  She stopped talking long enough to register that the sound of the trucks grew louder, and that Clark had started counting backwards on the radio. 
 
    “Here they come.  10, 9…” 
 
    “You, and your brother, I just don’t even know how to say it.  I’m so very proud of you two.” 
 
    “5, 4…” 
 
    “I know, Dad.  I love you,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze, before releasing it and readying the bow. 
 
    “2, 1.  Go!  Go!  Go!” 
 
      
 
    Dukes looked all ways, including back at the church and up and down the road before coping his hands to yell.  “Fire in the hole!”   Five seconds later a charge connected to a large live oak tree, rooted next to the road, exploded in a shower of splinters.  The trunk of the tree cracked under the weight of the centuries old wood, and began to tumble.  Within seconds, the tree fell with a glorious crash, blocking the two-lane asphalt road in front of the church.  With the main route blocked, the only way to navigate the obstacle was through the small gravel parking lot of the church. 
 
    It took a few seconds between the crash of the tree and the rumble of the Chines trucks rolling up to the obstacle.  The driver of the first truck applied the brakes as he came around the curve to church.  He avoided hitting the tree by inches.   
 
      
 
    “Are you afraid of dying?” Penny whispered, shocking herself with the question.  She then trained her rifle on the head of the driver of the first truck. 
 
    Dan was shaking, but remained calm.  He sighted one of the soldiers sitting in the cab, next to the driver.  “No, and I’m certainly not going to let it happen until I get my sister back.” 
 
      
 
    As if on key, the Humvee containing his abducted sister stopped on the other side of the downed tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Deb was scared; she felt stopping meant there would be more soldiers.  She had been told that they were joining others, and she would be taken as a prisoner.   These were ideas and thoughts that would have never entered her mind a few days earlier.   
 
    Fear was Deb’s driver, as she pressed her face to the partition glass; she was thankful that it was a tree, and not more soldiers.  She looked around, in the hopes that the soldier was going to open her door again.  To the right was a stand of hard woods, and perhaps a place where she could get away and hide.  To her left, a gravel parking lot and a small white church.  The sight of the building gave her hope, she had seen this church before; and knew where they were.  She allowed the fear to settle, and herself a small smile. 
 
    “We’re in Wolf Creek.  We’re close to home,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    “What did you say?”  Joseph shot back. 
 
    He turned around to yell at her, but movement from the gravel parking lot caught his attention.  Deb saw it, too, and ‘it’ was a large military truck appearing from around the other side of the tree.  The green truck turned the corner and stopped in the parking lot once the driver spotted the Humvee.  Panic shot up Deb’s spine like hot snake venom.  Joseph’s reaction was markedly different, and bordered on elation.   
 
    The passenger door of the large military truck opened, and a man climbed out slowly.  He aimed his rifle at the Humvee, and used the door of his vehicle to shield his upper body.  He yelled something at the Humvee and waggled the tip of his rifle.   
 
    Joseph slowly opened his driver’s side door and with deliberately slow movements exited the vehicle with his hands visible, and above his head.  He yelled something in Chinese, but the soldier holding the gun was reluctant to lower his rifle.  The smile of Joseph’s face faltered.  
 
      
 
    Dan shifted his sight once the Humvee rolled up to the tree.  It was all Penny could do to secure him in place, and not giving away their position.  
 
    “You need to wait!” She growled in a low whisper, her fingers turning white, as she fought to hold him down. 
 
    “Let go!” He countered in a voice that was much too loud for Penny.  
 
    “You have to wait!”  She felt her weight giving to the flexing of his muscular frame. 
 
    “But, the door is open, I can get her out!” 
 
    She dug her nails into his side, hoping that it would convince him to wait for her father to start the shooting. 
 
      
 
    Dukes was losing his patience.  It was taking too long for the other two trucks to pull in behind the first.  He looked over at Clark.   
 
    Clark held his stare, and slowly shook his head in the negative.  He could see the other two trucks from his position, and for the plan to work, they also needed to be in the parking lot.  He looked over at the first truck.  He could see that someone had exited the passenger side, but the downed tree blocked his view of what was on the other side.  He assumed it was the bastard that stole his ride and took the kids.  He looked over at Shaw.  Shaw was further down the road; he would be the containment in case they tried to retreat.  
 
    Shaw saw his commander looking at him, and gave a very slow head nod that he was set and ready for anything.  That’s when several soldiers hopped out of the back of the first troop transport; they were armed, and moved around front to support the first soldier.  Three more jumped out, and moved off to towards the back of the church.  
 
    Just then, the final two troop transports rolled up, crunching gravel as they pulled in behind the first troop transport and stopped.  It was show time. 
 
      
 
    Joseph took a few steps towards his comrades, speaking the entire time.  He got within ten feet of the front of the troop transport when the soldier pointing the gun at him seemed to grasp exactly whom he was confronting.  He lowered the weapon, and Joseph lowered his hands.  With large smiles, they shook hands, and the soldier from the troop transport clapped Joseph on the shoulder as if they were long lost friends.  They both began laughing. 
 
      
 
    Dukes watched it all, but as snipers are trained to do, he waited for exactly the right second to take his shot.  With the trucks engines shut off, and soldiers exiting out of the back, he let his breath out, and eased back on the trigger of his 7.62 rifle.  
 
    The sound of the gunshot was instantaneously followed by the round striking a small iPad size Army green plastic device strapped to an oak tree located directly behind the small convoy of troop transports.   
 
    The claymore is a weapon that has been around for decades, and is typically used to randomly kill anyone within a small radius.  Typically detonated by the use of trip wire, Dukes knew that the device could also be a remotely detonated IED.   
 
    As this was the last of their two claymores, Dukes needed it to have the most dramatic impact, or bang for the buck; with that in mind, he had turned the device around when planting it on the tree.  So, instead of exploding outward towards the convoy, it exploded towards the tree trunk.  Just like with the first tree, the second one cracked within seconds of the assault and began to tumble towards the church parking lot. 
 
      
 
    From Joseph’s angle, he saw what was happening before anyone else seemed to realize the chaos that was about to unfold.  The windshield of the troop transport shattered, and the head of the truck driver exploded against the back of the cab.  Two of the three soldiers dropped to the ground, their chest’s opening up and spraying him with internals and blood.  He never felt the .223 round enter his right shoulder, and exit the other side.  He fell to the ground, and didn’t move.  He didn’t want his life to end this way. 
 
      
 
    It took seven seconds from the time of the explosion to when the trunk of the massive tree impacted the three troop transports.  The blow crushed the chassis of the second and third vehicle, killing most of the men that were inside.  The lead transport narrowly missed being struck by the trunk; but there was still enough damage that the truck was dead in the water. 
 
    Within seconds of the crashing sound fading, the air filled with screams and pleas for help in a language that most American’s don’t understand.  
 
    The soldiers from the first truck reacted as trained soldiers should in battle; they regrouped and returned fire. They deployed as best as they could, rolling out of the back of the lead vehicle, firing at whatever they could for suppression.  They fell back, seeking firing positions under the cover of the fallen tree.  
 
      
 
    Dan broke Penny’s bond and leapt within seconds of the tree falling.   Using the chaos as cover, and his athletic ability, he made it to the Humvee without being noticed.  Deb saw her brother and banged on the glass of the rear door for him to help her.  He struggled with the handle to free her, but the door wouldn't open.  They stared helplessly at each other through the lead lined bulletproof glass.  He then looked back across the gravel parking lot to where Penny was hiding.   
 
    “Help me!” he yelled. 
 
    Without truly thinking, she fired several rounds towards the soldiers, really not aiming, but just getting them to duck.  Before the last round left the barrel, she was running towards the Humvee and the panicked star quarterback. 
 
    “No,” Dukes said, seeing his daughter leave the cover of her location.  He turned his rifle on the closest enemy soldiers to her and put down cover fire. 
 
    Penny slammed into the side of the vehicle, using it to seize her momentum.  She pulled open the driver’s door and dove in.  “Get in!” 
 
    Dan looked at her, and it took a fraction of a second for him to react, but he dove in, with her shifting over in the seat for him to enter.  She reached across him and slammed the door closed. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Dan demanded.  “We need to get her out, not put us in!” 
 
    “This thing’s bulletproof, you idiot!”  Just to prove her point, a dozen rounds bounced off of the front windshield.  “She’s safe in here!”  She spun around and looked at Deb.  “Are you, okay?” 
 
    Deb nodded.  “He didn’t hurt me,” she said, and then turned out to look for ‘him.’ 
 
    “Thank, God!” Dan said, now wondering what they were going to do from inside of the vehicle. 
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    “Who?” Dan asked, following Penny’s line of vision to the front of the first troop transport.   
 
    “Joseph.  The asshole that caused all of this,” Penny snarled. 
 
    Dan had put a round through the soldier; he was sure of it.  But, Joseph was no longer where he had fallen.  
 
    “Okay, switch places with me,” Penny ordered.  Without asking ‘why,’ he did as he was instructed.  “I’m going to pop the locks, and you go out the passenger door and bring her to the front.  Got it?” 
 
   
 
  

 Dan nodded, and was out the door the second the locks popped.  Within seconds he had his sister in the front, and he slammed the door. 
 
      
 
    Clark watched more soldiers than he thought could survive the fallen tree; crawl out of the tangled mess, and towards his side of the road.  He was hidden in the stand of hardwoods across from the church, and had an open firing lane on anyone that might try to circle the opposite way around the tree.  What he hadn't counted on was that the Chinese soldiers were using the internal area of the fallen canopy to move around and find their own firing positions on him.  Within minutes, he was taking fire from half a dozen positions from inside the tangled mess of leaves and wood.  He briefly looked over at Shaw, and saw that he, too, was taking more fire than they had counted on.  That is when they heard the sound of a fourth vehicle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 39
[7]  
 
      
 
      
 
    Perez was beside herself.  She had lost video on the situation once the admiral’s focus shifted to New Orleans.   She looked at the other screens on the wall, there were several battles taking place around the southeast and mid-west; including the mini-invasion happening in New Orleans.   
 
    She needed some bandwidth to see what was happening on the ground.  Unfortunately, her battle had fallen out of the category of most strategic, which limited her satellite and processing time.  She needed one of the battles to end, or at least a good reason to shift more bandwidth to her mission.  
 
    At that second a widget popped up on her computer terminal.  It was a text message. 
 
    This is Penny.  Is this Perez?   
 
    Lucy is with me, we need help, and we’re taking fire! 
 
    She started typing. 
 
    Penny, this is Perez, are you in the Humvee? 
 
    Yes.  There’s no key, and we’re stuck. 
 
    Somehow, even without the ignition key, Penny had activated the terminal link of the Presidential Humvee, and it reacquired the root communications conduit to the Pentagon.  This was the same way she had been contacted by Clark and Lucy last week when they were stuck inside the Presidential bunker. 
 
    Sending you a program…click AGREE!   
 
      
 
    Perez sent a terminal override execution file that she had been holding onto just in case Clark had not been successful in making it out of Atlanta; it would have granted her a full override of the systems.  She never mentioned to him that she had the program in her back pocket. 
 
    Penny tapped the icon on the dash mounted pop up monitor. 
 
    The terminal on Perez’s desk lit up with data points.  She had systems readouts and summaries of what was working on the Humvee, and what had failed.  Ignoring the crux of the data, she instead scanned for one particular line of code.  After finding it, she inserted a few commands and then sent it.   Within seconds, her lines of data converted to a digital dashboard of the truck’s onboard systems.  A quick scan told her that there was more red showing that green on the board; not good.  From here, she clicked the digital switch to activate the internal and external cameras on the truck. 
 
    Five small screens popped up on her monitor, each showing what the onboard cameras could see.   
 
    “Holy shit,” she breathed.  She could see the massive tree in front of the vehicle, a firefight was fully engaged to their left, and three young faces from inside the truck showed various levels of panic.  Perez activated the microphone and speakers of the vehicle.  The sounds of three filled her earpiece, and she spoke to them via her connection. 
 
    “Penny, this is Perez.  I now have operational control of most of the systems on the vehicle and I can see and hear you.  I need you to hold tight for just a second.” 
 
    Penny looked around and found one of the cameras mounted to the dash, and nodded.   “Okay.”  Out of the three, she was by far the calmest. 
 
    Perez manipulated her mouse, grabbing the video feed that showed the firefight, and transferred it to one of the blank screens on the video wall of the Pit. 
 
    “What’s that?”  Admiral Faulk asked, turning to the newly activated screen. 
 
    “That’s the Alabama ambush with the Presidential Humvee.  These kids are taking fire from organized troops.  They’re part of Lieutenant Clark’s team, we owe them a great deal, Sir.  I’d like to request more satellite bandwidth, and still get those Warthogs, Sir?” 
 
    He simply nodded. 
 
      
 
    David, Tasha, Emma and Lucy could hear the fighting happening outside of the church walls.  The wooden structure of the small building did little to insulate them from the horrors of what was happening feet away from the holy ground. 
 
    “Okay,” Emma said, sounding very nervous.  “I was hoping I wouldn't have to use this, but…” she held a plastic injector.  “I need you to be able to move, and you’re too heavy for us to lift.” 
 
    “What’s that?” David asked. 
 
    “Adrenaline.  But, with your weak system, this might…” 
 
    “Do it!  Do it, now.  I’d rather die fighting, than just lay here!” He ordered, knowing that the shot of adrenaline might be the difference in him being able to protect his daughter or not.   
 
    Emma slammed the shot into his thigh, releasing the substance into his bloodstream just as they saw several black clad Chinese soldiers peer through the back of the building’s windows.   
 
    Tasha raised her pistol. 
 
    “Don’t, they don’t know we’re in here,” David stopped her, the adrenaline not yet fully coursed through his system. 
 
    Lucy stood, pulled back with an arrow, aimed, and released.  The arrow shattered the glass pane of the window, and then veered off into the abyss of the back of the church, narrowly missing the face of the Chinese soldier peering in. 
 
    “They do now,” she said, knocking another arrow with a smooth move.  “I should’ve hit him,” she mumbled under her breath.  David looked at his daughter, a girl that was more absorbed with Pinterest a few weeks earlier, than firing an arrow with intent to kill. 
 
    The remains of the window exploded from the outside with a shower of bullets.  The four ducked behind their wall of wooden pews and books for cover. 
 
    “I don’t know if that was such a good idea,” Tasha said, her voice quivered.  She then poked her gun and her head above the tops of the benches.  She held her breath and started pulling the trigger as fast as she could.  She wasn’t aiming; she was just shooting. “GO!  JUST GO!” she yelled, still pulling the trigger of the spent handgun. 
 
    Emma put her hand on the girl’s forearm and brought her back down towards the floor.  “Okay.  We’re going to be okay,” she said, pulling the girl into a hug.  Tasha let her pistol drop to the floor. 
 
    David looked at his daughter; emotions of all types churned in him.  He was fearful that he might lose her again.  That fear led to anger that his children were being forced to kill in order to survive.  That notion really pissed him off, and he turned to look at the altar of the church; adrenalin surging through his veins, like lava.  The wooden cross had a few new bullet holes in it, but still hung true.  He nodded, knowing that he too, needed to hang true if they were going to live.  
 
    David felt power from the synthetic adrenalin pumping him up to action.  He slowly knelt, ignoring any pain in his leg, brought his rifle up, and waited for a target to appear.  He didn’t have to wait long, as a soldier dashed from one side of the opening separating them from hall, to the other.  David following him with the sights of his rifle, and fired; he was greeted by a new spray of bullets from another soldier. 
 
    “Damn, it!” 
 
    “They’re going to kill us,” Tasha said, her voice warbling, and her hands trembling.  “Oh, God, please help us.  Oh, God, please!”  
 
    David raised his pistol and fired again, sending a man scrambling back around the corner.  “That’s not going to happen,” he said.  
 
    Lucy drew another arrow back, aimed through a hole in the bunker, and released the shaft with the razor-sharp tip.  The arrow pierced the wall next to the opening, followed by a scream. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” she repeated her father’s words. 
 
      
 
    Shaw held his fire until the fourth vehicle, an armored personnel carrier, pulled up short of the scene.  The arrival of the APC was a potential game changer.  He was effectively trapped between the back of the action at the church and the front of the APC.  For the second, with Clark and Dukes drawing most of the fire, he was the forgotten pain in the ass that the enemy had not counted on.  He moved back a little in his position as soldiers poured out of the APC and began deploying in his direction.  He had two choices, try to hide and evade, or engage.  For the team to have a chance, he would have to take out the APC.  If he couldn’t take out the APC, then it’s guns would cut them down like a hot knife through butter.  What he needed was a bigger gun.  He rolled into a ditch, further back into the shade of the tree line, moved some leaves over him, and waited for the APC to advance.  
 
    
  
 
    “[8]Shit!”  Clark saw the APC, and then Shaw edging back into the shadows.   
 
    “Shaw, you okay?” Clark toggled his earpiece radio.   He got a double click on the channel indicating that Shaw was okay, or at least couldn’t talk.  “Are you going after the APC?” 
 
    Double click. 
 
    “Okay, shit!  Give me a second.” 
 
    Double click. 
 
    Once he saw the APC roll up he knew that Shaw was going to go after it, and he knew that he needed to give him support.  He toggled the switch on his satellite phone, hoping Perez was still on the line.  
 
    “Perez, this is Clark, over!” 
 
    “Clark?”  She flipped on her speakerphone so that the Admiral could hear the conversation.  “You muted me.   Listen, I have…” 
 
    “No, damn it!  Listen to me,” he cut her off.  “If you have anything in the air that can help us, we need it A-SAP! Understood!  They have an APC on site, and more fucking soldiers than I think we can handle!” 
 
    “Clark, I do.  What I was trying to say is that I’m linked into the Humvee I have the cameras active.  I can see the firefight, but I don't have visual on the APC.  I can’t engage the Warthogs, because I can’t separate you from the enemy.” 
 
    “Listen, that APC is going to shear us to pieces once it gets around the downed tree.  We’ll mark it, if you can take it out!” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “We’re falling back to the church.  Don’t hit the church! Got it? Over.” 
 
    Perez looked at the Admiral, who nodded, and Perez went into action, coordinating the aerial attack.  “Clark, listen, you’ve got just north of ninety seconds!  Go!  Over.” 
 
    “Understood!  Light them up!  Over,” he yelled, slamming the phone back into this pocket just a spray of bullets grazed along the top of the rock he was hiding behind.  “Shaw,” he said, keying the earpiece microphone.  He popped up and squeezed off three rounds before ducking back down.  “Can you mark the APC?  Warthogs inbound in ninety seconds!  Over.” 
 
    Double click. 
 
    “Do it, and then fall back to the church A-SAP.  I’m going to give you cover.  Understood?”  Clark heard the double click as he laid down a suppression fire along the trunk side of the tree that was closest to Shaw. 
 
    “I’m on it, too,” Dukes called into the radio chatter. 
 
    “Roger that.  Everyone else fall back to the church, there’s an airstrike in ninety seconds.  GO!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shaw acknowledged the action to mark the APC and to fall back, but that was going to be harder than he originally thought.  The area was engulfed in a full-on firefight.  
 
    He looked to his right, and could see the muzzle flashes from Dukes position in the small wooden bell tower of the historic church; he was getting pounded.  It was only a matter of time before the APC moved to a firing position to take him out.  Shaw knew he needed to act, right now! 
 
    “Shaw, go, now!” Dukes yelled over the radio just as he joined Clark in putting down as much cover for Shaw as possible.  Shaw sprang into action and revealed himself from his hiding place.  Taking out two Chinese soldiers from the back, he rushed headlong into the felled branches of the giant oak tree and towards the APC. 
 
      
 
    Dukes ducked back behind his cover to reload his magazine.  He knew the APC would have a firing position on him within seconds.  He needed to stand his ground as long as he could to give Shaw the break he needed to mark the beast.  A dozen rounds splintered off of the reinforced wood of the small bell tower.  Thankfully, the tower had a core made of hundred-year-old yard cast bricks, and that was the only difference between his life and certain death.   
 
    “Clark, go!  I’ve got this.”  Shaw said, spotting Clark in his original position.  “Fall back to the Church!”  Shaw was met with his own set of double clicks in his earpiece, just as someone jumped onto his back, knocking him to the ground.   
 
    “Son of a …”  Shaw’s face smashed into the aggregate driveway as the weight of the Chinese soldier drove him into the ground.  Shaw landed on his rifle, fracturing his right hand.  Enemy hands reached around his throat and started squeezing the breath out of him. 
 
    The fight was guttural and savage, as hand to hand combat is.  Shaw was pinned and couldn’t move his right hand, but as they tussled and struggled, he pulled his left arm from under him, his fingers struggling to find the handle of the three-inch knife strapped to his vest. 
 
    The Chinese soldier banged Shaw’s head against the ground a few times, creating a slash across the man’s head that spurted blood.  The blood mingled with the soldier’s grip; causing him hands to lose friction. 
 
    Shaw felt the man’s grip loosen as he tried to reposition, but the blood made choking the life out of the American soldier too challenging.  That release in tension gave Shaw just enough oxygen and leverage to put his fingers around the knife strapped to his chest.  He pushed against the ground with what strength he had left, and rolled under the man’s spread legs.  Shaw saw the man’s expression, for the briefest of an instant as he thrust the blade of the knife straight up through the crotch of the enemy.  Surprise filled the soldier’s eyes, followed by shock and then fear as Shaw pulled the knife back and drove it into the man’s throat.  
 
    He had precious few seconds before the airstrike, and that’s when he saw the APC pull away from his position, and drive straight into the branches of the fallen tree. 
 
      
 
    In the chaos, smoke and violence, Dukes lost sight of Clark and Shaw.  There was no signal smoke on the APC and he knew the seconds were ticking before the Warthogs came in firing their 30mm cannons.  Without the smoke to refine their target, they had orders to level everything; he needed to evacuate, but not without knowing if his daughter was safe. 
 
    Knowing that Penny and the others would be running back to the church, he risked a swarm of bullets and looked over the side; half a dozen soldiers, who were firing continuously at the Humvee. 
 
      
 
    Clark heard the screams of a girl pulsating through his earpiece; it wasn't Penny or Lucy, it had to be Deb.  He pulled up to a crouch position, and listened, but all he could hear was the sounds of the firefight…and the far-off sound of a jet engine.  “SHIT!”  That’s when he remembered Perez telling him that the teens were trapped in the Humvee and she could see them. 
 
    Clark took off at a run, knowing he had very little time to get back to the church.  Off to his right he saw the purple red whisks of marker smoke billowing through branches of the downed tree.  Shaw had done it!  He had marked the APC.
[9]  
 
    “Perez, can you start the truck?  If so, do it now!  Do it now!”  Penny yelled, looking into one the cameras.  “Start the truck!  Start the truck!”   
 
      
 
    Perez worked feverishly to override the need to have the keys in order to start the vehicle.  The imbedded protocol in the software was one that didn’t make it easy for the President’s vehicle to be started remotely.  She looked up at the scenes being transmitted by the cameras, that’s when she saw Clark, running at full speed from the right facing camera. 
 
    “Open your passenger door, now!  It’s Clark!” Perez commanded, just as she found the right sequence to override the start command. 
 
    Deb looked to the right and could see the American soldier running and firing.  He was waving his arms and possibly yelling, but she couldn’t hear him.  She unlocked the door and flung it open.  The sounds of the firefight magnified and spilled into the cabin. 
 
    Clark was coming from behind two of the soldiers, and they never stood a chance as he shot them in the back, running past.  Clark saw the door open just a crack, but it was enough; he dove into the front seat. 
 
    “Shut it!  Shut it!” 
 
    Deb closed the door behind him, just as the Humvee roared to life.  It was a tight fit, so Clark pivoted to look at Penny, and yelled.   
 
    “GO!” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Drive into the church!  GO, NOW!” 
 
    Penny stomped on the right peddle, sending the Diesel engine spinning, she had it in reverse first so that she could back away from the tree.  The soldiers firing on her advanced a few feet as she moved back and away from them. 
 
    “Shit!  Hurry!” Clark ordered, sliding past Deb and Dan to sit next to Penny.  The billow of red smoke had just broken through the branches of the downed tree.  The downed tree trembled as if it were being devoured by a massive force, just as one of the smashed troop transports exploded through the branches, creating a hole for the APC.   The APC pushed the carcass of the transport as if it were a bulldozer, using the damaged vehicle as a battering ram against the tree.  More soldiers than Clark could count poured through the hole, using the armored vehicle as a shield. 
 
    The gunner on the APC acquired the bell tower first as the primary target; opening up with both of the vehicle’s heavy guns.  The bell rang a thousand times as the top of the tower exploded with the pounding.  The small shingle roof above the bells collapsed, releasing the cast giant bronze structure, and sending the bell crashing down the shaft of the tower.  The decades old brick disintegrated into powder, causing the remains of the tower to collapse in on itself.  
 
    Clark saw it happen, he knew Dukes was up there, but there was no time for that now.  “GO, DAMN IT…GO!” 
 
    “I AM!”  Penny yelled, fighting to control the torque generated by the vehicle.  The truck veered left, and she over corrected, sending hundreds of pieces of crushed stone flying.  Dozens of bullets ricocheted off the glass, leaving small smoky dings in the field of view.  Penny got control and aimed the vehicle at the first two soldiers in her path, and mowed them down without thinking.   
 
    “The doors, aim for the doors!”  Clark ordered.  He looked right, the APC was turning towards them, but they were moving too quickly to be acquired by their gunner.  He thought he caught a glimpse of Shaw running along the tree line; with several soldiers were in pursuit.  
 
    “Clark!” Perez’s voice in the vehicle caught him off guard. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Warthogs are starting their run in ten seconds.” 
 
    Clark didn’t have time to answer, as several heavy caliber rounds struck the back-right side of the vehicle, causing Penny to lose control of the vehicle.  The back-right window imploded with the shock, sending shards of serrated ‘glass’ compound and metal blasting through the back compartment.  Thankfully, they were all in the front. 
 
    Clark reached for the wheel and course correcting the vehicle, aiming it for the closest side of the building.  “GO!  GO!” 
 
    Another round struck the back of the vehicle and bounced off, exploding into the rooftop of the church.  The Humvee punched through the side of the church just as the lead Air Force Fairchild Republic A-10 Thunderbolt lost its 30mm rotary cannon on the smoke covered APC. 
 
      
 
    Emma screamed as the exterior wall to the church exploded inward, and the Humvee crashed through the rubble.  The three soldiers crouching near the wall, including the soldier pierced by Lucy’s arrow, fell victim to the intruding hunk of American steel.  
 
    Tasha joined in the screaming, as it was almost too much for her to manage.  The sound of the explosions and their screams were drowned out, as the sound of the jets filled the battle scene with the roar of furry and freedom.  Explosion after explosion rocked the remaining shell of the church from the outside, causing the old structure to heaved and moaned. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” David yelled, his hands shaking with the weight of the rifle. 
 
    The driver’s door of the Humvee opened and Clark and Penny jumped out.   
 
    “Get in, now,” Clark ordered.  “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    Emma and Lucy didn’t have to be told twice.  They helped David over the pile of wooden benches and into the backseat of the vehicle.   
 
    “Where’s my dad?” Penny asked, jumping out of the vehicle and looking for her father.  “Dad!” She called. 
 
    “Where’s Jack?” Lucy asked after getting David in his seat. 
 
    Clark put a heavy hand on Penny’s arm. “Get in,” he ordered, pulling on the girl. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without my dad,” she pulled away from him. 
 
    “Jack!” Lucy called. 
 
    “Keep it down, this isn’t over,” Clark growled.  There were still a number of enemy soldiers around the church; most of which had regrouped around the large oak at the back.  
 
    “Now!” Clark insisted, again.  They needed to leave now, while the Chinese were shell shocked and confused. 
 
     Emma stepped out of the back and put her arms around Lucy.  “Get in,” she said turning the girl towards the open door.  
 
    “I’m not leaving without Jack!” 
 
    “And, I’m not leaving without my dad,” Penny echoed.  
 
    Clark really didn’t have to think about what he was about to do, he just did it; he wouldn’t leave Dukes and Shaw behind any more than they would have left him behind.  He also knew that he would especially not leave Jack.  He just wanted everyone else to get to safety.   
 
    “Look,” he said to Penny.  “You,” he punched his finger into her shoulder.  “You need to drive them out of here, and get them to safety.  Perez will guide you. I’ll get the others.  I’ll find your father.  We’ll be right behind you.   Okay?”   
 
    Penny nodded a reluctant kind of nod, still looking around for her father.  
 
    “Hey!”  He poked her again.  “Did you hear me?” 
 
    She nodded again.  “Yeah, I got it.  Just bring them back alive.” Clark didn’t look convinced, but she turned back towards the vehicle, nonetheless. 
 
    “What about Jack?”  Lucy asked, knowing, with Penny giving in, that there was no more argument.  She moved robotically to the front passenger side of the vehicle.  
 
    “I’ll get them all,” Clark promised, poking his head in the vehicle.  He was painfully aware of just how close they were to being overrun, but didn’t need them to panic; he needed them to leave.  “Give me the keys to the Bronco,” he asked, looking at Tasha.   
 
    Tasha shook her head.  “They’re still hanging in the ignition.” 
 
    “Okay,” Clark said, taking one of Penny’s magazines from her belt and pushing her to get in the driver’s seat.  “Go, I’ll get your dad, Jack and Shaw, and we’ll find you.”  
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Go, now, Penny!  You need to be the leader here!  I need someone that can drive them out of here, and that’s you!” 
 
    “Penny,” it was the voice of Perez, coming through the speakers of the Humvee.  “I’ve got some cover for you, but you’ve got to go right now! 
 
    Penny nodded at Clark, and then she took control.  “Everyone get down, this is going to be bumpy!  Perez, we’re getting the hell out of here, right now!  So, whatever you got, get it read!” 
 
    “Go!” Clark ordered, and slammed the door; not waiting to hear what Perez would tell her. 
 
     Penny floored the vehicle, spinning the tires on the hard wood floors, and sending it crashing through an outer wall at the back of the church.   She had to avoid hitting the Bronco, and swerved into a group of surprised soldiers who had mustered around the tree.  She shot gravel on the soldiers, and they opened fire on her, and began chasing on foot. 
 
    Once she hit the pavement of the road, she saw the half dozen soldiers meet with a fury of death, just as another A-10 Warthog guaranteed the group’s escape.   
 
    Clark watched the escape through the wreckage of the church, knowing there had to be other soldiers lurking around.  But soldiers weren’t his main concern; his main concern was finding his men. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    
  
 
    
[10]  
 
    Perez watched the chaos from her desk in the Pit.  Chaos was not really the right word, but, as it stood, they had successfully recovered the hostage, the Presidential Humvee, and gotten most of the team out.  Chaos was just window dressing for the cluster that was luck, ingenuity and firepower.   
 
    Perez leaned into her screens, as if they could see her in the Humvee. “I’ll see what I can do to locate the others for Clark,” she told the occupants of the Humvee.  
 
    “Thanks.”  It was Lucy; she had chosen to concentrate on what she knew how to do instead of the health of her father, or the whereabouts of her brother.  “Please help him find Jack,” she said, stifling a sob. With that thought, she assumed control of anything to do with the onboard systems that didn’t involve driving.  She was confident that Emma was taking care of her father in the back, and Clark would take care of Jack.  What she needed was to distract herself from the reality.  She punched a few buttons on the dash, just trying to do something. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever you can do for my dad, Shaw and,” Penny said, looking briefly at Lucy before pushing the accelerator a little more to the floor, “and Jack.”  She was nudging the speed of the vehicle past 70 miles per hour on the small road; the wind from the shattered window whistled across the internal speaker system. 
 
    “I can fix that noise,” Lucy said, as if reading Penny’s mind. 
 
    “Okay, you know I will do what I can to help them all,” Perez offered. “So, where are you going, now?  I think it would be best to head to the base in Carrolton, Georgia.  We have a staging area and…” 
 
    “Talladega,” Tasha said, cutting Perez off in mid-sentence.  She had been utterly silent, the constant shock and awe ebbing and flowing with her sense of reality.  “We need to go to Talladega.  That’s were Grace, and Leah are.”  Her voice was solid and determined; tidal flows of reality be damned! 
 
    Perez opened her mouth to say something before she actually processed the two names she had just heard.  Grace and Leah?  As in Grace and Leah Burrows?  Holy Shit!  Could it be them?  She tried to stay composed, but couldn’t believe that she was about to be lead straight to the person the Russians wanted her to find.  
 
    Admiral Faulk heard her say those names, and slowly made his way towards her station. 
 
     “Who are they?” Perez asked, now composed.  “And, who are you?” she asked, looking at David and Tasha through the camera. 
 
    “That’s Tasha,” Emma said, leaning towards one of the cameras.  “And, you’re not going to believe it, but, that’s David…” 
 
    “He’s my dad! Lucy said, showing a genuine smile. 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” Perez realized, the coincidence of the moment hitting her heavy.   
 
    “No kidding, right?” Emma responded, with a knowing huff. 
 
    “What are the chances of you all finding…” 
 
    “So,” Penny cut her off.  “We’re going to Talladega,” she asserted, making the decision for the group.  “It’s closer than some base in Georgia.  Besides, David’s injured and I’d like to get him out of this truck.  And, it’ll be an easy place for the others to find us,” she reasoned. 
 
    The others just nodded, the crash of adrenalin from the battle draining the energy from the team. 
 
    “Okay,” Perez relented.  “To Talladega, then.  Tell me again, who are Grace and Leah?” 
 
    Tasha put her head back against the top of the seat, letting the motion of the vehicle relax her as she began to speak.  “They’re just people; people that offered to help me.  They have guns, and training, and medical people, but above everything else, they’re just caring people.” 
 
    “Do you know their last name?” Perez asked.  She knew the answer to her own question before she asked it. 
 
    “Barrow, or Bird, or something.  No, it’s Burrows,” Tasha said, nodding her head gently, but never actually lifting it off of the back of the seat.  “It’s Burrows.  Grace and Leah Burrows.  There’s a dad, too, but I don’t remember his name.” 
 
    “Ian,” David said, his voice a warbler, the remnants of adrenalin still lapping at his nerves.  
 
    “Roger, that,” Perez said, checking off the confirmation.  She wrote down the names on a legal pad and looked up at Admiral Faulk.  He returned the look with a furrowed brow of understanding; they were on the right path. 
 
      
 
    “So, can you get us there without us running into any troops, helicopters, trucks or tanks?” Lucy asked, trying to get the onboard navigation working again.  
 
    “Let me check the imagery,” Perez answered.  She watched Faulk walk back into his office and shut the door.  “We’re really focused on Louisiana right now, but,” her voice trailed off as she manipulated her screen shot of the region from space.  “Okay, got it.  Lucy, I just messaged the best directions to the vehicle. It looks relatively quiet.  Your encounter was about as far to the east as the action seemed to go.  But, with that said, it looks like there’s quite a gathering of people at the Talladega racetrack.  I hope this is a wise move.  Just to be safe, I’ll leave a link up so I can monitor you guys, but I’ll be splitting time.  They need me to help with the other exercise, so…” 
 
    The Admiral emerged from his office and walked over to Perez.  “You’ll need to table this for right now.  I need you helping with Louisiana.”  He walked away, business as usual. 
 
    “What about my dad and the others?” Penny asked through the open link, shaking Perez from her thoughts about what to do next.   
 
    “Listen, Penny, I’ll see what I can do, but right now, I’m needed with the New Orleans task force.  I’ll leave your com open, and try to keep an eye on you.  Over,” she said, ending any further discussion. 
 
      
 
    Jack tried to control his breathing.  He could see that the other man, Penny’s father, was going to die.  He had remained as silent as he dared, and at the sound of the Humvee spinning through the parking lot and down the road, he nearly lost hope.  His leg was pinned under rubble from the collapse of the church steeple.  Even if he wanted to go rescue Dukes, he couldn’t. 
 
    “Jack!  Jack!” the voice was a whisper yell.  Jack knew the voice, and his hope returned with a rush.   
 
    “Clark!  Here!  Here!  I’m over here!  Help!” he answered in the same whisper yell, trying not to jostle his leg too much. 
 
    Clark zeroed in on the boy, still very mindful that enemy soldiers surrounded them.   “Hey, take it easy,” he said, quickly accessing the situation. 
 
    “It’s my leg, it’s trapped.” 
 
    Clark knelt down and started moving a few small pieces.  “Do you think it’s broken?”  Clark moved pieces of brick and wood as quickly and as gently as he could, mindful of the nails protruding throughout the aged hand sawn lumber. 
 
    “No, I just think it’s asleep, it’s at a weird angle.”  
 
    Clark had heard things like that before when dealing with IEDs in Iraq; he grimaced for the worst as he lifted the last board, freeing the boy. 
 
    Jack reached down and touched his leg.  From the outside it looked fine; no bones sticking through his pants.  His pants below the knee were ripped, and there was some blood, but otherwise, he looked okay. 
 
    “Can you move it?” 
 
    Jack nodded and gingerly straightened his leg.  He then rotated his foot a few times, feeling the sharp pain of the pins and needles as blood and feeling rushed back to the limb. 
 
    “Mr. Dukes is somewhere in that pile,” Jack said, trying to stand and move towards the pile.  Clark grabbed his arm, stopping him from moving.  He held a finger to his lips for silence; someone was closing in on them.  He pivoted around, raising his rifle, ready to fire. 
 
    “I thought you were leaving,” Shaw said, slowly walking through the doorway so that Clark could clearly make the ID.  
 
    “Son-of-bitch, man, I thought.  Well, I didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    Shaw shrugged; a bloody rag of some sort covered a gash along his forehead.  “I saw the Hummer bug out.  Is it just us three?” 
 
    “No, we need to find Dukes.  Jack thinks he’s here,” he said, moving debris from one of the larger piles. 
 
    It only took a few seconds before they found his right foot, and then his left.  He had several scrapes along his legs.  The next thing they found shocked them.  As they moved a large piece of plaster wallboard, they discovered the bronze bell from the tower, and the upper portion of Dukes torso curled inside and unconscious.  Clark reached two fingers to his neck, trying to locate a pulse.  There was one. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Clark announced. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Shaw responded to the good news. 
 
    Several dark uniforms were probing the entrance hole made by the hummer.  Shaw knelt, rifle at the ready to defend their position.  He looked wobbly. 
 
     Clark saw it too.  He also saw Shaw’s condition.  He needed a plan. 
 
    “Can you shoot straight?” Clark asked Shaw. 
 
    Shaw felt the wet tee-shirt bandage that he had applied to his head.  He was light headed, and probably had a concussion, but hell yeah, he could shoot straight.  He nodded, checking his ammunition. 
 
    Clark then turned to the boy.  “Jack, you’re going to drive us out of here!”   
 
    Jack looked out through the hole in the back of the church.  He could see the black Bronco, and he smiled. 
 
    “Listen, the keys are in the ignition.   Shaw is going to cover you.  Once you’re in, start it, and we’ll be right behind you.  Put it in drive and step on it.” 
 
    “Where do I go?” 
 
    “Look,” Clark pointed through the back opening of the church, there’s a dirt road.  Just go for that. You see it?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “On the count of three, I’m going to lift him.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jack said.  Let me sneak out.  I can back it up to you three.” 
 
    Clark and Shaw looked at each other. 
 
    “I think he can do it, and that might give us a few seconds before hell drops on us again,” Shaw agreed. 
 
    “Okay.  Cover him.  Your dad will kill me if he knew I let you do this.  Don’t get shot!  Hear me, kid?” 
 
    “Got it,” he said, crouching down and moving to the hole in the back.  Shaw edged alongside of him.  There were at least two soldiers still milling around the back of the church; they were preoccupied with the sheriff’s car.  The rest of the Chinese soldiers seemed to be in recovery mode in the front of the church.   
 
    Clark picked Dukes up and flung him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  There was every reason to believe that something was going to go terribly wrong with this plan.  He saw Jack move low and quick; just as both soldiers in the back opened the door to the bullet riddled police car and looked inside.  
 
    Jack made it to the driver’s door, and gently pulled on the handle.  And that is when the warning signal from the truck started chiming that the door was open and the key was still in the ignition.   
 
    
  
 
    Perez feverishly worked the intelligence being gathered as American troops flooded onto the docks of the New Orleans shipping terminal.  This was a major pushback by America, and one that had come together at lighting speed.  The Naval and Marine taskforce had been strung together from a joint training mission with Brazil when the war began. 
 
    With all hands on deck focused on the unfolding events, Perez checked her surroundings, and paused long enough to pull up the chat window to Homeland Security.  She paused, her fingers hovering above the keyboard, and then typed the coded message. 
 
    Location confirmed.  Instructions? 
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    Penny eased the gas off of the vehicle as they crested the hill; the Talladega racetrack filled their windshield.  She let the vehicle roll to a stop, but stayed ready to move at any second. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tasha asked.  “That’s got to be where they are.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I get that, but, there’s like a crap ton of people down there,” Penny expressed. 
 
    “Do you think we can call someone on the radio or something?” Emma asked from the back.  “I’m just saying, because David could really use medical support.” 
 
    “I thought you were an ER nurse?” Penny said, noting that Lucy opened her mouth and then shut it. 
 
    “I am, Penny,” terseness refracting in her voice.  “I’m just out of supplies, and could use a little help; you know, I think we all could.” 
 
    “Penny.”  It was David, and he didn’t look good.   
 
    Penny looked in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “I know I need help, and we all need support.  I trust you, see if you, Tasha and Lucy can locate a safe place, I just don't know how much longer I can hang on.  Okay?”  David said all of that with very little movement, his head leaning on Emma’s shoulder.  Lucy turned to look at her father; an expression of worry stitched on her face. 
 
    Penny looked at Lucy and then back at Tasha, and nodded.  “Hey, see what you can see down there,” Penny nodded to Lucy, and a pair of binoculars mounted to the dash. 
 
    Lucy pulled the binoculars out of their cradle, and to her eyes.  She took a minute to fit the optics to her face and focused the lenses.   
 
    “What do you see?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Ahh, people.” 
 
    “What kind of people?” 
 
    “Men with guns,” she said, her voice flat.  
 
    “That’s not good,” Dan said, uncomfortably still wedged into the front seat with the three girls.  His leg had been right up against Penny’s the entire time.  
 
    “Right,” his sister agreed. 
 
    “Oh!  I also see a military tent with a red cross on it,” Lucy reported, her voice rising with hope.  “That’s a medical tent.  Right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.  Usually,” Penny answered, still not sure. 
 
    “I think we should go there,” Tasha chipped in.  “The medical tent is the only place that can help Mr. David.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lucy nodded. 
 
    Penny simply applied the accelerator and made her way towards the tent, and the unknown of the mass of people. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Doctor Tabby Cadet and her husband Doctor Seth Cadet had established a medical tent at the outskirts, of the highway side of the fields, surrounding the Talladega Super Speedway.  The Cadets were on a mission, not only to help their fellow human, but also to find Anna, their daughter. 
 
    Caught up in the outer extremities of the nuclear explosion that destroyed Atlanta, the two surgeons had been pressed into service by Colonel Horn, the commander of the Georgia National Guard.  They found themselves torn between their hypocritical oaths to help those in need, a desire to help the country and a need to reunite their family.  But, it was the latter that forced them to leave Colonel Horn’s leadership, and strike out to find their daughter.   
 
    As doctors, the Cadets knew that in order for them to morally forge the path to their daughter that they would need to help others along the way.  That decision coupled with the news that the Chinese now controlled Birmingham, had halted their search for Anna, and planted them at the Talladega Super Speedway. 
 
    The two doctors relied on the help of two key soldiers to provide support and protection during their quest.  Raven Horn, the daughter of Colonel Horn, and her boyfriend, Specialist Reed.  The luxury of having the Colonel’s daughter as their advocate, had afforded the two doctors a tent, medical supplies and armed protection as they tried to help those impacted by the attack.  
 
    Tabby and Seth had been working for nearly ten hours straight when they heard the sound of the diesel engine outside of their medical tent.  The sound made both professionals stop what they were doing and look at each other across the confined space. 
 
    “In coming.  It’s military,” Raven Horn said, poking her head in the front flap of the tent.  
 
    “Who is it?  Is it the Colonel?” 
 
    “No, I don't recognize the truck,” she said, disappearing back out of the flap, and bringing her 7.62 rifle up, and ready to fire.  Specialist Reed had done the same thing.  He was positioned ten yards away, leaning on a stack of tires that served as a barrier.  He nodded at her to take the lead. 
 
      
 
    Penny left the vehicle running; in reality, she had no idea how to turn it off after Perez’s remote hotwire.  She looked through the window, noting that there was one American woman soldier positioned just outside the medical tent.  Penny was very aware that the soldier was pointing her rifle at them.   
 
    “Do you see the guy on the right?” Dan said, his voice a whisper, for no reason. 
 
    She let her eyes look right, never moving her head from looking at the female soldier.  “Yeah, I got him, now.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Penny reached over and patted Dan on the leg. “I’ve got this.”  With her left hand, she opened the door and stepped out, holding up her hands.   
 
    Raven shifted the sight of her rifle from the windshield of the Humvee to the woman that had just stepped out from the driver side.   
 
    “Hey!” Penny said, taking a step around the side of the door, exposing herself to the whims of the armed soldier.  “I’ve got injured in here, and I need help.” 
 
    Raven looked over at Reed, and he nodded, giving her support that he had her six. 
 
    Tabby pushed open the flap, hearing the voice of the woman and the plea for medical help.  Quickly, she assessed the situation from the perspective of a doctor, and more importantly, a mother, she decided to put an end to the standoff.   She walked past Horn, letting her hand touch the soldier’s shoulder lightly, and walked towards the woman next to the Humvee. 
 
    “I’m Doctor Cadet.  What’s wrong?” Tabby asked, approaching the woman; whom she now suspected was an older teenager. 
 
    Penny stepped back and opened the back door.  “He was attacked by the Chinese helicopters,” she said, stepping out of the way so the doctor could see into the back. 
 
    Tabby looked into the vehicle, there was a collection of young adults and teenagers, as well as a woman and a man that was clearly injured. 
 
    Emma held David’s head in her lap; she looked up at the other woman ready to accept the help. 
 
    “You’re a doctor?” 
 
    Tabby nodded, her eyes already taking in the injuries she suspected that existed underneath the bandages.   
 
    “I’m a nurse.  His pulse is light and his breathing is ragged.  I suspect that he has fluid on his lungs.  He has severe trauma to his lower right thigh, and…” she continued to present the case to the doctor as she moved out of the way for David to be checked over. 
 
    Tabby listened to the woman sitting in the backseat of the vehicle while she drew her stethoscope and listened to the sounds of the man’s breathing and heartbeat.  Once finished she lifted her head out of the vehicle and yelled. 
 
    “Seth, get a stretcher, stat!  Raven, Reed, help me lift him out of the car,” she ordered. 
 
    Dan pushed his way out of the car to slide by Penny.  “I’ll give you a hand, too.” 
 
    Deb was right behind him.  “Me, too,” she volunteered, not wanting any sort of separation to come between her and her brother. 
 
    Between them all, they successfully moved David to the stretcher and into the medical tent, with Lucy, Tasha and Emma in tow.  That left Raven and Penny standing next to the Humvee. 
 
    “You guys look like you’ve been in the shit,” Raven said, noting Penny’s rifle on the seat and the fact that the Humvee looked like it had been through the puree setting on a blender.” 
 
    “We’ve all been part of a couple different things,” she answered, not knowing what to call it.   
 
    “Huh.  So, just to confirm, you guys aren’t military.  Right?” 
 
    “I’m not, two guys that were with us were, I mean are.  This is their ride; they’re trying to help my dad.  They should be catching up with us soon.”  Penny felt awkward verbalizing their story.  She deflected it back onto the soldier.  “What about you?  How’d you wind up here?” 
 
    “Ah, well, I was working at Starbucks like a little over a week ago.  You know, serving an iced mocha one minute, and then the bomb in Atlanta went off the next.” 
 
    “No shit!” 
 
    “No shit.” Raven looked up at the sky, pausing for a second, or perhaps just affirming a prayer.  “Anyway, I got lucky.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We were at the very outskirts of the blast, which was still pretty violent and,” Raven tossed her thumb back towards the tent.  “The two doctors, husband and wife, just happened to be in the same Starbucks when it went off.  The building crumpled in on itself, and I was trapped.  They saved my life, and well, I owed them one, so, I helped them get out here so they can hopefully find their daughter.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s not all of it, but it gets me here,” Raven said, nipping their background discussion in the bud.  “So, it looks like you’ve started drawing a crowd,” Raven noted, with a nod for Penny to look on the other side of the vehicle. 
 
    Dozens of stranded, abandoned or injured people, with no home, and no hope in sight, slowly moved towards the rattling sound of the diesel engine. 
 
    “Okay, that’s weird.  What do they want?” Penny asked, walking around to close the open doors of the running vehicle. 
 
    “Water, food, shelter, answers to just what the hell is going on or where they can find their love ones, and the list goes on,” Raven said, already used to hearing the heart wrenching stories of the survivors. “You’re new, and in a military vehicle, so, obviously, you’ll have the answers,” there was a tired sarcasm to her voice. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “You can start by turning it off.” 
 
    “Ah, I don’t know if I can,” Penny said, sliding back into the driver’s seat.  “Hey, Perez, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m, Horn, Raven Horn,” Raven said, thinking Penny was talking to her. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean, sorry, I’m Penny, and Perez is at the Pentagon.” 
 
    “Penny, I only have 30 seconds,” the female voice came thought the vehicle’s speakers.  Raven ducked to look into the vehicle, and unknowingly putting herself into the view of the interior camera. 
 
    “We’re here and I need to turn the truck off.  How do I do that?” 
 
    “You don’t have keys?” Raven asked, still looking around the vehicle; this wasn't a typical Humvee. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Reach under the left side of the steering column and pull out the square relay,” Perez instructed, she had anticipated the question. 
 
    Penny did as she was instructed, and the diesel engine clanked to a stop.   
 
    “It should restart when you put it back in,” Perez said.  “I can pause the link from here.  Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, what do you know about my dad?” 
 
    Perez breathed deeply, prepping to give an answer she didn’t want to give.  “I’ve lost contact with Clark, and all of my satellite bandwidth is concentrated on New Orleans.  Once I can break away, I will.  Okay?” 
 
    “No, but, whatever,” Penny said, with a huff.   
 
    “How’s David?” Perez asked, feeling guilty. 
 
    “There’s two doctors here, and they took him into a medical tent, so, I don't really know for sure.” 
 
    “He’s in good hands with the Cadets,” Raven spoke up. “Those doctors are the best.” 
 
    “And, who are you?” Perez asked. 
 
    “Sergeant Raven Horn.  Who are you?”  She threw the question back to the faceless voice. 
 
    “Airman Nina Perez” she answered, waiting for her computer to crunch the name Sergeant Raven Horn; and then it came up with more information than she anticipated.  “Oh,” her voice a little too surprised.  “You’re Colonel Horn’s daughter, from the Georgia National Guard, right?” 
 
    Raven raised her eyebrow and looked at Penny.  “That’s right, and who are you, again?” 
 
    “Sorry, I work at the Joint Chief’s, I’m paid to know everything.  You know, the more info we have, the better we can support troops like yourself.” 
 
    “Understood,” Raven said, looking past Penny and at the crowd grouping around the new vehicle.  “It looks like we have a little situation,” she said, directing the sentence towards Penny. 
 
    “Okay, look Perez, I’ll check in about an hour.  I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Copy, that.  Be safe.  Over,” Perez said, pausing the link to the Humvee and cross referencing everything she knew about Horn, the two doctors and then it hit her.  She opened her personnel file on Ian and Leah Burrows and typed in the name Cadet.  She was instantly rewarded with a hit. 
 
      
 
    “Get your weapon and get out of the vehicle,” Horn ordered. 
 
    Penny grabbed the rifle on the seat and shut the driver’s door.  
 
    “Listen,” Horn said, her voice loud and forceful as she addressed the forming crowd.  
 
    “Who are they?  Do they have answers?” someone shouted from the crowd. 
 
    “No, they just came for medical help, and…” 
 
    “Yeah, we do have some answers,” Penny cut her off, her voice just as demanding as Raven’s. 
 
    Raven looked at her.  “What the shit?” 
 
    “These people deserve to know what’s going on, just like we do,” she said, turning away from Horn, and not waiting for an answer.  “The Chinese are on the move.  It is a full-fledged invasion.  My home was attacked near the lake on the Georgia, Alabama line, and we were just in a hell of a fire fight with them over in the Wolf Creek area.” 
 
    “What about Birmingham, and Atlanta, is it all true?  Is the military coming in to help?” a lady asked from the crowd. 
 
    The women looked at each other.  “Go ahead news anchor, you seem to have all the headlines,” Raven said, leaning back on her heels. 
 
    “Yes, Atlanta is gone, I saw the mushroom cloud myself, and I know people that escaped from the blast.  They say there’s nothing left.  I’ve heard that Birmingham is under Chinese control.”  That got the crowd buzzing. 
 
    “Who told you that?” Raven asked, her voice low so she couldn’t be heard. 
 
    “Your father, a few days ago; he was standing in my house.” 
 
    Raven narrowed her eyes at the girl, and then looked more closely at the battle-damaged hummer for clues to who these people were. 
 
    “As far as the military response goes,” Penny continued, climbing onto he back bumper of the vehicle so her voice would project over the small mass of people.  “They are on the move.  We have friends at the Pentagon that just told me there is a counter invasion by our forces, right now, coming up through New Orleans,” she hated giving information away, but under the circumstances felt she had no choice. 
 
    “Is there help coming for us?” the same woman in the crowd asked. 
 
    Penny paused before answering, and took the briefest of seconds to look back at Raven.  “Yes, but I don't know exactly when.  Just hold tight for now, I’ll see what we can do,” she promised, leaping down off the bumper.  She hoped the move would end the conversation, and it did.  The group seemed to gobble up the news and then dissipate; that is except for two men standing at the fringes of the group.  They were both armed, and turned to walk towards the racetrack after they crowd dispersed.  
 
    “You’ve got some balls,” Raven said, nodding at the other woman.  “So, just to throw a wrench in your public display of leadership, did you happen to notice the two dudes at the back of the crowd?  The ones sporting the AKs.” 
 
    Penny looked around, but was too late to see what she was talking about.  “No.” 
 
    “Come on in the tent, let me catch you up before you have to meet them,” Raven said, leading Penny into the medical tent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In Clark’s field of vision, everything happened at a very slow speed.  He had heard of this phenomenon while serving overseas, but he had never experienced it himself.  Usually associated with fear, or intensity of a situation, the feeling had a few different names, depending on who was telling the story.  Experts call it Time Dilation, but the soldiers that experienced it first hand, called it warping, as if entering a time warp. Regardless of what it was called, Clark knew it was happening. 
 
    From the very first trigger bing of the Bronco’s ignition alarm, Clark started experiencing the sensation of time slowing down and a hyper awareness in control of his actions.  The memories he was laying down in his brain seemed richer; as if he was carving the first etches of sound into a vinyl record.  He could hear his heart beating, and hear the breaths of Dukes, as he hoisted him onto his shoulder.  The motion of the two Chinese soldiers leaping from the patrol car seemed to take forever, and so did the starting of the Bronco.   
 
    The first round that Shaw fired echoed for what seemed like seconds, and Clark watched the brass casing sail through the air, tumbling to the ground; followed by the clink of the hot metal striking the floor. 
 
    Shaw yelled. “GO!”  He fired two more shots.  “GO!” 
 
    Clink.  Clink. 
 
    Jack put the Bronco in reverse and floored the engine, spinning the tires on the gravel.  He nearly lost control and slammed on the brakes too late, the back of the truck hit the rear of the building.  
 
    Clark bounced on his feet, not even feeling the weight of the man on his shoulders.  The rear door was inches from his grasp, when he felt the first round enter his left leg, and he fell face forward, slamming he and Dukes into the side of Bronco. 
 
    The sound of Jack’s rifle was like the sound of cannon fire.  He was firing from the driver’s side window, twenty inches from Clark’s head.  
 
    “Get in!” Jack yelled, and fired more rounds at the soldiers that had surprise them from the left side of the building. 
 
    Clark felt the time start to catch back up, and his heart raced.  He gritted his teeth and yelled a guttural yell as he fought the pain in his leg and tried to hoist Dukes at the same time.  He flung open the door and heaved Dukes on the back seat before turning to fire his pistol at the soldiers that had shot him. 
 
    “Get in!” Jack yelled again, pulling the rifle in and putting the Bronco in drive. 
 
    Clark dove into the back, shutting his door, and reaching to open the other back door for Shaw. 
 
    Shaw ran the few steps it took to cover the ground between his position and the open door of the Bronco.  He stretched out his body to dive into the back seat, just as a dozen bullets racked across his body, sending a spray of blood along the side of the truck.  Shaw’s body hit the open door, and he crumpled to the ground, dead, with half of his head removed by one of the rounds. 
 
    It took Clark a second to process the loss, and then a new round of bullets punched at the side of the truck.  Time had regained its constant course in Clark’s mind.  “GO!  GO!  GO!” he yelled to Jack. 
 
    Jack punched his foot on the accelerator and the rear tires dug into the gravel, propelling the hefty American steel vehicle forward and almost out of control.  Jack fought to steer, the back door, with Shaw’s blood dripping down the leather, slammed shut.  
 
    Two soldiers rounded the church’s corner and opened fire. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Jack swerved, trying to avoid the bullets and still keep the truck under control.  He over corrected, and pointed the truck at the soldiers and the side of the church.  The tires yelped, and he swung the wheel again, clipped one of the soldiers, and smashing the other into a bloody mess on the side of the white building.   
 
    The front tires of the Bronco hit the asphalt and Jack spun the wheel almost too much to the right.  The truck burped on the pavement a few times, threatening to flip, before he managed to correct, straighten and step on the gas.  
 
    “Holy, crap, Clark!  What happened to Shaw?” Jack screamed from the front, his emotions on full tilt. Clark reached up and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder to reassure him. They were out of harm’s way for the time being.   
 
    “He didn’t make it,” Clark offered, squeezing the boy’s shoulder. 
 
    Jack didn't slow down for almost five minutes.  He had no idea where he was going, and to be honest, he didn’t care; as long as they were safe. 
 
    Clark looked back out through the broken rear window, just to make sure they weren’t being followed. “Hey, you can slow down,” Clark finally offered from the back. 
 
    “Are you sure?  I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead and ease off, let’s figure out where we are.  Pull in at that gas station,” Clark offered, looking down the country road what looked to be an intersection.  
 
    Jack eased the Bronco into the station and under the cover of the gas pump island. 
 
    “Keep the engine running,” Clark insisted, and opened his door.  Dukes was starting to come around, and he wanted to give the man some room to gather his senses.  Clark stepped out and felt the shock of pain shoot up his leg and across his lower back.   
 
    “You, okay?” Jack said, exiting the driver’s side and slinging his rifle around to his front. 
 
    Clark let the pain sharpen his mental focus.  “Yeah, he said ripping a part of his lower tee shirt off and tying it around the wound on his leg.  He then looked in to see Dukes sitting up.  “Just sit there for a second,” he urged. 
 
    Dukes sat on the back seat of the Bronco, blinking his eyes and rubbing his head.  “What happened?” 
 
    “You were in the bell tower.  You took a pounding from the APC, and the entire thing collapsed.” 
 
    “Bell tower?” Dukes asked, rubbing the knot on his head.  He squinted, as the light seemed to bother him. 
 
    “The best I can tell is that you actually rode the bell down, and it knocked you pretty good.” 
 
    “Penny?  The last thing I remember is Penny was surrounded.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Clark said, assuming that they made it down the road without any other trouble.  “At least I think she is.” 
 
    “Where are they?  Where is she?”  He looked around at the gas station.  “Where are we?” 
 
    “That’s the question of the moment,” Jack said, pulling a map out of the driver’s side visor. 
 
    “What about Shaw, and the ones inside the church?” Dukes asked, his concern drilling through his blurriness. 
 
    Clark exhaled deeply before answering.  “The ones in the church made it out with Penny in the Humvee,” he paused.  “Shaw made sure that the three of us got out alive.” 
 
    Dukes nodded, that kind of statement meant only one outcome.  “Understood.” 
 
    “Clark, there’s someone in the gas station,” Jack said, slowly putting the map down on the front seat and moving his hand to his rifle.  
 
    Clark looked over the top of the vehicle to see the station.  He didn’t see anyone, but that didn't mean they weren’t there.  “Where, exactly?”  His voice calm as he moved his hand to the pistol strapped to his right hip. 
 
    “Moving along the front, towards the door.” 
 
    Just then, the tinted front glass door opened and an elderly man in overalls stepped out of the door holding a shotgun.  The angle on the barrel of the gun was somewhere between the ground and their heads. 
 
    “Don’t make any sudden movements,” Clark spoke softly and raised his hands.  He then stepped around the back of the truck to show the old man that he meant no harm. 
 
    The old man swirled his lowered shotgun towards the man walking around the back.  Instantly, he could see two things; this was a soldier, and he was wounded. 
 
    “You Army?” the man asked, his voice underpinned with a whistle as he spoke. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Clark answered and took a few steps towards the old man.  “We don’t mean to cause any trouble, Sir.” 
 
    “Where’s the rest of ya’?” 
 
    That was a good question, Clark thought.  “You mean the rest of the Army?” 
 
    The old man nodded. 
 
    “They’re fighting as best as they can, we got separated.  Sir, I’m injured, and we’re just trying to rally with the rest of our troops.” 
 
    The old man lowered his shotgun and rested it in the crook of his elbow.  “What can I do for y’all?” he asked, and slowly walked over to the Bronco.  “Anything I can do to help with the fight, I’ll do it,” he said, extending his bony hand out for Clark. 
 
    Clark shook the man’s hand, a sense of relief taking over. 
 
    “You know, I’ve held those damn gangs off two times, and I thought for sure you were more of them coming back to bust me up.” 
 
    “Gangs?” Jack asked, reaching for the map again. 
 
    “Kids really.  Hell, I don't know what’s got into them.  You know, I fought in Korea, and I saw what could happen to the mind of a man.  They forget everything about being a human being except how to take things from others.”  He stopped talking and looked at the three staring at him.  “I’ve got some alcohol and a few bandages that can help that out,” he said, pointing to Clark’s leg. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir, that would be great.” 
 
    “And you, young man, your eyes are dilated, and judging by the size of the goose egg on your noggin, I’d say you have a pretty nasty concussion,” he said, looking at Dukes.  “Army medic,” he said.  “I’ve seen it all.  Now come in and let me help.” 
 
    “Well, Sir, that would be great, but can you start by telling me where we are?” 
 
      
 
    Penny and Raven walked into the tent after assuring that the Humvee was secured.  Within seconds Penny knew something was wrong. 
 
    Tasha was standing in the corner being held by Dan and his sister, and Lucy was crying. 
 
    “Again!” Dr. Tabby Cadet ordered.   
 
    Her husband moved a set of electrode paddles to David’s bare chest.  “Clear!” 
 
    David’s chest bounced up in the air and flopped back down onto the stretcher.  Tabby moved in with her stethoscope and listed to his chest.   
 
    “How long ago did you hit him with adrenalin?” she asked Emma. 
 
    “An hour ago, maybe.” 
 
    “Okay, give me 20cc,” she ordered, pointing to a medical chest.   
 
    Emma found the vial and the syringe, and drew the prescribed amount.  “Adrenalin, 20cc,” she said, handing it out for Tabby to take.   
 
    Tabby injected her patient and listened one more time.  “CPR, again.”   
 
    Emma began squeezing a bag that was over David’s mouth, pumping air into his lungs, while Dr. Seth Cadet pumped on David’s chest. 
 
    “He can’t go!” Tasha cried and moved over to put her arm around Lucy.  “He can’t go, he just got you back.  He’s your dad, he can’t go.” 
 
    “Pause!” Tabby ordered so she could listen again.  “Nothing.  Seth, hit him one more time.” 
 
    Again, Seth applied the paddles to David’s bare chest.  “Clear!”  David’s chest popped up in the air and slammed back down.  David’s reaction was like throwing a light switch; he heaved in a giant breath and his eyes shot open.  Both Emma and Seth moved to hold him down as he recovered.   
 
    “Breathe slowly,” Emma spoke softly, positioned just above his head.  “That’s it, slow breaths.  You’re okay, now.” 
 
    “His pulse is weak, breathing shallow,” Tabby summarized before leaning back and away from her patient.  “Well, you gave us quite a scare,” she offered, with her fingers still holding his wrist.  She computed the pulse in her head while speaking. 
 
    “What, what happened?”  David’s voice was raspy and he almost coughed.   “Can I have some water?” 
 
    Seth cracked open a new plastic water bottle and gently put it to his lips.  “Drink slowly,” he ordered. 
 
    “Dad, are you going to be alright,” Lucy asked, approaching the cot.  She put a shaking hand on his left leg.   
 
    David raised his hand away from the pulse counting grip of Tabby and reached out for his daughter.  “Yeah, yeah, I think so.”  He looked over at Tabby.  “Right?” 
 
    “Well,” Tabby started.  “You were pretty seriously injured by the gunshot wounds.” 
 
    “They were guns from helicopters,” Tasha said, almost robotically.  She stood behind Lucy, with one hand on the girl’s upper arm.  
 
    “Right,” Tabby continued.  “And, I think your heart, although not directly injured, has succumbed to the level of stress exerted upon it.  Call it collateral damage,” she concluded. 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked, giving a gently squeeze to his daughter’s hand. 
 
    “It means with your loss of blood, the injuries you’ve absorbed, the stress of everything you’ve been through has damaged your heart.  In fact,” she paused to put her stethoscope upon his chest and looked up to her husband to do the same thing.  “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe a millimeter in size,” he said, removing his stethoscope and waiting for his wife to finish. 
 
    “In fact, you have a hole in your heart,” she concluded, also leaning back. 
 
    “A hole?  But, I.”  David didn't know what to say. 
 
    “Can you fix it?” it was Lucy asking.   
 
    Seth looked over to his wife and shook his head.  “If we were in our offices in Birmingham or a legitimate hospital, sure.” 
 
    “But,” Tasha said, “there is something, right?” 
 
    Both Seth and Tabby looked at each other without speaking. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s something.”  Everyone looked at the large soldier standing in the doorway.   Reed leaned against the tent pole that made the right side of the opening.  He then pulled a small handheld radio out of his vest and held it out for the others to see. 
 
    “What do you know?” Seth asked, standing up. 
 
    “I guess I need to come clean, Sir,” he said, casting a sideways look at Raven.  “When Raven came to me with this plan to get you guys out of the camp in Georgia so you could find your daughter, I told her she was out of her mind.  But she convinced me that you two were going anyway.” 
 
    “Reed, what did you do?”  This time it was Raven asking the question, and she didn’t look happy with what she thought he was about to say. 
 
    “I spoke to Colonel Horn, and he had guessed as much.  He also knew that you would help them,” Reed confessed, he walked away from the door, and towards Raven. “So, he asked me to keep an eye on things; which I would have done for you, anyway,” he added. 
 
    Raven was about to say something, but Tabby cut her off.  “So, what your saying is what, exactly?” 
 
    “That there’s a patrol coming within five miles of our position in an hour, and we can have him transported back to the base hospital for the surgery.”  Reed shrugged after revealing his plan. 
 
    “Let’s do that,” Lucy said.  “My dad needs that, and we can all go.  Right?” 
 
    Reed looked at all of the faces.  “Yeah, sure, I guess.” 
 
    “What about my dad, your brother and Clark?” Penny asked, looking at Lucy. 
 
    “What about us?”  Clark said, standing at the entrance of the tent door with Jack and Dukes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    THREE DAYS LATER 
 
      
 
    With Clark, Dukes and David under proper medical care, Emma embraced the opportunity to serve her country by doing what she felt she was called to do; nursing.  As one of only a handful of trained ER nurses, she found herself deep into saving lives within minutes of signing up. 
 
    With a twelve-hour shift ending, she made her way to Clark’s room.  “Hey,” she poked her head in his room after knocking.  For some reason, Clark had been given a private room on the top floor of the hospital, and Emma took full advantage of it.  Each of the three nights they had been there, she had slept on a cot near his bed.  She had feelings for the man, and she now openly told him so. 
 
    “Hey, yourself.  Are you the one that I need to complain to about the food?  I mean, I’ve had Army food, but…” he stopped teasing and smiled as she leaned in to kiss him. 
 
    “I could order them to put you on a pureed diet, if that would help?” she tossed it right back. 
 
    “No, no, I’m good.  So, what’s the latest on our gang?” 
 
    Emma sat down on her cot and pulled off her shoes to rub her feet while she talked.  “Umm, Dukes was discharged last night.  He and Penny were able to get with the shortwave radio guys and they spoke with his wife.  He’s trying to find a way to get them back home.  Colonel Horn said he might be able to help, seeing what they did for the cause, and all.  So, I’m pretty sure that he and Penny will be here tomorrow when you get discharged.” 
 
    “Copy, that.  What about David and the kids?” 
 
    “David is still in the ICU.  Jack and Lucy have been helping out in their own special ways.” 
 
    “Really?  How so?” 
 
    “Airman Perez pulled some strings and got a terminal for Lucy in the Communications building.  I think Perez is training her to do something with computers; you know how they are together!” 
 
    “Thank God for that relationship!” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And Jack?” 
 
    “Jack’s been recruited.” 
 
    “What?  Recruited?  You mean by the Army?  Isn’t he too young?”   
 
    “Clark, you had him in a sniper position, shooting at people three weeks ago.  And, after all the crap we’ve been through, and the things that he’s had to do, it aged him quickly.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “His 16th birthday is in two days, and the President lowered the age threshold by Executive Order a week ago.  Horn has about a hundred boys that are lined up to start basic.  They start on Monday, here at camp.” 
 
    “I guess that’s survival and war?” Clark said, shaking his head.  “Will he be here tomorrow when they let me out?” 
 
    “Yeah, I made sure that both he and Lucy would be here.  They’re good kids.” 
 
    “Yeah, that just so happens to be growing up in a shitty time.  Any other news?” 
 
    “Yes, Deb and Dan reunited with their parents at the camp in Talladega.  Reed sent word back.  He also said that Dan will be heading over here to start basic with the others on Monday.” 
 
    Clark shook his head again.  “Wasn’t he a quarterback or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, for Alabama,” she affirmed.  “But, I don’t think we’re going to be playing any bowl games soon.”    
 
    Clark let the new reality sink in a little before speaking.  “What about Tasha?” 
 
    Emma breathed in deeply and exhaled before filling him in on Tasha.  Clark noted that there was something obviously bothering her about Tasha’s status. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing, really.  I think Tasha is a lost soul.  When you listen to her story, and what she and David went through to escape Birmingham, it’s so tragic.” 
 
    Clark nodded.  “I’ll bet there’s thousands of other like it.” 
 
    “Maybe, but, I don't really think so.  She’s spent a lot of time waiting outside of the ICU, waiting on any words from David.  Since she’s not related to him, and is a minor, she’s not allowed in.  I halfway thought about taking her over to the child refugee camp, but…” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Clark said, his voice firm, and he shook his head. 
 
    “Then what would you have me do with her?  David’s in a medically induced coma for the next few days, I can’t exactly ask him, seeing that he’s as next to kin as it gets.” 
 
    “She needs a job, a purpose.  When it was she and David, she had him to focus on.  What about here at the hospital, she seems to have a deep faith.  Is there a priest on staff, or an Army chaplain that she can talk to, or help out in some way?” 
 
    Emma raised her eyebrows at the suggestion.  “That’s a great idea, I’ll ask around.” 
 
    “Let me know, I don’t want to lose her to this, she’s too good of a person,” Clark surmised. 
 
    “Agreed,” Emma said, putting her shoes back on and standing up, ready to change the subject away from the status report of their ragtag group.  “You know, there’s a rumor that a shipment of hamburgers came in, and some of the doctors are going to have a cook out for the hospital staff.” 
 
    “Wow, with all things considered, that’s a nice treat.” 
 
    “You bet it is,” she said smiling.  “Maybe things are starting to get back to normal.   I’m going to see if I can get us a couple.”  She leaned over to kiss him. 
 
    He accepted the kiss, not believing for an instant that things were starting to get back to normal.  “Get going, you don't want to miss them,” he patted her on the butt as she turned. 
 
    She put her hand on the doorknob, just as there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Oh, Sir,” she said, opening the door and stepping back. 
 
    Colonel Horn stepped into the room.  “Sorry if I’m interrupting.  Do you mind if we speak in private?” It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “No, Sir,” she said, walking behind him to exit, but not before she turned to look at Clark with big ‘what’s this about’ eyes.  He ignored her. 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “I’ve only got a minute, but I wanted to check on you. How are you doing, son?” 
 
    “Fine, Sir.  They say I can get discharged tomorrow.  I should have been released yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s good,” he said, nodding, that it was indeed good news.  But, Clark wondered if the man had actually heard him.  
 
    Horn walked to the window and looked out over the town that he had converted to a military base.  He stroked his day-old beard, thinking carefully about what he was about to say and do. 
 
    “Shaw was a fine soldier,” Horn started, the idea of the man’s death hitting him harder than he thought it would.   “He served with me in Iraq before taking the National Guard position.” 
 
    “He died saving our lives, Sir.  He was indeed a fine soldier, and I can never repay him for his sacrifice.”   
 
    “I’m afraid there will be many more sacrifices made before this damn thing’s over,” Horn said, glimpsing a future that he knew was coming. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, I think you’re right.” 
 
    Horn cleared his throat and straightened his shirt before returning to all business.  “You know that prisoner that you helped question?” 
 
    Clark remembered it more like an interrogation than a question session.  “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch killed himself the first night here.  Besides what you got out of him, we never got a thimble full of actionable intelligence from the bastard.”  Horn breathed in hard a few times.   
 
    “That sucks, Sir.” 
 
      Horn nodded.  “Listen, before I go, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir.” 
 
    “I have given this considerable thought. It’s people like you, your friend Dukes, and perhaps a handful of other crazy resourceful sons-of-bitches that I think are going to help get our country back.” 
 
    Clark didn’t know what to say at that one, so he defaulted.  “Thank you, Sir.”  
 
    “You know, I read your file before I met you last week at the farmhouse.  You have what I call the big three.” 
 
    “The big three, Sir?” 
 
    “Individuality, creativity and an innate ability to survive.  You have them, and that’s why I want to consider what this man is about to ask of you, son.”  Horn moved to the door, opened it, and leaned out, using the handle as a pivot point.  He never said anything, but simply made eye contact with the person in the hall. 
 
    “Lieutenant Clark, this is Colonel Burrows,” he said, introducing the man as he entered the room. 
 
    Clark sat up just a little more, seeing now that there were two colonels standing in his hospital room.   
 
    “Take care, son,” Horn said, and then exited the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    There was a brief silence as Colonel Burrows looked at the man in the bed. 
 
    “So, I hear that you’ve seen almost every angle of this war?”  It was a question, not a statement. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Sir,” Clark started.  “We were in Atlanta when the bomb went off, and I…” 
 
    “I know, I read the action reports,” Burrows said, cutting him off, and taking a step closer to the bed. 
 
    “Yes, of course, Sir.” 
 
    “Colonel Horn seems to think that you are a lone wolf in a pack of sheep.” 
 
    Clark didn’t answer. 
 
    “He goes on to say, according to his research, that you would make one hell of a spy.  And, I’d have to agree.  You are plainly built, but seem to be incredibly strong with a long endurance and ability to block out pain.  Your aptitude test results are pretty damn good.  I’d almost bet that you slow played that to stay under the radar.” 
 
    Clark opened his mouth, but had nothing to say.  Burrows took that as a, ‘yes.’ 
 
    “Did you know,” Burrows continued.  “That the bullet that was removed from your leg was sitting on the never running to the L4 vertebrae in your back, and not one person in this hospital heard you complain.  You are resourceful, having found a way to survive a nuclear detonation.  You escaped fires in tunnels that a handful of people knew existed while trapped under the Atlanta airport.  You rescued civilians and were able to convince them, not only to follow you to safety, but also to help you operationally.  Having that help, sporadic intelligence from the Pentagon, and some cosmic good luck, you survived attacks by freakers, and a full-frontal assault that included two friggin’ APCs.  Oh, and I need not mention the downing of several helicopters, and the admiration of the entire Fort Rucker air wing.  Finally, you were somehow able to save civilian hostages from the clutches of the Chinese military, take out two of their troop transports with a fucking tree and another APC.  And the only thing that happened to you was you took a round in the leg while you were on the way here.  You, Lieutenant, are someone that I wanted to meet, and someone that want on my team.” 
 
    Clark swallowed; he didn’t know what to say.  Listening to the traumatic and plausibly heroic events of his life over the last few weeks seemed like things action movies were made of, not his life. 
 
    “Sir, that all sounds quite fantastic, but I had a great deal of help.  It wasn’t all me, Sir.” 
 
    “I’ll add humility to the list,” Burrows said, with a smile.  “Look, I get it, you didn’t do all of that by yourself.  But, you played a part in orchestrating it.” 
 
    “Sir,” Clark said, not believing he was about to ask the question.  “What do you want from me?” 
 
    Burrows breathed in and out heavily before answering.  “Look, Lieutenant, I’m putting together a resistance.” 
 
    “A resistance, Sir?” 
 
    “More like a militia than a resistance,” Burrows corrected.  “And, I need people that have the ability to think independently and still have the capability to lead a team.”  He lowered his eyes on Clark. 
 
    “But, Sir, I’m in the Army, I can’t join a militia,” Clark stammered. 
 
    “Listen, the world has just changed on a magnitude that is so high that we don't even know how to score it.  You’re still going to be defending the people of the United States, but, from a different angle.” 
 
    “Is this legal, Sir?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.  By our founding document, the Constitution, it is.  And, I have authority and support by the Pentagon and Colonel Horn; if that makes you feel better.”  Burrows turned towards the door.  “So, what do you say?” 
 
    Clark chewed on his thoughts longer than he felt the colonel wanted him to do before answering.  “I’ll do it, but…” 
 
    “There’s a ‘but’?” Burrows raised an eyebrow and put one hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “Sorry, Sir, but yes, there’s a ‘but’.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Like I said, I didn’t do everything that you just detailed, I had help.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, Sir, assuming that your militia is not mutually exclusive to military personnel…” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “Then, Sir, I’d like to recruit some of those folks that helped me along the way.” 
 
    Burrows nodded, and was about to turn the doorknob. 
 
    “And, Sir.”  
 
    Burrows stopped.  “I think I know before you ask.” 
 
    It was Clark’s turn to raise his eyebrow in question.  “Sir?” 
 
    “The Humvee.  That damned Presidential peace of shit that helped save your life.” 
 
    Clark smiled. 
 
    “I guess you want that, too?” 
 
    “Sir, yes, Sir!” 
 
    “Way ahead of you.  I’ve already got the boys in the depot working on fixing it up.”  He was met with a broad smile.  “Now, once you heal up, report into me before going on your recruiting mission.  Colonel Horn will know how to contact me.  I’ll expect you in our camp in no less than two weeks.  Understood?” 
 
    “Sir, thank you, Sir,” Clark said, watching Colonel Burrows open the door to exit the room.  “Colonel Burrows!” he called before the door shut. 
 
    “What is it, son,” the man said, sticking his head back in the room. 
 
    “What is the name of your militia, Sir?” 
 
    Colonel Ian Burrows smiled and shook his head at the question.  “Lieutenant Clark, you’re now part of the militia known as the War Dawgs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As her final act for the day, Airman Perez passed her last piece of credible intelligence on Leah Burrows over to the contact on the other end of the secured instant messaging program.  She had firsthand knowledge of the War Dawgs militia forming in Alabama, and knew that Colonel Burrows, his wife Leah and their daughter, Grace, were all involved.  
 
    She had briefed the Admiral on her actions, and after complementing her on her service; he sent her home with four combat ready soldiers as an escort.  
 
    The power was back on to her building, and someone had set up an old tube television table in front of the bank of dead flat screen TVs.  It used an aerial antenna, and showed a fuzzy picture of the local news station. She walked past the archaic device, and called the elevator for the first time in weeks. 
 
    Once at her apartment, she found that the body of the dead Russian agent had disappears, as well as any sign of blood, shell casings or scuffle.  Satisfied that she was safe, she dismissed the security detail with the assurance that they would be stationed outside of the building.  
 
    She shut the door behind the detail and thought about the status of Sergeant Fields; the Russians told her that were dropping him off once they knew that Leah Burrows had received her activation.  She hoped it wasn’t a lie, and if he was really dead.  Admiral Faulk had promised to use his leverage with the CIA to see what they could do to return Fields safely. 
 
    She locked the door, and without stopping, she tossed her items on the bed, stripped and turned on the shower, praying that there was hot water.  She looked in the mirror, wondered if what she had done was right, and that is when her cell phone rang.  
 
    She thought about ignoring it, and simply stepping into the shower, but she wasn’t that kind of person.  She turned off the shower and grabbed the phone from off of her bed. 
 
    “This is Airman Perez.” 
 
    “Hello, Nina,” said a woman in English, her voice accented with the Russian tongue.  “We have one more job for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What’s Next? 
 
      
 
      
 
    This Concludes the Collapsing World Series.  This storyline, along with the storyline from Worst Case Scenario have been merged into a great new series that takes you a few years into the future; where the world as we know is hanging by a thread.  Look for the new series, Survival Republic late 2018.  Subscribers to our mailing list will get to read the first chapter to Survival Republic, soon. 
 
    The Perez and Fields storyline, as well as a new storyline about the Naval taskforce leading the Louisiana invasion will headline as a new Subscriber Only, online web series in 2018.  
 
      
 
    Join our mailing list to know about the new books, and author exclusive content.  Sign up, today! 
 
    http://eepurl.com/4_AQ1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Also, please follow me at: 
 
      
 
    www.facebook.com/GAllenMercer 
 
      
 
    www.GAllenMercer.com 
 
      
 
    www.twitter.com/GAllenMercer 
 
      
 
    Blogging at: www.allenmercer.wordpress.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
      
 
    My family is central to everything that I do.  Without the loving support of my wife and children, I would wind up writing How To manuals about plugging in toasters! 
 
      
 
    Seriously, besides giving me their love, they provide the some of the building blocks for several key characters in the Worst Case Scenario and Collapsing World series.  But, if you really want to peal the layers back on this humble wordsmith and his motivation, you should read one of my first books, Underlying Grace. 
 
      
 
    Thank you, again, to Mellessia.  I’ll try not to put those pressing deadlines on you next time.   
 
      
 
    I’d also like to thank the fans of the Worst Case Scenario and Collapsing World series of books.  I know there is a following, and frankly, I think that’s pretty cool.  Please reach out via the website or Facebook, I’d love to hear your thoughts on this book, or any of the other books in the fold. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I’m excited about what you will read in Survival Republic.  The world in this new book is a very different place, and characters that you know and love will have to figure out how to save it. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    -- GAM   
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    Worst Case Scenario Series:  
 
    This brand new action adventure series follows Ian, Leah and Grace Burrows after the unthinkable has happened; a foreign country has detonated nuclear bombs on US soil in and has launched an invasion force. 
 
    Their family is prepared for almost any emergency, but they never imagined that they would actually face their worst case scenario; a massive attack on America while the family is spread apart from each other.   
 
    Worst Case Scenario: Book 1 
 
    Worst Case Scenario: Book 2 Bug Out 
 
    Worst Case Scenario: Book 3 Invasion 
 
    Worst Case Scenario: Book 4 The State 
 
    Worst Case Scenario: Book 5 Militia 
 
    Worst Case Scenario: Book 6 War Dawgs  
 
      
 
    Collapsing World Series:  
 
    (This series uses the events found in Worst Case Scenario)  
 
    Teen brother and sister, Jack and Lucy, are trapped under the Atlanta airport after a nuclear bomb has been detonated in downtown Atlanta.  Join them as they fight to survive what comes next. 
 
    Collapsing World: Book 1  
 
    Collapsing World: Kill Zone - Book 2 
 
    Collapsing World: Stolen Treasure – Book 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Underlying Grace Series 
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    Underlying Grace Series: 
 
    Have you ever questioned what God might have in store for your life?  In this work of fiction, Neil Abrams and his family find themselves in the crossroads of this very question.  The Underlying Grace series is action, questions and belief all rolled into compelling stories about the will to survive…and thrive! 
 
    Book 1: Underlying Grace 
 
    Book 2: Mighty To Save 
 
      
 
      
 
    Happy reading, and please stay prepared! 
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