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        Charlie Decker traveled to Seattle to acquire a much needed loan for his family’s Orchard. After a dozen requests, Charlie is forced to head home empty handed. But his plans are derailed after an unexpected attack on the city renders all electronics useless. No cars. No phones. Everything about the modern world has been destroyed. And that’s when the chaos begins.
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      Time stood still, and Charlie remained frozen at the end of the driveway to the rural road outside of Doc’s house. He saw the masked gunmen emerge from the woods down the street, but his mind refused to acknowledge their reality.

      “Charlie!”

      Charlie turned toward Lieutenant Dixon who was already at Doc’s front door, rifle in hand.

      “Move your ass!”

      Charlie sprinted toward the house, and then disappeared through the open doorway just before Dixon slammed the door shut behind him.

      Dixon peeked out of the curtains, keeping most of his body hidden. “Fuck.” He quickly retreated from the window. “They’ll sweep the house, then move on. Everyone needs to hide, and everyone needs to stay quiet.”

      Doc and Ellen, who still had Adelyn in her arms, stepped out of the kitchen.

      “The cellar,” Doc said. “It’s around back, and I can lock it from the inside.”

      “How many entrances does it have?” Dixon asked, checking the magazine of his rifle.

      “Just the one,” Doc answered.

      “Go.”

      “What about Liz?” Ellen asked, clutching Adelyn tighter in her arms.

      “I’ll take care of her,” Charlie said.

      Doc led the two girls toward the back, and Dixon shoved a pistol into Charlie’s hands.

      “Don’t use it unless it’s a last resort,” Dixon said. “Let’s go get Liz.”

      The weapon was heavy in Charlie’s hand, and memories of the men he’d killed back in Seattle flashed in his mind like lightning. The blood, the flash of the barrel, the screams-

      “Charlie!”

      He looked up from the pistol and found Dixon waiting outside Liz’s door in the hallway.

      “C’mon!”

      Charlie hurried down the hall, pushing the memories from his head. Liz was unconscious, and Dixon was at the window, peeking outside.

      “Shit,” Dixon said, quickly transitioning from the window to the far side of Liz’s bed. “We won’t have time to get her to the cellar before they walk inside. We need to hide her now.” Dixon gestured toward the closet. “Help me put her inside.”

      “Are you serious?” Charlie asked. “We can’t just shove her in a closet.”

      “You’ll be in there with her.” Dixon gestured to the gun. “Anyone opens the door, you shoot them.”

      “That’s not the smart play—”

      “We don’t have time, Charlie.” Dixon took a breath and gathered his thoughts. “It’s a scouting party. They won’t send more than three men inside.”

      Foreign voices brought both of their attentions toward the window. They were out of time. Charlie rushed to help Dixon lift Liz from the bed, taking the IV with them, which was thankfully short enough to pass through the closet door.

      Charlie shoved aside clothes and shoes, making room for the two of them, and they set Liz inside first, then Charlie.

      “Just stay here and keep quiet.” Dixon shut the door, and Charlie watched him scurry out of the room through the narrow slits of the closet door.

      The groan of the hinges at the front door sounded and was followed by the light patter of boots against the hardwood. The terrorists whispered to one another, their words inaudible even if Charlie understood the language.

      Boot steps echoed from all around the house, some growing louder and closer, others becoming quieter.

      Charlie positioned his body in front of Liz and aimed the pistol at the crack of the closet door, then placed his finger on the trigger.

      Hushed foreign accents whispered in the hallway, and Charlie’s heart skipped a beat when the hinges to the bedroom groaned.

      Liz moaned behind him, waking, and Charlie quickly reached around and placed his hand over her mouth, praying that the gunman didn’t hear her.

      Charlie tensed and squinted through the narrow slits of the closet door. The barrel of the gunman’s rifle penetrated the room first, followed by the pair of tan and weathered hands that held it. Despite the summer heat, the terrorist wore long sleeves and pants, with boots. The clothes were well-worn, the elbows and knees sporting holes from use.

      Only one soldier entered the room. He paced around the bed, checking underneath as he circled to the opposite side. He reached for the bottle of pills that Doc had set on the nightstand, and then pocketed them.

      Liz moaned again through Charlie’s fingers, and Charlie’s stomach twisted as the terrorist turned toward the closet.

      Charlie adjusted his aim to make it level with the terrorist’s chest, but then wondered if the gunman was wearing body armor. He’d only get one shot, maybe two the moment that door opened, and he needed to make them count.

      The gunman’s shadow grew larger, blocking out the light of the room. Charlie held his breath, using every ounce of strength and concentration to keep the pistol steady in his hands.

      Seconds would decide the fate of Charlie and Liz’s souls, and just when the gunman had his hand on the door, and Charlie was about to squeeze the trigger, a heavy thump echoed somewhere in the house.

      The terrorist released the closet door knob, and then called something out in his language before he stepped toward the hallway. He lingered for a moment, called again, then disappeared.

      Charlie exhaled, and then turned around to check on Liz. “You all right?”

      Liz nodded, but even with the limited light, Charlie saw the pained expression on her face.

      “Just hang on, because I—”

      Three quick gunshots thundered in the house, and Charlie jumped, his heart skipping a beat. Two more gunshots, then a scream.

      “Charlie!”

      He stepped out of the closet quickly, turning to catch a brief glimpse of a terrified Liz on the floor, clutching the gauze covering the wound on her stomach. “I’ll be back.” He shut the door before he saw her reaction and raised the pistol as he headed for the hallway.

      “Charlie, living room, now!” Dixon’s scream was accompanied by another hard crash, followed by grunts and groans.

      Charlie hurried down the hall, his vision tunneled at the end of the pistol. And when he finally stepped from the hallway and into the living room, he saw a dead terrorist on the floor, and another one grappling with Dixon on the rug.

      “Shoot him!” Dixon spit the words out, his face reddened as he choked the terrorist.

      Charlie squeezed the trigger, his adrenaline pumping so hard that he didn’t even bother aiming. The first bullet screamed from the barrel and missed wide left. He lined up another shot, then squeezed the trigger again.

      Blood spurted from the terrorist’s shoulder, and the fight ran out of him. Charlie aimed to shoot again, but Dixon bucked the masked gunman off him and brandished a knife that he sliced across the terrorist’s throat.

      Dixon stepped back as the masked enemy clawed helplessly at the blood cascading down the front of his shirt, his efforts futile as blood pooled on either side of his head on the floor.

      A few final muscle spasms and the man lay dead.

      “We need to move.” Dixon shoved Charlie back toward the hallway, then checked the front living room window. He patted down the gunmen, taking their rifles and ammunition. “C’mon, let’s grab the girl before the rest of them show up.” He gave Charlie another shove down the hall, but he stood his ground.

      “Wait.” Charlie rushed to the gunman with the slit throat, then reached into the pocket that held the stolen pills. He tried not to look at the wound but found his gaze pulled toward the gruesome sight. The wound was wide, ear to ear, and with the terrorist’s neck tilted back, the wound opened wide enough to expose bone.

      “Charlie!”

      “Yeah.” Charlie pocketed the pills, then followed Dixon down the hallway and into the room where he was already helping Liz out of the closet.

      “Do you think you can stand and walk a little?” Dixon asked, balancing the weapons he stole off the terrorist while throwing Liz’s left arm over his shoulders.

      “I think so,” Liz answered.

      Charlie swooped in on her right side and propped her up. The three of them walked down the hallway and then out toward the back door where Doc and Ellen had run.

      The burst of sunlight and warmth smacked Charlie’s face like a brick wall, and he turned left, spotting the pair of basement doors Doc had told him about.

      “Here, take her.” Dixon passed Liz fully into Charlie’s arms and then knocked on the doors. “Doc! Ellen! Open up!” It was quiet for a little bit longer, and then metal scraped on the other side of the door, and it cracked open.

      “Everyone all right?” Doc poked his head out first, alone.

      “We’re fine.” Dixon helped pass Liz to Doc, and then Charlie carried her the rest of the way.

      The inside of the basement was lined with canned foods and some of Doc’s old vet equipment. Ellen had Adelyn on some blankets, and when she saw Charlie carrying Liz, she quickly set some blankets down for her as well.

      “How is she?” Ellen asked, helping Liz onto the floor.

      “She’s in and out of it,” Charlie answered, setting her on the blanket, Liz’s eyelids fluttering as she groaned the moment she hit the pavement.

      An engine revved out front, and Charlie headed toward the stairs, finding Dixon at the corner of the back side of the house. Charlie stepped out of the basement and knelt at Dixon’s side.

      “What is it?” Charlie asked.

      “They’re taking the Humvee,” Dixon answered.

      The engine faded, heading down the road, and Charlie’s eyes bulged from the realization of where they were heading next. “The orchard.” Charlie stepped from behind the house and sprinted into the open field, praying that he could get to his parents before the terrorists.
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      Charlie led Dixon through the orchard, the pair concealed by the trees to the gunmen on the road. The journey back through the trees was a stark contrast from his earlier trek. Peace and tranquility had been replaced with anxiety and nerves. But the familiar terrain boosted his confidence. He knew every nook and cranny of the property.

      Sweat dripped down Charlie’s forehead and stung his eyes. He wiped the sweat on his sleeve, then glanced down to the road. While he couldn’t see all of the terrorists on their death march toward the house, he was able to hear them, along with the stolen Humvee. They’d moved the old military vehicle to the front of the pack, most likely for cover.

      Dixon grabbed Charlie’s shoulder, pulling him to a stop once the house was in view of the orchard. “How many entrance points does the house have?”

      “Just front and back,” Charlie answered.

      “All right, we’ll head through the back.” Dixon stepped forward. “You stay behind me and watch my back, got it? But do not shoot unless you’re seen. We have the element of surprise, and the moment we lose that, we lose our advantage.”

      Charlie nodded and flexed his grip on the stock and the pistol grip. He eyed the house and the surrounding trees, praying that the workers had already left to get their families.

      Charlie followed Dixon down the slope toward the house, continuing to use the trees for cover until he couldn’t use it anymore.

      Dixon paused at the orchard’s edge and knelt, holding up his hand, and Charlie mirrored the lieutenant’s motion as he dropped to a knee as well.

      “Ten o’clock.” Dixon pointed through the trees, and Charlie saw the Humvee pull into the driveway, surrounded by six armed men. “Bastards are still wearing those masks.”

      Charlie lifted the rifle in his hands, peering through the scope. He lined the crosshairs up on one of the gunmen’s chest.

      “Let’s move,” Dixon said. “Stay close.”

      They used the house as cover, staying directly behind it. Charlie struggled to keep the rifle steady in his hands on the run. He’d never been a good shot on the move.

      Dixon sidled up on the left side of the back door, and Charlie landed on the right. The rumble of the Humvee’s engine drowned out the voices of the terrorists on the front side of the house. Dixon reached for the door handle and then cracked it open, leading with the end of his rifle as he stepped inside, and Charlie followed.

      Adrenaline heightened Charlie’s senses, tensing his muscles as he entered the kitchen. It was an odd feeling, breaking into his own home.

      The front door opened before Charlie and Dixon exited the kitchen, and the pair ducked behind the wall that separated the kitchen and the front living room.

      Slowly, Dixon peered around the corner, and then just as quickly as they hid, he darted forward once the pair of terrorists moved deeper into the house, one heading down the right hallway and the other turning up the stairs.

      They kept low to avoid being seen through the front windows. Dixon positioned himself at the base of the stairs while Charlie peered through the window in the front door.

      The Humvee continued its slow procession down the road, still escorted by the terrorists marching their way farther east, spreading their shadow of death.

      Another tap on Charlie’s shoulder pulled his attention away from the window, and Dixon motioned up the staircase for himself, then hand-signaled for Charlie to follow the terrorists on the first floor.

      Dixon ascended the steps, and Charlie made his way down the first floor hallway, rifle up. He moved slowly, each step carefully placed to minimize noise.

      His parents’ bedroom door was open at the end of the hall, and he saw a shadow moving about inside. Charlie raised the rifle, approaching the door, and right before he reached the bedroom, screams erupted on the second floor.

      Charlie glanced up, and the terrorist sprinted from the room, turning Charlie’s attention back to the gunman. The pair locked eyes. Because his rifle was already aimed, Charlie fired first, sending the terrorist to the floor where he lay lifeless.

      “Charlie!” Dixon shouted from upstairs.

      Charlie hurried to the second floor, following the commotion down the tight hallway. He tensed the closer he moved toward the room where Dixon shouted for aid. He had his finger over the trigger and burst into the room.

      Dixon was on top of the gunman, both men with each other’s hands around their necks. Red-faced, Dixon glanced at Charlie. “Knock him out!”

      Charlie flipped the weapon around and butt-stroked the terrorist’s head as hard as he could, ending the masked gunman’s pathetic crawl for help. He looked up from the unconscious man and frowned in confusion at Dixon. “What are you doing?”

      “I want at least one of them alive,” Dixon answered, catching his breath and rubbing his neck. “They’re heading toward a location, and I want to know where.” He slung the rifle over his shoulder and then restrained the man’s ankles and wrists. “Let’s find your folks.”

      Charlie checked the rest of the hallway, finding the rooms upstairs empty. His anxiety growing, he descended to the first floor and checked the master bedroom, stepping over the dead terrorist in the hall, but found no one inside.

      Spinning in circles, Charlie shook his head. “They’re not here. I don’t—” He stopped, staring out the back door where he had a view of the barn.

      Without another word, Charlie sprinted outside, leaving Dixon behind.

      “Charlie, wait!”

      The doors to the barn were closed, and Charlie screeched to a stop, wedging himself between the narrow gap and shoving the heavy doors open. Light flooded the dirt floor, and Charlie frantically searched the darkness. “Mom? Dad?”

      Charlie lowered his rifle, the tip of the barrel scraping against the dirt. He spun around in circles, his nerves frayed.

      “Charlie.”

      The voice echoed from a darkened corner in the back left of the barn, and his father’s hulking figure emerged from the darkness, his mother close behind.

      “Thank God.” Charlie sprinted toward them, forgoing the rifle, and then flung his arms around each of them. “I was—”

      “Umjig-iji mala!”

      The foreign accent tickled the hairs on the back of Charlie’s neck and he spun around, keeping his body as a barrier between the gunman and his parents, though his father made for a big target.

      The terrorist blocked the entrance, shaking the rifle threateningly. “Naelyeowa!”

      Charlie eyed his rifle on the ground between himself and the terrorist and cursed beneath his breath for dropping it.

      “Please,” Charlie said. “We don’t want any trouble. We—”

      “Naneun ne muleup-e malhaessda!” The terrorist screamed and again, threateningly waved the rifle in his hands.

      “Get behind me, boy,” Harold said.

      But despite Charlie’s father tugging at his shoulders, he didn’t budge.

      The terrorist closed the gap and then kicked Charlie’s rifle behind him, erasing the slim chance of Charlie reaching for it. And as the terrorist shouted again, stepping closer, Charlie clutched his parents’ hands tight.

      The gunshot that rang out sent a shudder through Charlie’s body, and a coldness spread from the base of his skull and down his spine all the way to the soles of his feet.

      His parents’ fingertips dug into Charlie’s shoulders, and he waited for the pain to follow, but it never came. Slowly, he opened his eyes, and he saw the terrorist face down in the dirt.

      Dixon stood at the barn’s entrance, rifle still aimed at the dead man on the floor. He approached, patted him down, then snagged Charlie’s rifle out of the dirt.

      “I told you to wait,” Dixon said, then tossed Charlie his rifle. “Might want to hang on to that next time.”

      Charlie’s mother flung herself into Dixon’s arms and hugged him tight. “Thank you.” She peeled her face off his chest and kissed his cheek. “Thank you so much.”

      Harold slapped his big palm on Dixon’s shoulder. “Good shooting, Lieutenant.”

      Screams pulled their attention toward the barn entrance.

      “They’ve got more coming,” Dixon said, heading toward the barn’s back exit. “Let’s go!”

      But Charlie shook his head. “We’ll never make it in time on foot.” Charlie turned to the backside of the barn, his eyes lingering on a lumpy blue tarp, then he turned back toward Dixon. “Take my parents to the north side of the orchard.”

      “Charlie, no!” His mother lunged for him, but he was already out of reach.

      Charlie flung the blue tarp off a pair of dusty dirt bikes and slung the rifle strap over his shoulder. He straddled the seat, pumped the primer, and squeezed the clutch. He took a breath. “Please work.” He dropped his heel down hard on the starter.

      The engine sputtered, but it didn’t start.

      The voices outside the barn grew louder.

      Charlie jumped and then slammed down on the starter again, and this time revved the throttle. The engine roared to life.

      His mother screamed once more, and Charlie looked back one last time to see Dixon holding his parents back.

      “Get them to safety, I’ll draw them away!” Charlie released the clutch and the tires spun out, kicking up dirt as Charlie rocketed forward and burst out of the double barn doors.

      The sudden exposure to sunlight blinded him, but his vision adjusted quickly as he sped down the slope toward the house.

      The old bike rattled violently in his hands, and when he reached the back side of the house, a cluster of masked terrorists burst from the far corner.

      Charlie turned a hard left, evading the gunfire that chased him to the front of the house.

      Wind whipped violently against his cheeks, and in the blink of an eye he was out in the front yard, then the road, the soldiers that had been at the back of the house just now stepping into the front yard.

      The stolen Humvee was a quarter of a mile up the road. Keeping hunched low on the bike, Charlie twisted the throttle, turning left and heading toward the east field, which held their nursery.

      Smoke from the bike’s two-stroke engine pilfered through the air and the scent of burnt rubber blasted Charlie’s senses.

      More gunfire broke out to his left, and again he made himself as small a target as he could muster, speeding through the trees, catching the harsh slap of a few branches along the way.

      Charlie quickly checked behind him and saw the soldiers taking the bait.

      A smile broke up the left side of his face, and he cut a hard left, digging up a rivet of black soil, before rocketing up to the next level of orchards.

      The harsh incline nearly flung him off the back of the bike, but Charlie leaned forward to regain his balance. Gunfire and screams chased him, roaring above the whine of the sputtering two-stroke engine growing hot between his legs.

      Streaks of green and black blurred in his peripheral, and for a moment he was transported back to the summers of his youth when his father let him ride around the orchards after chores were finished in the afternoon. The sunlight shone down like gold in the evening here, and it made everything twice as beautiful as he could have ever pictured in his own mind.

      But the moments were brief and passed quickly as the noise of gunshots and foreign screams drowned out what good memories he was able to harvest in the shitstorm that currently surrounded him, and Charlie just focused on going as fast and as far as he could.
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      Once the orchard ended and melded into the untamed wilderness to the north, Charlie killed the engine and stashed the bike in the trees, then doubled back toward the north field, keeping to the forest for cover.

      Charlie didn’t like leaving the bike behind, and he didn’t think that anyone would find it, but he didn’t want to draw attention on his return home. And after his long trek from Seattle, Charlie understood the importance of transportation.

      Covered in sweat and parched by the time he reached the halfway point at the barn, Charlie stopped for a moment to splash some water on his face from the hose that ran from their well.

      Charlie splashed the cool water generously, coating his face and neck. Once revived, he headed toward the north field.

      Water ran down his body beneath his shirt during the rest of the trip, helping to keep him cool. But by the time he reached the north field, the water had evaporated and a fresh coat of sweat covered his skin.

      “Dixon?” Charlie raised the volume of his voice. “Mom? Dad?”

      The longer Charlie walked along the northern fence without finding his parents, the more poisonous his thoughts became that entered his mind.

      What if a stray soldier had stumbled upon them like the one who’d found them in the barn? What if Dixon took off and left his parents behind and his father was currently face down in the dirt alongside his mother? What if his dad had gotten into a fight with Dixon after Charlie took off and—

      “Charlie!” His mother burst from the trees, tears streaming down her cheeks and her arms spread wide as Charlie hopped the fence to greet her.

      Their bodies collided and his mother clawed at Charlie hungrily. She grabbed hold of his face and forced his gaze into her eyes. “Don’t you ever do something like that again, you understand me? Ever.”

      Dixon and Charlie’s father appeared next. Dixon had given his dad one of the rifles, and the old timer looked like a modern-day version of Paul Bunion who’d traded the axe for a rifle.

      Charlie hugged his father, the pair clapping each other on the back twice the way they’d always done. “Everyone all right?”

      “Your father twisted his ankle trying to chase after you.” Martha cast an accusing glare at her husband, who dismissed the accusation with a wave of his hand.

      “I’m fine.” And as if on cue, he wobbled slightly on the bad leg. “Just need to walk it off.”

      “We did walk,” Martha said, then shook her head and tossed her hands in the air. “I really don’t know what to do with either of you sometimes. It’s almost like you enjoy getting hurt.” She crossed her arms, giving them another angry glare. “Foolishness.”

      Charlie looked to Dixon. “Where do you think they’re headed?”

      Dixon tucked his rifle’s stock beneath his arm. “The nearest strategic target for them to hit would be the air force base north of here, but they’re heading east.”

      “The power plant,” Harold said. “It’s east of here, over in Mayfield.”

      “But the power’s already out,” Martha replied.

      “I know one way we can find out,” Dixon said. “That soldier is still tied up in the house, and I have a few questions for him.”

      “You can use the barn,” Harold said.

      Dixon nodded his thanks and headed toward the house.

      “I’ll be over in a second.” Charlie looked back toward Doc’s house, then to his parents. “I’m going to check on Doc, Ellen, and Liz.”

      “Liz?” Martha asked. “Who’s that?”

      “The nurse,” Harold answered, grinning.

      Charlie rolled his eyes and then gestured toward his dad’s ankle. “Just don’t trip on the way down, old man.”

      Harold laughed and took Martha under his arm. “Never happens when you’ve got the support of a good woman.”

      Charlie didn’t let his dad see his smile, and as he headed toward Doc’s house his thoughts circled Liz.

      After everything that had happened over the past thirty-six hours, he couldn’t be too sure that he wasn’t rushing into something troublesome. He barely knew the woman, though he couldn’t deny their connection.

      Charlie shook his head, pushing the thoughts from his mind. He was going too far down the rabbit hole. First thing was making sure everyone was still alive, and the second priority was keeping it that way. And they were in a better position than most of the folks in the city.

      Both the basement and cellar were stocked with food items, and the forests that surrounded them provided plenty of opportunities for hunting and fishing. Plus, Mario, their head worker, worked on the boats in Seattle’s port before trading his sea legs for land. He’d be able to help out on that front. And while Harold was aging, he was still a better shot with a rifle than Charlie.

      Charlie knocked hard twice on Doc’s cellar doors, the harsh bangs echoing into the fields behind him.

      Light footsteps preceded the sound of a lock, and the doors were pushed open, Doc squinting from the sunlight.

      “Everything all right?” Doc asked.

      Ellen popped her head up behind him. “We heard the shooting.” Ellen clutched her hands together tightly, keeping them close to her chest.

      “Everyone is fine.” Charlie smiled and looked past the pair of them and into the darkness below.

      “Liz is fine,” Doc said, noticing Charlie’s worried expression. “The little girl too.”

      “Some of the workers are coming back with their families and staying at the orchard,” Charlie said. “You’re more than welcome to join.”

      “No, we’re fine here,” Doc said, then looked back down to the darkened cellar. “Probably best if Liz stays here too, so I can keep an eye on her.”

      Charlie nodded, but the fact that Liz would no longer be close cut him a little deeper than he expected. “Yeah. Probably for the best.”

      “Adelyn can stay too,” Ellen said, and then frowned. “She keeps asking for her mother, but I haven’t answered.” She trailed off, hoping for Charlie to fill in the blanks.

      “She died, just before we got our ride here,” Charlie said.

      Ellen brought her hand to her mouth, stifling a gasp.

      “Does the girl know?” Doc asked, the old man’s face slack.

      “No.” Charlie rubbed his eyes, unsure of how to navigate that conversation. “At least, I don’t know if she understands.”

      “Best not to put it off for too long,” Doc replied. “Kids that age are perceptive.”

      Charlie swallowed. “Right.”

      Ellen and Doc stepped aside, letting Charlie down the steps. He pumped his hands, trying to get a grip on his heart rate, which had skyrocketed on his way down. His heart caught in his throat, and he stopped on the last step, spying Adelyn on the floor next to Liz, holding her hand as Liz slept.

      It’d been only hours since Sarah was gunned down in the streets to the south. They were so close to escape. All they had to do was get in the Humvee. A minute sooner, or even a minute later, and things would have been different.

      Adelyn saw Charlie on the staircase. “Where’s Mommy?” Her eyes watered, but no tears fell, and when Charlie offered no answer, she looked back at Liz.

      Charlie looked back up to Ellen and Doc, hoping for some words of encouragement, or advice, but he only saw their silhouettes at the top of the stairs, sun and blue skies in the backdrop. It was too beautiful a day for such bad news.

      Charlie stepped onto the concrete floor and walked over to Adelyn, the little girl’s attention still focused on Liz’s hand. He crouched in front of her, struggling to find the words.

      “Adelyn,” Charlie said. “There’s something that we need to talk about.”

      “What?” Adelyn asked, keeping her head down, exposing the light blonde curls at the top of her head made even messier by the previous day’s events.

      Charlie opened his mouth, but then closed it. He pinched the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes. He couldn’t do this. He wasn’t built for something like this.

      But then a warmth touched Charlie’s hand, and he looked to his left, finding Liz with her eyes cracked open. She slid her hand around his wrist and applied pressure.

      Charlie looked back toward Adelyn, the little girl glancing up at him now. Her eyes were wide, the hazel coloring around her pupils so bright it looked like they glowed, and through Liz’s touch, Charlie gathered his courage.

      “Adelyn, your mommy is gone,” Charlie said.

      “Where did she go?” Adelyn asked.

      “She died. Do you know what that means?”

      Adelyn kept her face tilted up, but looked away, thinking it over, then nodded. “It means she’s gone forever.”

      “Yeah.” Charlie trembled, and Liz squeezed his wrist tighter. “That’s what it means.”

      Adelyn lowered her head and then crawled over to Charlie. She climbed into his lap, resting her head on his arm.

      Charlie looked to Liz, eyes watering, and then back to Adelyn, gently placing his hand on her back, the heat pulsating from the little girl akin to a furnace. Charlie stayed there until Adelyn fell asleep, Liz still holding his hand.

      Charlie wasn’t sure if he’d done the right thing, but seeing as how it made Liz smile, he figured he could have done worse. But with that news delivered, Charlie headed back to the barn, hoping that Dixon was able to get some answers out of their prisoner.
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      The terrorist was tied up in a chair, his chin pressed into his chest. Dixon had a bucket of water, and Charlie and Harold stood off to the side, letting the lieutenant do his work.

      With a quick jerk of his arm, he flung the water into the terrorist’s face, and he woke with a gasp and cough. Dixon set the bucket down, and then hunched forward with his hands on his thighs. “Good afternoon.”

      Water dripping from his face, and disoriented, the terrorist spit in Dixon’s face. Dixon retaliated with a harsh backhand, and the terrorist grunted in anger. He screamed and thrashed in his chair, and Dixon stuffed a dirty rag into the enemy’s mouth, muffling the panicked cries for help.

      Dixon then brandished a knife and he pressed it against the terrorist’s throat. The thrashing stopped.

      “That’s better,” Dixon said. “Now, I have a few questions for you. If you answer me, then I don’t hurt you. If you don’t answer me.” Dixon applied a little bit of pressure. “Then I cut you. Okay?”

      The terrorist only stared at Dixon, motionless.

      Dixon removed the gag, but not the knife. “What are you doing here?”

      The terrorist’s breathing grew labored, and he looked left, staring at Charlie and Harold.

      “Hey!” Dixon forced the man’s gaze back toward him. “What. Are. You. Doing. Here?”

      The terrorist forced the top right of his mouth to twitch. “Uli modu jug-ilgeoya—”

      Dixon dug the tip of the knife into the man’s leg, and he erupted into screams and spasms. Blood flowed from the point of penetration, and Charlie stifled a gag at the sight of the squealing pig.

      “In English, please,” Dixon said, removing the blade.

      Exhausted and disoriented, the terrorist only laughed as he looked Dixon in the eye, his English broken but understandable. “You die.” He turned to Charlie. “All of you die. American scum.”

      “Where were your men going?” Dixon answered.

      When the terrorist only laughed and muttered another spout of Korean, Dixon stabbed him again, and the hostage flailed in pain.

      “Where!” Dixon repeated, this time refusing to remove the knife. “Is it the power plant? Is that your play? Tell me!” Finally, the lieutenant removed his blade, more blood spilling from the terrorist’s leg and splashing into the dirt.

      But the hostage only shook his head. “We will not stop.” His complexion became pale, his body covered with sweat and blood. “We will win.”

      Dixon wiped the blade on the man’s shoulder then placed it in its sheath. He removed the firearm and then placed it to the man’s head. “No, you won’t.”

      Charlie shuddered when Dixon pulled the trigger, and his eyes were still on the gruesome sight of bone and brains spread across the barn floor when Dixon walked over.

      Dixon holstered the weapon and then gestured to the blue tarp at the back of barn. “Did I see two bikes under that tarp?”

      Charlie finally peeled his eyes away from the dead terrorist. “You’re welcome to the bike, but I want something in return.”

      “Name it.”

      “Protection,” Charlie said. “If they come back, I want to make sure the families out here have more guns than the enemy.”

      “If the enemy is using the power plant as a rallying point, then that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      It was a phrase Charlie had grown accustomed to hearing over the past forty-eight hours. It was what a few of the bankers who hadn’t given him an outright no said when he’d asked for the loans, but he’d been around enough of the finance folks to know ‘I’ll do what I can’ was code for politely getting someone out of their office before they could cause a scene.

      “Do I need to gas it up?” Dixon asked.

      “No, it’s full.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Dixon picked the bike up, and Charlie and Harold watched him leave.

      “You think it’s a good idea letting him take the other bike?” Harold asked.

      “If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have a bike to even give away,” Charlie answered, then looked to the dead man in their barn. “And we’re going to need the help.”
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      It was evening by the time Mario and the other workers returned with their families, hauling whatever belongings they could carry in backpacks and bags, or wagons and baskets. In total, the Decker Orchard added twenty folks, which included five children.

      Martha was at the front door, blankets and pillows ready, greeting them with water and directions toward their rooms. “Maria, you and your kids can take the room upstairs at the end of the hall, it’s on the left.”

      Maria nodded her thanks as she shuffled her kids into the house, the three of them squabbling amongst themselves over a ziplock bag of Fruit Loops. She snatched the bag from her eldest’s hands and turned them all to face Martha. “You thank Senora Decker for letting us stay here.”

      All three children looked up, each of them with brown eyes and jet black hair, speaking at the same time in the same practiced and polite tone. “Thank you, Senora Decker.”

      Martha smiled. “You’re very welcome. And you listen to your mother while you’re here, and make sure you give her the help that she needs.” She ushered them forward and then winked at Maria as she walked past.

      “Everybody here?” Charlie asked, sneaking up the porch.

      “I think so,” Martha answered. “Your father has the men around back.” She crossed her arms, and the smile she wore for the children faded. “He’s showing them the rifles.”

      Charlie nodded, then walked around the house instead of through it, letting the families get settled.

      Harold Decker was a smart man, and a proud one. Both were requirements to run your own business, especially when it came to farming. But laced between those virtues was a stubbornness that had cost Harold more than he would have cared to admit over his lifetime.

      And while Charlie was certain his father could hold his own, he’d seen the kind of weaponry the terrorists were wielding firsthand. Rifles and shotguns could only do so much against automatic AK-47s, assault rifles, and grenades.

      The barn doors were open, and Harold had Mario and four other men gathered around one of his work tables. He held a rifle, keeping the chamber open and showing them how to reload.

      “It holds three, so you’ll need to make your shots count,” Harold said. “Anyone have any experience with firearms before?”

      Heads shook in response, and Harold waved it off.

      “We’ll do some practice in the morning.”

      “Hey, Dad.”

      Charlie stepped up from behind them, garnering nods of respect as they made a space for him at the opposite end of the table where his father stood. Every rifle they owned was spread across the stained and splintered wood. Remingtons, Rugers, Winchester, each of them in a different make and model than its counterpart.

      Harold picked up the Remington .223 and extended it down the table to Charlie. “You want to show them how it works?”

      Charlie grabbed the rifle, the weapon a good weight in his hands. He glanced up and found every eye on him, including his father, and he set the rifle down. “Could you guys give me a minute with my dad?”

      The group nodded. Mario led his crew, shaking Harold’s hand before they left, each of them again giving their thanks for their family’s hospitality before turning for the house, their Spanish growing softer until it disappeared.

      Harold set the long-rifled Winchester down and wiped his palms along the front of his dirty overalls. “Everything all right, son?”

      “Dad, we need to think about how we’re going to handle this,” Charlie answered, planting both palms on the table.

      Harold looked at him. “That’s what I was showing Mario and the others. Those guys are coming back and we need to be prepared.”

      “And we will be, but we don’t have a platoon of soldiers at our backs.” Charlie stepped around the table, walking toward his father. “We have a group of farm hands that have never fired a weapon in their lives.”

      “Well, we’re going to show them how to use it first!” Harold tossed his hands up. “Those boys need to know how to defend themselves.”

      “I’m not disagreeing with you, but I know how you get, and I know what’s going to happen if those guys come back.” Charlie pushed himself off the table and stepped around the side. “You’ll want to charge full steam ahead, and it’s going to get you, and anyone that goes with you, killed.”

      “This is our home, Charlie!” Harold roared, then pointed east. “They’re just a bunch of cowards in masks too afraid to show their faces.”

      “Dad, you heard the same conversation with that fighter that I did,” Charlie said. “They are trained military forces, and they will not quit their mission. If they do come back, then we need something better than charging full steam ahead. We need a strategy.” He took a breath. “And that’s something we should talk about before we start shoving guns in people’s hands.”

      Charlie studied his father’s expression, unsure if there was a hint of agreement beneath that stoic glare.

      “It’s important for us to have a united front on this,” Charlie said. “Mario and the rest of the crew are going to look to us, and if they don’t think we’re on the same page, then their trust in us will start to waver. You’re always telling me that strong leadership requires cooperation amongst management, right?”

      Harold shifted his weight back and forth between his legs, and Charlie hoped that throwing the old man’s wisdom back at him would help bring him around. “Never thought you were listening when I said that.” He relaxed a little bit, but his expression retained its frown. “You think that your military friend will make it back?”

      “I think if he can come back, then he will,” Charlie answered.

      But Charlie knew that Dixon was limited to the orders his commanding officers gave him, and the military had to think of the whole, not the individual. And if Charlie’s little stretch of farmland wasn’t a strategic area to secure, then Charlie and his family would be on their own for quite a while. But he was hoping the power plant at Mayfield would change that.

      “So,” Harold said, regarding his son. “What kind of unified message will we be sending?”

      Charlie swallowed the ball of nerves caught in his throat then crossed his arms. “The biggest advantage that we have is the knowledge of the area. We know the land, we know the people. We’ll establish a lookout schedule, someone always keeping watch, round the clock. And we only engage in a fight with the enemy if we know we can win. The moment those guys see our inexperience, they’ll bum rush us.”

      “Do we have the numbers for round the clock guards?” Harold asked.

      “It’ll be some long days, but we should be able to manage if everyone pitches in to help.” Charlie planted his fists on his hips and exhaled, as if he could feel the work already beating him down.

      “We’ll have to get a handle on our food stock,” Harold said, sliding into Charlie’s line of thinking. “The moment supplies start to run low, we’re going to be in trouble.” He gestured toward the house. “With all of those folks in the house, we’ll blow through our cellar pretty quick.”

      Charlie nodded in agreement. “We can hunt in the woods, and Mario spent some time on the fishing boats, so maybe he could help us set nets in the river.” He turned to his father. “We should say something before everyone goes to bed tonight.”

      Harold nodded and clapped his son on the back. “I think I’ll leave that to you, my boy.” He laughed. “I’ve been waiting for you to run the show since you got back from college.” He threw his arm around his son’s shoulder and squeezed him into his body. “Glad to see you wanting to be a leader, son.”

      Charlie mirrored his father’s smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “I’ll meet you inside.”

      He watched his father stumble toward the house, his big body swinging back and forth. His dad didn’t get around as well as he used to, and truth be told, he couldn’t do much around the farm other than supervise, but no one made a fuss about it. There wasn’t anyone else that Charlie knew who had worked harder than his father over the course of his lifetime.

      Harold had poured tireless hours into the land that surrounded him. Day in and day out for nearly forty years, starting at fifteen when he dropped out of high school to help his family with the orchard full time.

      Charlie would have done the same if it hadn’t been for his parents. He still helped, of course, but not at the sacrifice of his schoolwork. His parents had placed a big bet on him when they sent him off to college. And it was a bet that was finally paying dividends, at least up until yesterday.

      The EMP had thrown their future into a different type of uncertainty. It was uncharted waters and filled with dangers that Charlie couldn’t even imagine.

      When Charlie returned to the house, he heard the chatter from their new guests through the back-screen door before he even stepped inside. He paused at the back steps, listening to the voices inside. And despite the hardship of the day, he smiled at their laughter.

      Charlie entered, finding Mario, the workers, and their wives gathered in the living room, the women sitting while the men stood. It was Mario who noticed Charlie first and hushed the group.

      “I hope everyone is settled in,” Charlie said.

      “We are,” Mario said. “Thank you, Senor Decker.”

      “Yes,” Maria replied, echoing her husband’s thanks. “We are very grateful for your family’s generosity.”

      “It’s our pleasure,” Martha said, smiling next to Harold. “And you’re all welcome to stay as long as this…” she waved her hands around through the air as she struggled to find the words, “thing goes on.”

      “And do we know how long this will last?” Mario asked, acting as the mouthpiece for the other workers. “No power? No cars? Nothing? This—” he frowned, struggling with the pronunciation. “E-M-P, caused all of this?”

      “The truth is we don’t know how long this is going to last,” Charlie said. “But we should be planning for the long term.”

      “But the power will come back on, right?” Antonio stepped from the corner of the room, hands in his pockets, his open shirt exposing the harsh tan lines from the neck up.

      “We don’t know that either,” Charlie answered. “And I’m not going to give you answers that I don’t have. The power is off. But, we do have food and water here, which I can tell you is a lot better off than most of the people I saw on my escape from Seattle. We have provisions in our cellar, and the forest holds plenty of game. But there is a bigger threat than just the power being shut off.”

      Charlie crossed his arms and stepped closer to the center of the room.

      “The people responsible for this are dangerous,” Charlie said. “If they come back, they’re not going to leave us alive.”

      “You want us to fight them?” Antonio asked, bunching up his face in a grimace. “But they’re trained killers.”

      “We’re not going to look for a fight,” Charlie answered. “But we’re not backing down from going a fight. We’ll have security on watch twenty-four hours, which means we’ll all need to be trained in using firearms.”

      “We will do what we have to,” Maria said, her tone firm as she grabbed hold of her husband’s hand. “Right, ladies?”

      The other wives offered the same hardened expressions as Maria, and Charlie was glad to have Mario and his wife here. They were good people, and they’d be invaluable at bridging any language or culture barriers that they were bound to run into during their time together.

      “It’ll also be important for us to conserve as much of our supplies as we can, because while we’d all like for this to be over quickly, we need to ensure we’re preparing for the long haul.” Charlie gestured to beyond the walls of the house and to the orchard outside. “We have a lot of acreage out there to maintain. Other people might need help, and I want to make sure we’re ready to do that if the time comes.” He took a breath, everyone leaning into him now, every pair of eyes watching him intently. “Our strength comes from working together.” He looked at each of them in turn. “I’m well aware of the sacrifice it takes to leave your home, and all of us will have to sacrifice more before this is done.”

      A wave of nods washed over the rest of the faces, and while Charlie felt good about their desire to believe in him, he hoped that translated into believing in themselves just as much as him.

      “Thank you,” Charlie said. “Now we should all probably—”

      The distant pop of gunfire silenced the room, and every head turned toward the window. It was too far away to be any danger to them, but that didn’t lessen the expressions of horror that rippled through their faces.

      Another series of harsh pops pulled Charlie outside, and the rest of the crew followed suit. The commotion was coming from the east where the terrorists had marched.

      “That’s Mayfield,” Harold said, standing in the back by the door with Martha, who huddled up next to her husband.

      “They would have to pass the Bigelow farm,” Martha said as she looked up at Harold. “Do you think they’re still there?”

      “Don’s a smart man,” Harold answered. “He wouldn’t do anything rash.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Charlie listened to the continued pops on the horizon. And just as suddenly as the gunfire started, it stopped.

      The silence that followed was more deafening than anything that Charlie had experienced. It was like the air had been sucked out of everyone, the environment around them transformed into a vacuum. And while Charlie stared at the horizon, unsure of what he was waiting to hear, his feet backpedaled into the house, the rest of the group stepping aside.
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      Before he realized it, he was back in the barn, grabbing one of the Remingtons and spare magazines, which he shoved into his belt. When he looked up, Mario was by the table.

      “You don’t have to come,” Charlie said.

      Mario switched his attention from Charlie toward the weapons on the table. He picked one of the Winchesters up, grabbing some of the bullets and shoving them into the chamber, just like Harold had shown him.

      “We never got to the shooting portion of the lesson,” Charlie said.

      Mario gestured to the end of the rifle’s barrel. “Just make sure it’s pointed at the bad guy, right?”

      Charlie nodded. “That’ll work.”

      The pair marched off into the fading evening light, keeping to the orchard for cover on their path toward the Bigelows’ farm. The pair churned up soil until they reached the open space between the Deckers’ land and the Bigelows.

      Panting, Charlie raised the rifle and peered through the scope, magnifying the Bigelows’ house. “Front and back doors are open.” He shifted to a nearby window, but it was too dark to see anything inside.

      “Are they still in the house?” Mario asked.

      Charlie removed his eye off the scope, then lowered the rifle. “I don’t know.”

      The Bigelows grew cabbage, which didn’t provide any cover on their sprint through the field, but Charlie didn’t see the enemy lingering in the fading light.

      Charlie slowed when they approached the house. “Stay behind me.” He headed toward the back, hoping to throw any of the terrorists off guard should any be lurking behind.

      The Bigelow house was one story, but sprawled out over a larger space, which would make searching the house difficult seeing as how there were dozens of places to hide.

      “Watch our backs,” Charlie said, whispering behind him.

      “Got it, boss.”

      Charlie poked the end of his rifle barrel into the open back door and the darkness inside the house. He resisted the urge to call out to Don or Amy, or any of the kids inside. If they were hiding and there was still someone else in the house, then he didn’t want to give away their position.

      But the top step of the three-tiered staircase that led into the back sunroom of the house, which was completely screened, groaned loudly when Charlie stepped on it, the noise made worse by the deafening silence of the night.

      Both Charlie and Mario froze, curses running through Charlie’s mind at machine-gun fire pace at his own clumsiness.

      A series of hushed voices followed Charlie’s foot faux pas, and they were coming from the shed that sat on the back left side of the house. Charlie headed over first, Mario following, both men keeping their weapons up and aimed, fingers on the triggers.

      The noises inside the shed ended before Charlie reached the door, and he looked behind to Mario, gesturing with his free hand to keep a lookout. Mario nodded.

      Charlie turned his attention back to the shed’s closed door. He reached for the handle, wrapped his fingers around the black bar, paused, took a breath, and then pulled hard.

      A quick rush of air smacked Charlie’s face when the door opened, and he lunged inside the darkened space in the same motion, his foot thudding against the concrete floor. But as Charlie scanned the tiny space through the sight on his shotgun, he found it empty save for the sacks of tools and chicken feed that lined the floors and tables.

      Charlie lowered the rifle and frowned. He blinked a few times, making sure he wasn’t missing anything in the darkness. He turned toward the door where Mario was still watching the exterior when another noise caught his ear.

      A shuffling, in the corner of the shed, coming from the sacks of chicken feed. Charlie stared at the space, then slowly approached. He prodded the sack of corn with the end of his rifle, but there was nothing but feed inside.

      Charlie glanced at the floor, then lifted one of the feed sacks and found the outline of a door etched in the concrete. Charlie set the rifle aside and then removed the rest of the feedbags until he finally revealed the door underneath.

      A handle rested on the left side, but when Charlie pulled, it wouldn’t give way. He knocked on the door, leaning close to the cracks provided. “Amy?” He paused, waiting for a response. “Amy, it’s Charlie Decker, are you down there?”

      A few seconds passed, and there was nothing. Then a shuffling noise, and a heavy thunk, and Charlie stepped back as the door in the floor cracked open. A pair of eyes stared at Charlie, and then the door opened the rest of the way.

      “Charlie? Thank God.” Amy extended her hand and Charlie helped her up and out of the hole. She wrapped her arms around him, but then quickly pulled back. “Did you see Don?”

      “He’s not down there with you?” Charlie asked, glancing into the hole and finding their three boys huddled at the bottom, looking up at him in the darkness.

      “No, he-he brought us out here, and locked us inside, and then I heard all of that gunfire and I—” She covered her mouth with her hand and then looked past Charlie and Mario and toward the house.

      Before Amy did anything rash, Charlie grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her back to the present. “You need to stay here with the kids, and I’m going to go and find Don, all right?” He gestured back toward Mario. “I’m going to leave Mario here with you to watch your back. Just stay here with the kids.”

      Charlie backed out of the shed, instructing Mario to position himself inside, and then headed toward the house with his rifle raised.

      It would have made sense for Don to head for the woods on the backside of his property, but Charlie wasn’t sure if he would have made it that far in an open field. And if he did, then Charlie assumed Don would have returned by now, unless he was still leading the terrorists on a wild goose chase through the trees. Charlie knew he couldn’t cover that much ground, so he decided to search the house and see if Don was inside.

      The back screen door groaned when Charlie entered, his eyes already adjusted to the darkness inside.

      An old oak table, chairs askew around the imperfect rectangle, sat near the door. Charlie cleared the dining room and then transitioned toward the living room where a long, three-cushioned sofa sat against the far wall with two love seats positioned on either end of the room, giving the open space a sense of structure.

      “Don,” Charlie said, whispering. “Don, it’s Charlie.” He stepped lightly over the blue carpet, leaving behind tracks of dirt from his boots. He glanced down, finding other dirtied prints already crushed into the carpet, no doubt left behind from the terrorists when they swarmed inside.

      But when Charlie reached the end of the living room that dumped into the foyer by the front door, which was open, he noticed the three bullet holes on the adjacent hall and the Bigelow family picture that lay shattered on the floor.

      Moonlight helped guide Charlie’s path as he headed toward the bedrooms of the house, and when the heel of his boot slipped across the wooden floors, he glanced down to find a smear of blood. He frowned, dropping to a knee, and noticed the other droplets that dotted the floor and trailed all the way to the end of the hall.

      Charlie stood, adjusting his grip on the rifle, and then hastened his pace down the hall. “Don.” He repeated his neighbor’s name with his harsh whisper, his voice growing louder and bolder the farther he headed down the hall. “Don.”

      The blood droplets ended at the end of the hallway to an open door and a bedroom, and Charlie’s heart jumped into his throat as he turned the corner, unsure of what he might find inside. His eyes settled on Don’s body on the floor of the room.

      Charlie lowered the rifle, setting it aside as he quickly knelt by Don’s side. “Don?” Blood covered his leg and both hands lay motionless on his stomach. He pressed his fingers against Don’s neck, trying to stop himself from trembling so he could get an accurate reading of the man’s pulse.

      Finally, Charlie’s hand steadied and he felt the lightest bump beneath his fingertips, and then Don stirred, his eyes fluttering open in time with a guttural moan from his lips.

      “Don, can you hear me?” Charlie repeated the question, but Don’s only reply was the same low growl. He placed his hands over the wound on Don’s leg, then reached for the sheets on the bed. He tore them down and quickly wrapped Don’s leg to help stop the bleeding, smearing crimson over the pale blue sheets.

      Charlie turned back toward the door, confident that they were alone in the house and that the terrorists were already long gone down the road. “Mario! Mario, I need help, now!” His voice cracked, and he was surprised by the urgency in his volume and tone. He turned back toward Don. “Just hang on, buddy, we’re gonna get you some help. Just stay with me, okay? Do it for Amy and the kids. They need you, Don.”

      Don fluttered his eyelids, then worked his lips as if he were going to speak, but only a raspy breath escaped from the depths of his chest.

      Charlie shook his head. “Try not to talk, Don. Just hang on.” He applied firm pressure to the wound on the gut and was about to scream for Mario again when the man came bursting through the door, his eyes widening with a mixture of horror and shock at the scene in front of him. “Get something we can carry him on. We need to take him to Doc’s house.”

      Color drained from Mario’s face as he gawked at Don, the rifle gripped lazily in his right hand, the barrel aimed at the floor.

      “Mario!” Charlie shouted, pulling the farmhand’s attention toward him, the pair locking eyes. “Something to carry him on, or he’s not going to make it.”

      Mario nodded, his body twitching in the same adrenaline-filled spasms that Charlie felt. He stole one last glance at Don before he disappeared down the hall.

      Charlie held Don’s hand in his own and gave it a squeeze, as if he could transmit some of the life flowing through his veins into his neighbor. There had already been so much death, and it had spread throughout their community like wildfire. And the longer Charlie sat on the floor with Don dying and bloodied next to him, the angrier Charlie became.
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      Morning arrived quickly, and Charlie rolled uncomfortably in the spare cot that he’d pulled out from the attic. He sat upright and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      When he lowered his hand, he caught sight of the dried blood on his knuckle. He stared at it, thinking of Don.

      Mario and Charlie had managed to get Don over to Doc’s house, leaving the old vet to work on another body while Charlie went back for Amy and the kids. But after the kids were secured at the house, Amy went to Doc. He wasn’t sure if she came home during the night and even more unsure if Don had survived.

      Doc hadn’t been optimistic about Don’s chances when Charlie and Mario brought him over. He didn’t say it in so many words, but the grave expression didn’t bode well for his neighbor.

      Charlie rubbed his face, the stubble along his cheeks scraping against his palm. By the end of the week he’d have the beginnings of a beard, and the prospect of so much hair on his face during the middle of summer was making him sweat just thinking about it.

      Charlie’s knees popped as he stood. The violence and recklessness of the past forty-eight hours had ravaged his mind and body, so he descended to the first floor in search of coffee.

      Thankfully, Charlie’s mother was already awake and had the old pot belly stove working out back. She had just clanged the door shut, letting the wood inside burn and heat the top.

      “Hey, boy,” Martha said, planting a kiss on her son’s cheek. “Hear anything from Doc about Don?” She stepped back inside the kitchen and grabbed a pot, then poured some water she’d already retrieved from the well and placed it on the warming stove top.

      “Not yet,” Charlie said. “I was going to get ready to head over there in a minute.”

      “Well, your father is already up. He pulled out that damn iron stove from the back of the barn and set it up for me. He’s out passing some bacon and eggs around to the folks that we put on guard duty last night. We’ve got some left if you’re hungry. I ran over to the Bigelows’ chicken coop and grabbed a couple eggs, and the bacon is actually more like jerky, but it does the job.”

      “Coffee first,” Charlie said, still struggling to keep his eyelids open.

      With her hands planted on her hips, the water boiling for coffee, and the near obliviousness of her attitude toward the danger that was surrounding all of them, Charlie found it hard not to laugh at his mother. But he kept his lips tight and planted a kiss on her cheek once the coffee was done.

      The rest of the house was up by the time Charlie headed toward Doc’s house, but he made sure the rest of the farm hands knew which posts they were relieving for the ones still out in the fields.

      “How long will we be out there, boss?” Hector asked, one eye squinted shut and his dirty white shirt untucked from his dirt-stained jeans.

      “We’re working in eight-hour shifts, that way everyone gets a chance at some sleep,” Charlie answered. “It’ll be a little tricky during the day with some of the chores, but we’ll be all right running a skeleton crew for a while.”

      Hector flashed a thumbs up, and his youngest daughter ran up behind him, squeezing his legs, as she smiled up at her father, who picked her up and swung her around in the air.

      Charlie appreciated everyone’s positive outlook and the kindred spirit atmosphere, but he knew that the close quarters would eventually wear down on people, which made the prospect of having Doc’s house and even Don’s place as a backup for beds good.

      The rest of the kids spilled outside, no doubt thankful for the open space after being cooped up in that house with twenty other people. But while the farm hands’ kids were outside, Charlie noticed that the Bigelow boys weren’t. If Don hadn’t survived the night, then Charlie needed to figure out a plan for Amy and the boys.

      The sun had burned away the rest of the grey in the sky, and morning was in full swing by the time Charlie reached Doc’s house. He was about to enter unannounced but stopped himself. He stepped back and then knocked. He wasn’t sure of any rule changes in this new world order, but he decided it best to maintain social etiquette.

      Ellen answered the door, still dressed in the same clothes that Charlie had seen her wear yesterday.

      “How is he doing?” Charlie asked, stepping inside while Ellen shut the door behind him.

      She shook his head, hugging her shoulders. “He did what he could, but Don lost so much blood, even more than Liz. And the two bullet wounds added a lot of trauma. He was able to get the bullets out and stitch him up, but he’s not sure Don is going to make it.” She exhaled. “He’s on borrowed time.”

      Charlie’s stomach tightened. “Is Amy still with him?”

      “Yeah, poor thing. She stayed up with him all night,” Ellen answered. She nodded toward the hallway with the bedrooms. “You can go and check on her, but she hasn’t said a peep since Doc finished sewing Don up.” She frowned, shaking her head. “I think she’s still in shock.”

      Charlie nodded and then took a closer look at Ellen, who hugged herself tightly with a concerned expression glued to her face. The woman looked like she’d slept about as much as Charlie had. “How are you holding up?”

      “Hmm?” Ellen arched her eyebrows in surprise, Charlie’s question pulling her from her daydream. “Oh, I’m fine. Just tired. Doc hasn’t been sleeping well, and when he doesn’t sleep well, neither do I. We’re attached at the hip like that.” She smiled sadly, trying to convince Charlie that she really was fine, but it was a mask that Charlie had seen people wear a lot over the past two days. And he imagined that it would be a mask people would grow accustomed to wearing over the coming weeks, or even months, if things remained bad.

      “Anything you and Doc need from the orchard you just ask, all right?” Charlie said, placing a firm hand on Ellen’s shoulder. “I mean it.”

      Ellen patted Charlie’s arm and nodded. “You’re a good man, Charlie.”

      After Ellen disappeared into the kitchen, Charlie headed down the hallway, passing Liz’s room, who he found still fast asleep in her bed, Adelyn curled up by her side. He stopped, watching the pair of them sleep. A sense of purpose flooded through him, knowing that the pair had no one else to depend on save for Charlie. He smiled and then headed toward Don’s room, finding the door cracked open.

      Even though the door was open, Charlie knocked softly. “Amy?”

      When no one answered, Charlie poked his head though the crack in the door. Amy kneeled at Don’s bedside, elbows planted on the mattress, and her hands clasped together as she stared at her husband.

      Charlie pushed his way into the room but didn’t go farther than the threshold, where he got a good look at Don in the bed. His eyes were closed, and his lips were lightly parted. He lay still and unmoving, save for the light rise and fall of his chest. The sheet covering his body was pulled all the way up to his chest, leaving only his shoulder, neck, and head exposed.

      Amy didn’t acknowledge Charlie’s presence, but he wasn’t sure if it was because she hadn’t heard him or if she didn’t want to talk.

      “Amy?” Charlie asked.

      Amy turned, surprised, and then wiped her nose, which was red from crying. “Charlie. I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “It’s fine,” Charlie said, gesturing for her to stay put as he walked to the foot of the bed. “How’s he doing?”

      “Doc says he’s fighting it,” Amy answered, smiling.

      “He’s always been stubborn,” Charlie replied.

      Amy laughed. “Yeah.” She reached for her husband’s arm and squeezed. “Thank you for last night. If you hadn’t come, if you hadn’t gotten him here in time—” She shook her head, fighting back tears. “I don’t know what would have happened.”

      Charlie smiled, but looking at Don’s pale complexion, he wasn’t sure if he got the man here soon enough.

      Wood groaned by the door, and both Amy and Charlie turned to find Doc standing in the doorway. He wore his blue robe, hands in his pockets, those dark circles under his eyes even deeper than yesterday.

      “How are you doing, Amy?” Doc asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      Doc nodded, then walked over to Don, checking his pulse.

      Amy frowned in concern. “Is he okay? Is—”

      “He’s fine for now, my dear.” Doc removed his hand from Don’s neck and then looked to Charlie. “Why don’t we let them rest.”

      “Sure,” Charlie said, then followed Doc out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

      The pair remained silent on their walk into the living room, but Doc crossed his arms and paced nervously with his head down.

      “You all right, Doc?” Charlie asked.

      “No, Charlie,” Doc answered. “I’m not.” He finally collapsed onto the couch by the front living room window. The same couch where Charlie had passed out that first night back from Seattle when he wasn’t sure if Liz would survive.

      Doc rubbed his hands together, thinking. “I don’t have any more antibiotics.” He looked at Charlie. “I gave the last of my dosage to Liz. And while I tried to sterilize everything—” He shook his head, the frustration mounting, and he stood. “I don’t have the necessary equipment to deal with treating humans, Charlie. My knowledge is rudimentary at best.”

      “You’ve kept two people alive,” Charlie said. “You’re doing a great job.”

      “Well, if I don’t get more supplies, I don’t know if I can keep them that way.”

      Charlie turned back toward the hallway where Liz and Don slept, still recovering, still fighting for the chance at tomorrow. He turned back to Doc. “There’s a hospital over in Mayfield. I could get whatever you needed and bring it back.”

      Doc shook his head. “Charlie, that’s exactly where those men were headed. It’s too dangerous.”

      “If that’s what we need to keep them alive, then that’s what I’ll get,” Charlie said. “Just tell me what you need.”

      Doc hesitated for a moment, but the medical professional in him eventually won out.

      It didn’t take long for Doc to compile the grocery list of needs and wants, which Charlie made him list separately. The names on the list were so long and so hard to pronounce that Charlie didn’t even try. All he’d need to do was make sure the names on the medications matched up with the ones that Doc had written down.

      “Now, they’ll most likely have some kind of lock or security system in place for the medications, but if it’s anything electronic—”

      “Then it makes my job easier,” Charlie said. “What’s the likelihood that the hospital staff will still be there?”

      “Depends if the generators are working or not,” Doc answered. “Though I can’t imagine they’d still be on after something like this.”

      With the list tucked into his back pocket, Charlie walked back through the orchard, the sky still blue and vibrant, though clouds had started to form, foreshadowing rain.

      “Charlie!” Harold waved at his son from a few rows up in the trees. “Give me a hand for a second.”

      Charlie jogged over to his father, keeping the ladder steady as Harold plucked a few good ones clustered at the top branches.

      “Your mother wanted to have the kids help her bake some pies,” Harold said, stretching his big arm up for the last apple, which he plopped into the bucket. “She thought it might help keep their minds off of things.”

      Charlie stepped out of the way as his father descended the ladder.

      “Plus, we get some pies out of the deal, which will last for a little while.” Harold clapped the dirt from his hands and smiled at the bucket of Honey Crisps.

      “It’s a good idea,” Charlie said.

      “Yeah.” Harold shifted his attention from the bucket to the rest of the orchard, the long and separate, elevated rows that comprised their property. He smiled. “Nothing like picking fruit straight from the tree. Makes you feel connected to the world.”

      Charlie nodded. It was simple but beautiful.

      “How’s Don?” Harold asked, popping their peaceful bubble and thrusting them back into reality.

      “Doc needs more meds to keep him alive,” Charlie answered. “I’m going to the hospital in Mayfield and see what I can find.”

      Harold nodded. “You know when your grandfather passed away and I took over, it was a different time. He died young, and I had so many doubts about myself and whether or not I could keep this place afloat.” He scuffed his heel against the dirt. “I did what I could, but I know it wasn’t enough.”

      “Dad, what are you talking about?” Charlie gestured to the fields. “Look at this place.”

      But Harold only shook his head. “You’ve done more for this place over the past five years than I did after close to forty. Your mother might not let me read the accounting books, but I saw the notices in the mail. Overdue, Past Due, Late.” He chuckled. “Just never could get it exactly right.” He finally looked at his son. “But you’re not like that. Never have been. Got your mother’s brain, thank God.”

      A red flush crept up Charlie’s neck and warmed his cheeks. It was rare that his father was ever sentimental. He cleared his throat.

      “I never got the recognition I wanted from my father, and I know that I’m not one to express myself very well, but I didn’t want you to think that I wasn’t so damned proud of you.”

      Harold swiped his big hand at the corner of his eye, and Charlie smiled. He’d seen Harold Decker cry only twice in his lifetime. The first was when Charlie was eight, when his grandmother had passed away. The second was right now.

      “I love you, Dad,” Charlie said.

      Harold cleared his throat and swiped at his eyes one more time before he turned around and smiled. “Love you too, son.” He wrapped his boy in a bear hug, and then picked up the basket of apples. “Grab that ladder.”

      Bowlegged and tired, Harold carried the apples down the row of trees while Charlie trailed behind, letting the old bear take the lead. He knew how hard it was to admit that his tenure as boss was ending, but as far as Charlie was concerned, there was still only one opinion that mattered in this place. And it belonged to that gentle giant ahead of him.

      When Charlie returned to the house, he packed up some food and water and started his trek toward Mayfield. His mother begged him to take someone, but Charlie didn’t plan on walking.

      Charlie found the dirt bike where he’d left it in the woods after he’d led the terrorists on a wild goose chase and checked the fuel. He still had three quarters of a tank, enough to get him to Mayfield and back with some to spare.

      Charlie tightened the straps of his backpack and then hopped onto the seat of the dirt bike, pressing down hard on the kick starter, revving the two-stroke to life.

      Wind blasted Charlie’s face, cooling the sweat that had already formed on his body, the shirt and pants sticking his chest and legs.

      Charlie glanced at Don and Amy’s house as he passed, knowing that both of them were counting on him to retrieve the medicine Doc needed to keep Don alive.

      And while he had the rifle slung across his back and the pistol on his belt, Charlie still hadn’t determined how he was going to handle any pushback from anyone other than a masked gunman.

      The world and its resources were going to get considerably smaller over the next few weeks if things didn’t improve, Charlie had no doubts about that. Which was why he had hoped Dixon would make good on his promise and return with a military escort that would help alleviate the self-policing state that would inevitably follow.

      But Charlie focused on what was ahead of him. Two lives, and who knew how many future lives, depended on it.
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      The walk from the bridge where Charlie ditched the dirt bike to Mayfield was just under thirty minutes. He stashed the bike before town because he didn’t want to give away the element of surprise should there be more terrorists nearby.

      Charlie stuck to the woods on his trek but made sure the road never strayed too far from view. The walk was made longer by the rocks and hills and curving paths of the mountainous terrain.

      But nature brought the added serenity of peace and calmness in a world that had become decidedly louder and scarier.

      Charlie had always enjoyed the quiet, which had set him apart from a lot of kids he went to school with. When he was little, his teachers always used to tell his parents that he was aloof, or absentminded, but he’d just always been introspective.

      There was something about the quiet that helped extract Charlie’s thoughts. It allowed him to dig deeper, examine all the sides, turning the idea over in his mind.

      Darker clouds rolled in above his head, and while he was thankful for the reprieve from the sunlight, he didn’t want to get caught coming back in the rain. Time wasn’t on his side, and rain would only slow him down, even with the dirt bike.

      Thirsty, Charlie reached into the side compartment of his pack for a bottle of water. He paced himself, knowing he had another one, but wanting to ration it for the walk back or if he was forced to stay longer than he would have liked.

      He pressed the bottle water on the back of his neck. He tilted his head back, letting the cool water droplets run down his neck. When he opened his eyes, he saw the road sign for Mayfield, so he returned the bottle to his pack.

      Closer to town, Charlie’s senses were heightened, and he kept a keen lookout for any guards that the terrorists might have stationed in the area. After all, it was what he’d done on his own farm.

      Flashes of Seattle peppered his mind, and just like the big city, the little town was at a standstill. Charlie kept hunched forward, his muscles poised to strike at any movement. But like the town ahead, the forest that surrounded him was deadly silent.

      Charlie hovered near the tree line, using one of the big maples for cover as he scanned Main Street.

      Cars were stopped dead in their tracks, though the number of vehicles that clogged the road in Mayfield were significantly less than the thousands of vehicles that had broken down on the streets of Seattle.

      Charlie removed the rifle from his shoulder and used the scope for a better look at the buildings and the sidewalks. He maneuvered the crosshairs over the town, expecting to find some people, but the streets were empty.

      Charlie lowered the scope. The ghost town ahead of him was somehow worse than finding it overrun with the terrorists.

      Charlie kept the rifle in his hands, then emerged from the woods. He moved quickly, rushing to the cover of the first building, which was an antique store.

      The mountains were littered with them, bursting at the seams with hipsters and couples who wanted to score something unique for their loft or home back in the city.

      Charlie peered through the darkened front windows, finding the inside void of any ransacked looting or destruction that was so prevalent in Seattle. He’d always believed that small-town folks were different, and he was glad for the affirmation of that not changing when times got hard.

      Hunched forward, both hands gripping the rifle, Charlie hurried toward the hospital near the edge of town.

      Gusts of wind jingled bells and wind chimes that stretched along the front porches of the businesses along Main Street. Every building was separated by a narrow alley, barely wide enough for a single car to make it through, which led to the personal parking lots for the business owners and employees.

      Charlie paused at every alley, checking to ensure he wasn’t ambushed by friend or foe, and when he stepped onto the front porch of a florist’s shop, the pump of a shotgun froze him in place.

      “Drop the rifle, friend,” a man’s voice said. “Off to your left, and do it real slow.”

      Charlie did as the man asked, setting the rifle down.

      “And go ahead and slide that pack off your back,” he added.

      Charlie again complied, setting his backpack next to the rifle. He kept his hands raised in the air and kept very still.

      “Good. Now turn around, nice and slow. Keep those hands up,” the man said.

      A lump caught in Charlie’s throat just before he was able to make out the image of the middle-aged man aiming the shotgun at him, surprise flashing over both of them.

      “Holy shit, Charlie?” Doug Collins lowered the shotgun, his jaw dropping in the same motion.

      Without a word, Charlie walked over to Doug and the men wrapped each other in a bear hug.

      Charlie smiled. “Good to see you.”

      Doug was Charlie’s height, but ten years older. Charlie had grown up with Doug’s younger brother, Billy, who joined the Marines after high school. Three months into his first deployment, a roadside bomb took out his convoy in Afghanistan.

      Doug laughed. “You too. Is everything all right? The orchard okay?”

      “We’re all right,” Charlie answered, going back for his weapon, which he holstered. “I was heading to the hospital for some supplies. Don Bigelow’s hurt pretty bad, and Doc needs some medicine to keep him alive.”

      Doug wiped his palm along the rough red stubble that crawled over his cheeks and neck, ending at his Adam’s apple. “Shit. That’s not good.”

      “I know, it’s sort of a time crunch, so—”

      “No, I mean going to the hospital,” Doug said. “It’s at the end of town and it’s crawling with those fuckers who stormed through here yesterday. They shot anything that moved, or anything that didn’t.” He looked out into the streets. “Me and a few others got the bodies out of the road and turned them over to their families if they had any. The rest we covered out back, but we need to get them in the ground soon before they start to rot.”

      Charlie followed Doug’s gaze into the streets and the carnage that lingered behind. Blood stains were still on the pavements from where the bodies had been removed, and a few rays of sun illuminated the bullet casings that littered the pavement, which stretched down the length of Main Street.

      Doug glanced around them, nervous. “We should talk inside. C’mon.”

      Charlie followed Doug around the backside of the building and Doug knocked on a pair of metal cellar doors, paused, then knocked twice.

      A few seconds later and a lock turned on the inside of the doors, and after they opened, the end of a rifle poked through.

      “Charlie?” Mr. Collins scrunched his face in disbelief and then stepped out of the cellar, extending his weathered hand, which gripped hold of Charlie’s with a firm tenacity that didn’t match the aged man it belonged to. “Good to see you, boy.”

      “You too, Mr. Collins.”

      “Well, better get back inside before those bastards pick us off with whatever snipers they have hiding in the area.” Mr. Collins waved his big hand and turned back down the steps of the cellar, Doug letting Charlie go in first.

      The basement was cool and dark, save for the few candles that they had burning, and it was just the two of them down below, but Charlie didn’t expect anything different. The pair had always been loners, especially after Doug’s mother passed away. It was right after the death of Billy. That was a rough year for the Collins family.

      Mr. Collins collapsed in a chair, setting the rifle across his lap and rubbing his left knee, wincing as he worked his knobby fingers over the surrounding muscles. “Your family hold up all right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Charlie answered.

      “He’s heading to the hospital,” Doug said. “Don Bigelow’s hurt and Doc needs some supplies.”

      “The vet?” Mr. Collins exclaimed. “Christ, things must be bad if Doc has swapped farm animals for people on that steel slab of his.” He ended the work on his knee and then leaned back into the chair. “Hospital’s locked up pretty tight. Not sure you’d find anything if it wasn’t though. Those masked folks have probably pilfered that place clean.”

      Charlie leaned forward, hoping to learn more about the foreign enemy that had invaded their homes and communities from the pair of roughnecks in the basement. “Do you know how many men they have?”

      Mr. Collins sucked in his lower lip and glanced toward the ceiling, as if he were counting them individually. “I’d say around three hundred.”

      Charlie popped his eyes open in surprise. “Three hundred? The group that came down our way couldn’t have been more than a dozen, maybe two.”

      “They’ve been coming through the woods,” Doug said. “They’re in those same sizes you described, but they’ve been arriving during all hours of the day and night.”

      “Bastards have stationed themselves off the road toward the electric plant,” Mr. Collins said. “They’ve occupied any building near it and killed anyone that tried to stop them.” He snarled as he shook his head in a manner of disgust. “They’ve got machine guns for Christ’s sakes, the people out here don’t have that kind of weaponry!” He huffed, his breathing growing labored and his cheeks reddening the more he thought about it.

      “Your blood pressure, Dad,” Doug said. “Just take it easy.”

      Mr. Collins tugged at his shirt collar and grumbled to himself, and Doug turned to Charlie.

      “What about you?” Doug asked. “Hear anything?”

      The expressions on the Collins’ faces ranged from disbelief to laughter when Charlie brought the pair up to speed.

      “All of Seattle?” Doug asked.

      “From what I could tell,” Charlie answered.

      “And how long has that lieutenant been gone?” Mr. Collins asked.

      “A little over a day now,” Charlie answered. “But I really do believe he’ll come back.”

      “So long as his CO doesn’t have a problem with it.” Mr. Collins bit the end of his fingernail and bounced his right leg, thinking. After a moment, he nodded to himself. “We need to get organized. There’s no guarantee that help is on the way.” He pointed at Charlie as he looked to his son. “He’s got the right idea. He’s getting ready.”

      “Dad, we tried getting people to do something, and it didn’t work.” Doug leaned forward and then backpedaled toward the steps that led up to the cellar doors. “There’s maybe only another dozen or so people that know how to shoot around here, and half of them are long gone.”

      “We fight with the men that we have,” Mr. Collins said, his voice challenging his son.

      “Against three hundred trained soldiers?” Doug waved the notion away. “You’re out of your god-damn mind.”

      “Doug’s right, Mr. Collins,” Charlie said. “We won’t stand a chance in a fight against that many numbers, even if we had more. But we can gather supplies.”

      Doug slouched, a pained expression on his face and a slight whine to his voice. “Charlie, I just told you how many men they’ve got down at that hospital, and now you want to go running straight into that? You just said yourself that fighting them head-on isn’t a good idea.”

      “I’m not talking about fighting them, I’m talking about getting the supplies we need, and then getting out.” Charlie stepped closer to Doug. “We know this area better than they do. We can do it.”

      Mr. Collins stood, pushing the chair back behind him, the legs scraping against the old wooden floors. “He’s right, boy. We can’t just sit around. Action is what we need. It’s a tough pill to swallow, but medicine that’s good for you never tastes that way.”

      “Says the man who won’t take his heart meds,” Doug said, spitting the words back at his father. He leaned back against the wall, shaking his head, raising his eyebrows at Charlie. “You really think that this is a good idea?”

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with how good or bad the idea is,” Charlie answered. “It’s what we have to do to survive. Plain and simple.”

      And just like that medicine Mr. Collins talked about that tasted so bad going down, Charlie knew that the hard truth he’d just spoken was equally as bitter.
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      The journey between the cellar and the hospital was short. Charlie let Doug and Mr. Collins lead the way. They kept to the back side of the buildings on Main Street until Charlie convinced them the woods were a better source of cover.

      The thick brush, rocks, and unlevel terrain slowed them even more, but Charlie was more comfortable in the concealment that the forest offered.

      The three men bunched up together as they neared the hospital, and Charlie peered through the scope of his rifle to get a better look.

      Mayfield’s hospital was small compared to the big facilities in Seattle. It was three stories and was a near-perfect rectangular box.

      A pair of bodies lay outside the back entrance.

      “No terrorists,” Charlie said, performing another scan, this time keeping his motion slower, making sure that he didn’t miss anything. “If we can sneak through the back, I think—”

      A pair of masked men stepped into Charlie’s line of sight, walking down the hospital’s west perimeter. Both were armed, though their posture was relaxed. He followed them around toward the back, where they entered the hospital.

      “Shit.” Charlie lowered the rifle. “Two of them just walked inside.”

      “Only two?” Mr. Collins asked. “That’s manageable.”

      “We can’t assume that they’re inside alone,” Charlie replied.

      “Goddammit,” Doug said, muttering under his breath. “So, what do we do now?”

      Charlie tucked the rifle’s stock under his arm, tapping the chamber with his forefinger. A crease was set in his forehead, the way it always did whenever those hard thoughts traveled through his mind. “We’ll circle around to the other side, check and see if there’s another entrance, or if they’ve got more guards stationed.”

      “Well, let’s keep moving,” Mr. Collins said. “Every time we stop, my damn knee freezes up.”

      Luckily the backside of the hospital had a nice wooded area and provided the threesome with plenty of cover on their journey toward the east side of the hospital’s perimeter, which they found clear of terrorists.

      “And you’re sure they don’t have anyone stationed out front?” Charlie asked.

      “I was down here just before you walked into town,” Doug answered, his tone dancing between confident and perturbed. “Ain’t nobody sitting out front.”

      Charlie nodded, flexing his grip over the rifle in his hands. It was as sure of a bet as he was going to receive in these conditions. “We keep quiet when we’re inside, only speaking if we have to. Doc said the meds and equipment he needs would most likely be on the first floor in the center of the hospital, away from the patients and waiting rooms. We get what we need, and we get out.”

      The Collins men nodded in agreement, and this time Charlie took the lead as he quickly darted from the woods and toward the hospital’s back entrance. It might have been a risk going through the same door that they watched the enemy enter, but it was already a confirmed point of entrance, and if they were going to get into a gunfight, Charlie would rather it happen sooner rather than later.

      They clustered together at the door, and Charlie reached for the handle, looking to Doug and Mr. Collins, who nodded they were ready.

      Charlie stepped inside the darkened hall without hesitation, scanning the narrow corridor, and found it empty.

      “I have eyes on the left,” Doug said.

      “I’ve got our backs,” Mr. Collins said.

      “I’ll take right,” Charlie said.

      The trio moved forward in unison in a triangle formation, and every room that they passed with a closed door sent a shiver down Charlie’s back. But it wasn’t until they’d passed the hallway’s halfway point that he realized why everything was so unsettling.

      “It’s quiet,” Charlie said.

      Doug frowned. “Yeah. So? The staff probably ran for it when the power went out and those gunmen showed up.”

      Charlie shook his head, glancing at the doors up ahead. “A hospital doesn’t just have a staff, they have patients.”

      As the realization washed over Doug’s face, his cheeks turned a shade of green. “Jesus Christ.”

      Charlie turned toward the nearest door. He approached wearily, the rifle sagging lower the closer he moved. It was cracked open, the darkness inside masking the interior.

      He took three steps inside. The air was damp and a smell graced his nostrils. The scent was foul, but he resisted the instinct to turn away.

      After a few seconds, Charlie’s vision adjusted, and he blinked away the darkness. Objects took shape: a table, chairs, an empty bed, and a curtain that was pulled back and concealing the other half of the room.

      Charlie stepped toward it, his movements slow but methodical. He outstretched his arm, his fingers grabbing hold of the end of the curtain, and then slowly pulled it back, revealing the bloodied body on the bed.

      It was a woman. She was old. Her eyes were still open, and the wound on her chest had dried and crusted with blood, covering not just the gown that she wore in her final moments, but also the bed, the wall, ceiling, and floor.

      Several life support machines were lined against the back wall and on either side of the woman’s bed, and Charlie wondered if she was even alive when the murderers gunned her down.

      “Charlie?” Doug’s voice was quiet and sheepish, and he lingered at the doorway, staying in the hall. “You all right?”

      Charlie stared at the blank expression on the old woman’s face, and anger simmered below the calm and calculated surface of his thoughts.

      Charlie pulled the curtain back, sealing the woman away. He stepped back out into the hallway, gun still lowered, and continued his trek down the hall, but Doug jumped in front of him, blocking his path.

      “Whoa, hey, are you all right?” Doug asked.

      “No, Doug, I’m not all right, but we have a job to do, so why don’t you get the hell out of my way so we can do it.” Charlie kept his voice down, but it didn’t lessen the sting from the venom laced with every word out of his mouth.

      “Hey, man, you’re the one who wanted to come inside here,” Doug said, refusing to back down. “What did you think you were gonna see, huh? You saw what it was like out in the street.”

      “Knock it off, boys,” Mr. Collins said.

      But the old man’s words rolled off of Charlie like water on a seal. He stepped forward, that rage simmering beneath the surface starting to boil.

      “I was in Seattle when they attacked, so you don’t have to tell me what those bastards can do,” Charlie said, starting to lose control of the volume in his voice.

      “I said enough,” Mr. Collins said, stepping between the pair. “This isn’t a competition of how much shit we’ve waded through.”

      Charlie knew the old man’s words were true, but they didn’t calm his anger. And just when that inertia pushed him past the point of no return, gunfire and shouts echoed down the hall.

      All three of them ducked. Mr. Collins was the first to return fire down the hall, which provided them enough time to press forward and dart down a cutaway from the main hall.

      A few more retaliatory shots were fired from the terrorists at the front of the hospital, and just when Charlie was about to turn the corner and fire, he caught sight of a body on the floor just left of his feet. It was a nurse, and the woman’s face was turned up toward the ceiling, a wound in her chest and stomach, similar to the elderly woman he found in the room.

      The sight of the scrubs brought Liz to the forefront of Charlie’s thoughts. It could have just as easily been her on that floor.

      “Charlie, no!” Doug reached for Charlie’s arm, but his motion was too late, and his fingertips were only able to scrape against Charlie’s sleeve.

      Exposed in the hallway, Charlie fell into the tunnel vision that his rifle’s scope provided. The magnification thrust him down the hall, and he squeezed the trigger, and for the first time since he encountered the enemy, they weren’t wearing masks.

      It was an Asian man, and he was young. Charlie’s age, or even younger. A mixture of anger and surprise was plastered over his face, the rushed courage that only the pumping of adrenaline could provide. It was the same adrenaline that coursed through Charlie and had propelled him to the place he currently stood.

      But the force controlling Charlie’s adrenaline was rage, and it burned through whatever empathy he had for the young man at the end of the hall. For all Charlie knew, he could have put a bullet in that old woman in her bed. Or the nurse that lay at his feet. Or a dozen other corpses that littered the hospital tile. The boy made his choice. And Charlie had made his.

      The bullet went through the young man’s left eye, dead center, bulls eye. Charlie didn’t even feel the recoil from the gunshot, and his hands worked deftly over the bolt action as the bullet casing dropped to the floor and Charlie chambered another round.

      The second terrorist at the end of the hall fired, his shots wild and quick, more concerned over quantity of bullets than their accuracy, hoping dumb luck and the spray would bring Charlie down, or at the very least cause him to run.

      But Charlie kept a steady pace forward, eye still glued to the scope, and smoothly brought the crosshairs over to the next target. It was like chasing a deer. Charlie had done it thousands of times with his father, and all those trips had finally come in handy as he pulled the trigger.

      The bullet screamed from the rifle and struck the terrorist’s chest, dead center. Blood spurted, and the man’s expression transformed from unadulterated rage to cold shock with the snap of a finger, then collapsed to the floor, skidding forward.

      Charlie lowered the rifle, but he didn’t stop walking toward the dead men on the floor, the one he shot in the eye staring up at the ceiling through what one good eye remained to him. The second was face down, but still moving.

      Charlie aimed and fired again. The bullet cracked against the man’s back, and the contact caused the man’s torso to convulse, one final spasm before he lay motionless on the tile.

      Blood pooled from beneath the man that was face down, and Charlie didn’t stop walking until his boot stepped into the growing puddle.

      Charlie stared down at the man he’d killed. The rage and adrenaline had run its course and hollowed out his bones in the process, and something took its place. He couldn’t name the feeling, he only knew it was slowly creeping through him, filling the void that the kills had left behind. He didn’t know what it meant, but he understood that he had fallen from the edge and passed to another side.

      Killing was making a choice. Death over life. And over the course of however many hours, and days, weeks, or even years that he’d contemplate the decision he made in that very moment, the hard truth was that he had just taken his first step down a path and a road that provided no quarter and offered no relief. If it was peace Charlie Decker hoped to find one day, it would always elude him.

      Hands spun him around, and Charlie reached for the pistol at his hip, hand clutched tight over the handle, but he froze when he saw Doug’s shocked expression.

      “Christ, man, what the hell?” Doug asked, taking a step back.

      Mr. Collins simply stared down at the dead men, then after a moment, he looked at Charlie. The old man kept his feelings hidden, and if there was something that he wanted to give away, he didn’t. He simply cleared his throat and adjusted the rifle in his arms. “If any of their friends were around, they were bound to hear that, so we better make ourselves scarce.”

      “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here,” Doug said.

      “We’re not leaving without the supplies.” Charlie spoke with a finality, not leaving the subject up for any further discussion.

      “Christ, Charlie, this isn’t some kind of macho thing, all right? I don’t want to die,” Doug said, dropping the façade.

      “Then go back to your cellar.” Charlie didn’t wait for a response, heading deeper into the hospital. He wasn’t leaving without those meds, and he didn’t care if he had to do it alone.

      But after a minute, Charlie felt a presence on either side of him, and he looked back to find both Doug and Mr. Collins flanking him. Neither wore a smile. They’d donned masks to conceal their emotions, like the terrorists themselves. It was all business now, though Charlie didn’t have a problem with that. He needed them to be on point.

      The carnage grew worse the deeper they penetrated the hospital. What light filtered through the windows revealed bloodied walls, bullet holes, overturned medical cots and instruments, and more corpses than Charlie could count.

      He imagined it was like shooting fish in a barrel when those bastards walked in. The narrow hallways, lack of security, and general confusion from the power going out was the perfect storm.

      It took a sick kind of person to prey on the weak and the sick like these animals had done. And what made the scene so overwhelming, at least for Charlie, was the fact that there were so many of them.

      Three hundred.

      And each of them were armed and trained, and dangerous to anyone that opposed them. Because despite the fear that Charlie saw in those men’s faces, there was also conviction. Conviction to push past the fear and finish the job for the sake of the mission, and for whatever ideals they’d adopted when they decided to kill innocent women, children, and those that never had a chance to defend themselves.

      After a series of maze-like hallways, Charlie spotted a cluster of hospital staff bodies piled outside of a certain door. He frowned, wondering what was so precious on the other side, and then he noticed the lock on the door.

      “There,” Charlie said, pointing toward the lock.

      He hurried over, jiggling the handle, and found that it was still locked. He slung the rifle strap over his shoulder and then bent down to search the bodies. His hands prodded the meaty sides and bodies, the smell and heat coming off them powerful enough to make him gag.

      “We’re running out of daylight, Charlie,” Doug said, his voice cracking with impatience.

      “One of them must have a key,” Charlie said, turning over the body of a female nurse, then freezing in place when his hand touched the bullet wound on her side.

      Blood transferred from the corpse and onto his palm, and Charlie stared at it in shock for a moment before sticking his hands into her pockets. When he found nothing, he moved on to the next.

      With the fresh blood on his palm, Charlie left behind prints of his acts as he searched for the keys. Three bodies later and he found them.

      “We need to move these bodies so we can get inside,” Charlie said, and Mr. Collins and Doug helped him clear enough space to open the door.

      Charlie stepped inside and grabbed hold of one of the makeshift shelving racks. He plucked a bottle of pills from a cardboard box and rattled them in his hand, struggling to read the label in the darkness.

      “This is it.” Charlie placed the pill bottle back on the shelf since the name didn’t match what Doc had told him to grab. “Keep a lookout.” He set his pack on the ground and then opened the top.

      Charlie searched the rows of pills for the names on the list. He found two of the drugs quickly, but the other three took some time. And he double-checked the other stacks of shelving to make sure that he hadn’t missed anything.

      Finally, with the pills scratched off the list, he moved over to the rest of the supplies. Gauze, bandages, sterilizer, stitches, soft casts, anything and everything that he could fit into his bag he took, and anything that didn’t fit, he shoved into a duffel bag that he found in the corner.

      Doug and Mr. Collins fidgeted nervously at the door, feet tapping and legs swaying as Charlie hurried to finish his search. He removed the list, double checking to make sure that he hadn’t missed anything, which he did.

      “We need to find some surgery tools,” Charlie said, his attention on the list.

      “Well, where the hell do we find it?” Doug asked. “It’s not like there’s a directory in this fucking place that I can look at.”

      Mr. Collins gestured down the hall. “I see an ER sign. They probably have surgery tools there.”

      “Let’s go.” Charlie picked up the bags and followed Mr. Collins and the signs toward the ER, which was even more of a massacre than the rest of the building.

      “Oh, Jesus Christ.” Doug turned away the moment they passed through the swinging double doors and into the ER’s lobby.

      The mass grave of bodies reeked of decay after having sat for almost two days, which was no doubt made worse by the sun shining through the windows. There were easily double the bodies in the lobby than they’d seen in the rest of the hospital.

      Charlie did his best to ignore the stench and the gore, and he spotted a separate hallway on the other side of the check-in desk. “There.” He pointed and stepped over a leg and an arm from two separate bodies that had fallen next to each other.

      Doug and his father followed, and when Charlie shoulder-checked the door into the next hallway, he found the surgery rooms with large viewing windows. The first two rooms had a body lying on the table, but the last one was empty.

      “Those poor bastards picked the wrong time to get their appendix taken out,” Doug said, passing the window, his head turned toward the carnage like a driver on the road looking at a car wreck, unable to look away. “It’s like a nightmare.”

      “He was asleep when it happened,” Mr. Collins said. “Didn’t even know what was happening to him, probably.”

      Doug winced. “I don’t know if that makes it better or worse.”

      “In here.” Charlie stepped into the empty surgical room.

      Charlie opened drawers, the metal tools inside clanking from his quick movements. He searched for the specific instruments Doc wanted, but even with the descriptions he was given, it was hard to identify the tools he needed versus the tools he didn’t.

      Charlie tossed a pair of prong-looking clamps back into the drawer, shut it, then moved onto the next one. He remembered Doc telling him that the knives would be clustered together, most likely wrapped and layered in heavy cloth.

      “Hey,” Doug said, calling from the hallway, refusing to enter the room. “You find what you were looking for?”

      “Not yet.” Charlie shoved aside different items, still unable to find the tools, and then moved onto the next drawer.

      “Charlie, we—”

      “I know.” His motions became more frantic and less calculated. His fingers fumbled nervously inside the drawers, twice scraping his hands against pointed tips, but still finding no knives. “Fuck.” He slammed another drawer shut, and just when he opened the next drawer, a commotion broke out inside the ER.

      Charlie, Doug, and Mr. Collins all turned their attention toward the door that led into the ER and the foreign voices on the other side.

      The hurried speech and heavy stomp of boots spiked Charlie’s adrenaline, and while Doug and Mr. Collins raised their weapons, Charlie returned to his search of the drawers, the voices and the commotion in the ER propelling him to move faster. His fingers scraped against fabric in the back of the drawer.

      Charlie yanked the thick stack of cloth out, able to feel the outline of tools inside. He unwrapped the cloth, finding the knives Doc needed. He stuffed the cloth into his bag, then spun around toward Doug and Mr. Collins. “I’ve got it, let’s go—”

      The doors to the ER opened, and four men stepped inside, then immediately stopped at the sight of Doug, Mr. Collins, and Charlie.

      “Geudeul-eul jug-yeo!”

      Bullets were exchanged, each of them retreating away from one another as they fired round after round, flashes from the tips of their rifles illuminating the darkened hallway like strikes of lightening.

      Once the terrorists were shoved back into the ER, the trio turned for the back of the building and broke out into a sprint, leaping over the bodies that lined the floors.

      Charlie used the broken emergency exit signs to help guide them toward safety, but because it was so dark, he missed a few, which led them toward dead end hallways. Sunlight filtered through one of the rooms.

      “A window.” Charlie hurried inside, passing the corpse in the bed, and then reached for the locks on the window sill. He lifted it, then ripped the screen out.

      Voices grew louder, angrier, and sounded as though they were in the adjacent hall. With the window opened, Charlie stepped to the side and let Mr. Collins through first. He and Doug helped him over the sill, and he landed awkwardly on the grass outside.

      Doug was next, and Charlie raised his weapon toward the door when he heard voices in the hall, the shouting echoing off the ceiling and walls. He slid the pack off his back and tossed it outside once Doug had passed through, and then quickly backed toward the window, dropping his rifle at the last second and then heaving himself through.

      He hit the ground with a thud, then quickly scooped up his rifle and pack, including the duffel bag, and headed toward the woods as quickly as they could.

      Right before they reached the trees, gunfire thundered behind them, and they all ducked instinctively. They weaved in serpentine motion through the trees, and even with his backpack and the duffel bag, Charlie still charged to the front of the pack. He didn’t stop running until the noise of the gunshots disappeared and he found himself alone.

      Charlie panted, his chest heaving with every labored breath. He squinted between the trees and rocks and hills. “Doug? Mr. Collins?” There wasn’t a trace of them to be found, and he couldn’t even hear their footfalls. He grabbed the rifle and used the scope to search the rest of the woods.

      The view through the scope was jerky as he hastily scanned the area. Still unable to locate the Collins men, Charlie removed his eye from the scope and started the trek back. But he only made it a few feet before heavy footfalls to his left caught his attention.

      Charlie aimed the rifle toward the noise, unsure of who it could be, but he exhaled a sigh of relief when he saw Doug helping his father down an unsteady path of rocks. “You guys all right?”

      “Yeah,” Doug said. “Dad twisted his ankle.”

      Mr. Collins kept his left leg cocked up to avoid putting any pressure on it. “First the knee, now the damn ankle. Might as well chop the whole damn thing off. It’s useless.”

      Charlie helped Doug carry his father down and then found a rock for Mr. Collins to catch his breath. Doug looked back to the hospital they’d escaped.

      “I don’t think they’re going to follow,” he said. “They looked more concerned with just chasing us off.” He looked to Charlie, then at the supplies in his pack. “You better get back, huh?”

      Mr. Collins massaged his leg by the knee and looked to his son. “We’ll catch up with you. Don’t need to be slowing you down.”

      “Don’t wait too long,” Charlie said. “I don’t know what they have planned, but if they decide to send folks out to make sure the surrounding area is clear, then it’s best we consolidate our strength.”

      “Yeah,” Doug said. “We’ll catch up.”

      Charlie nodded, the adrenaline from the hospital fading, and that hollowness it had carved out in his bones was gone, filled up with a substance that he couldn’t name. He turned, walking quickly, then broke out into a jog and headed for the dirt bike.
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      Speeding past the orchard, Charlie focused on Doc’s house up ahead. Above, the storm clouds had grown more ominous, darkening with the fading afternoon light, which made the world outside more evening than afternoon.

      Charlie turned the dirt bike up Doc’s drive and skidded to a stop, killing the engine, leaving the bike on its side. He adjusted the pack of supplies as he quickly opened the front door.

      Doc and Ellen were in the living room, both of them changed out of the robes and pajamas that Charlie had seen them wearing that morning.

      “I got everything.” Charlie swung the pack off his back, then set it down in the chair. “The pills, the tools, everything on the list.” He thrust his hand into the pack and removed the pills, but when he extended them to Doc, he didn’t take them. He frowned. “What? Are they wrong?”

      Charlie hadn’t registered their grave expressions when he’d first entered, but examining them now, he saw that while Doc still had control over his emotions, Ellen couldn’t.

      Doc walked over. “He’s gone.”

      It took a moment for Doc’s words to sink in, and Charlie glanced down the hallway. “Is she still here?”

      “Yes,” Doc answered.

      Charlie handed the bag over to Doc. He hesitated, but then headed toward Amy and the room down the hall.

      The door was open and he found her in the same position, kneeling at Don’s bedside. It was like she had remained frozen the entire time Charlie had been gone.

      “He didn’t hesitate last night,” Amy said, her voice thick with phlegm, her gaze locked on her husband. “Once he saw those men with the guns, he just grabbed me and the boys and took us to the shed.” She laughed, but it was short and humorless. “I always told him that damn bunker was stupid, but when I helped him get the boys down, all of those jokes I made about him installing it were the farthest thing from my mind.” She wiped her nose, then returned them to the prayer-like position she’d held them before. “Before he shut the door and sealed us in, he told me not to open the door until morning, no matter what. But when I heard your voice,” she shrugged. “I figured it was all right. It didn’t even register why it was you coming to get me instead of Don.”

      Charlie remained close to the door and kept quiet.

      “I mean things like this just don’t happen, not here.” Amy shook her head. “It should have just been a bad dream, a terrible dream, and any moment I’d wake up in bed next to Don, and I’d go back to sleep. But when Jimmy started crying, I knew it wasn’t a dream.”

      Amy finally turned to face Charlie, her eyes rheumy and red, though she retained a stoic expression. It was like the grief had just become a part of her natural state, and the coldness in her eyes froze Charlie to the core.

      “I held his hand the whole time he was on Doc’s table,” Amy said. “I held on for so long, Charlie. Fourteen years we’ve been married, did you know that? Three beautiful boys, a home, and every year on our anniversary he’d always tell me that he wanted nothing else but another forty years, just the way we have it now—”

      Amy stopped, choking on her own grief.

      “I know he’s gone, but I can’t let go.” Amy squeezed her husband’s hand harder. “I can’t let go.”

      Amy buried her face into the mattress, crying.

      Charlie walked over, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right, Amy.” He knelt by her side, staying with her until she cried herself into exhaustion, and she let Charlie carry her out of the room, that last veil of strength pulled back and discarded.

      Charlie said nothing as he found the next empty room and placed Amy on the bed, where she passed out.

      Charlie closed the door to Amy’s room, and when he turned toward Don’s room, he saw Doc pulling the sheet over the body before he joined Charlie in the hallway.

      “In my thirty-five years practicing veterinary medicine, I’ve heard quite a few people grieve whenever a sick pet or animal with sentimental value had to be put down.” Doc’s voice cracked and he bowed his head, the loose skin from his neck wobbling as he gave a gentle shake. “But I’ve never heard a woman cry like she did.” He exhaled. “Best to keep her here until she’s had a minute to calm herself down. Don’t want her to frighten the boys.”

      And then, as if the moment of humanity had passed between them, Doc turned to Charlie, switching gears immediately. “We’ll need to determine what to do with the body. Cremation would obviously be the most efficient method, but if Amy prefers him to be buried, then we’ll need to do it quickly. With no air conditioning and in this summer heat, the body isn’t going to keep for very long, and I don’t think that will help Amy or the boys in grieving for their father. Plus, there’s the sanitary aspect to contend with.”

      “Right,” Charlie said. “I’ll ask Amy what she wants to do when she’s calmed down a little. The boys are fine for now, they’re back at the house.”

      “Good. Good.” Doc mirrored Charlie’s nod. He took one last glance at Don in bed and then placed his heavy hand on Charlie’s shoulder. He gave it a firm pat and walked away.

      Charlie lingered in Don’s room for a minute, trying to remember the last time he’d seen his neighbor. It had probably been a week ago, maybe two. Don had come over to the house to borrow a table saw, trying to fix something one of the boys had broken, but Charlie couldn’t remember what it was.

      And while Don had been upset over what his boys had done, the father couldn’t help but smile when he brought up their names and started bragging about how his oldest had hit a double on his Little League team last Saturday, or how his youngest managed to eat an entire tube of cookie dough last night right under their noses.

      Don had been a good man, and a good father.

      While Charlie couldn’t predict the future, he doubled down on his resolve then and there. No one else was going to die on his watch. There wouldn’t be any more sheets pulled over the faces of the people he cared about.
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      After Charlie helped Doc wrap up Don’s body with the bedsheets, he placed him out back, then walked into Liz’s room and sat with her, the pair holding hands.

      “Don makes four,” Charlie said, counting the number of people that he’d lost under his charge. The number had plagued him for the past hour.

      “It’s not going to get easier,” Liz said. “But you do get used to it.”

      Charlie gently massaged the top of her hand. She had long, slender fingers, and while she was tired, he knew there was strength in those hands.

      Adelyn’s giggles drifted through the living room. It was the first time either of them had heard the little girl saying anything since Charlie delivered the news.

      “You did good with her,” Liz said.

      Charlie nodded, praying that he never had to bury a little one in the ground. He wasn’t sure if he could come back from something like that. “How did you deal with it? Watching people die at work?”

      “Everything happens so quickly in the hospital, especially when I worked the ER. All you could do was jump from one patient to the next and treat them with the skill, knowledge, and supplies you had in the time you had them. And then you moved on.”

      Charlie turned toward the bedroom window, the curtains open, giving him a view of the road out front. “One of the worst things that can happen to a farmer is rot.” He frowned. “It’s contagious, and it spreads, and it can affect the very soil the plant was growing in.” He gestured toward the window. “There was another orchard a few miles south of us, kind of a competitor over the years, but they were good people. About eight years ago one of their trees contracted the rot, and they thought they caught it in time. They removed the tree, inspected the soil, and then checked the rest of the trees to make sure it hadn’t already spread. And after their due diligence, and not finding anything, they thought they were free and clear.”

      The creases in Charlie’s forehead deepened as he remembered the news articles that came out after the farm had gone under.

      “But the one thing they didn’t check was the water lines that were feeding the trees,” Charlie said. “A fungus had grown into their water supply, and by the time they realized what happened, the whole damn farm was infected. They couldn’t salvage a single tree, and the soil was so bad that they were buried in debt even after they sold everything.”

      “That’s terrible,” Liz said.

      Charlie nodded, then looked away from the window and back toward Liz. “I remember what it did to the family. It was like the rot had gotten into them too. They just withered away and died like the land they’d live on and worked for so many years. I don’t know what happened to them afterward. Moved to Kansas, or Iowa, somewhere like that. But I do remember feeling ashamed after they left.”

      “Why?” Liz asked.

      “Because I was just glad it didn’t happen to me,” Charlie said. “I wouldn’t have thought to check the water supply, hell, no one would. It was an act of God.” He squeezed her hand. “That kind of event changes you. It shakes you down to the core, strips away everything else save for the bones you were born with. And I didn’t understand that until now. I didn’t understand how something that big could linger.” He bowed his head, doubt creeping back into his mind. “What if I can’t shake it?”

      “Hey,” Liz said, and when Charlie didn’t look up, she placed her fingers beneath his chin and lifted his face to meet her gaze. “You might not shake it. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Use it. Have it make you stronger instead of weaker. Re-define that feeling to suit you, instead of having it define you.”

      Charlie leaned his cheek into her palm and shut his eyes, then kissed her wrist and pulled back. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Liz said. “And you would have thought to check the water.”

      Charlie smiled. “How do you know that?”

      “Because you’re smarter than you think, Charlie Decker.”

      The pair smiled at one another, and if Charlie didn’t have a thousand other items on his to-do list, he would have stayed with her all day.

      “I’ll let you get your rest.” Charlie let go of Liz’s hand and headed toward the living room, finding Amy playing with Adelyn on the floor, the mourning wife smiling at the little girl’s playful antics.

      Ellen and Doc watched the two from the couch, and when Charlie entered, Doc stood and walked over.

      “Let me talk to you out back,” Doc said.

      Charlie nodded, lingering at the sight of happiness that had grown rare over the past few days. He finally joined Doc and found the old vet with a cigarette to his lips.

      “Don’t tell Ellen,” Doc said.

      Charlie raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I didn’t even know you smoked.”

      Doc took another drag and nodded. “We’re living in a surprising world now.” He turned to Charlie, shaking his head. “You did what you could. Even if you made it back with the supplies, I don’t think he would have survived.”

      Charlie nodded, but Doc’s words didn’t make him feel any better about it.

      “How do you want to handle the body?” Doc asked.

      “I don’t know,” Charlie said. “I thought I’d leave that up to Amy.”

      “Not to sound like a miser, but the sooner we get him in the ground, the better.” Doc took another drag. “The last thing that family needs is to remember the stink of Don’s body when they buried him.”

      Charlie watched Doc smoke for a minute and then looked up at the darkened skies threatening rain. It was a rain he had hoped for back in Seattle when he had just stepped out of the bank. Rain washed everything away, made it new again.

      “Hey.”

      Charlie and Doc turned toward the back door, surprised to find Amy standing behind the screen.

      “Everything all right?” Charlie asked.

      Amy nodded, her eyes still red from crying, but she forced a smile. “I was thinking about burying Don back by the big oak tree on the edge of our property. It’d be nice for the boys to have a place where they can go and visit him.”

      “Of course,” Charlie said.

      “It’s a wonderful idea, Amy,” Doc said.

      Amy smiled and then returned to the living room.

      Doc dropped the cigarette on the small patch of concrete outside the back door. “You need help taking the body over?”

      “I’ll have Mario help me,” Charlie answered.

      Doc chuckled. “I guess that’s the nice way of saying you don’t think I can carry him.” He clapped Charlie on the shoulder. “But you’re probably right.”

      After Doc walked inside, Charlie lingered outside the back of the house, then walked to the dirt bike and headed home.

      He chose to walk, instead of ride, wanting to conserve the fuel. Plus, he didn’t mind the alone time. Everything had been full throttle for him over the past few hours, and he needed a break.

      Thunder cracked in the distance, the noise rolling toward him in ominous waves, and Charlie’s gaze wavered between the sky, the forest, the pavement, and the rifle on his shoulder. Over the course of the past two days, he’d carried a weapon on him more than any other time in his life. And in that time frame, it already felt a part of him like his hands.

      When Charlie neared the house he ditched the dirt bike on the back side of the house, then entered through the back door, kicking the dirt off his boots on the staircase before going inside.

      The kids’ laughter pulled Charlie into the living room, where he found them setting up a board game. The workers filed in after him, each of them tracking dirt into the house.

      A series of apologies were uttered to Martha, the grown men bowing their heads like little boys who knew they’d done something wrong, the shame as clear on their faces as their nose and mouth.

      Charlie watched the men interact with their families, all of them speaking in their native Spanish. He imagined that was most of their communication at home, and Charlie was glad that they all felt comfortable enough to speak it here.

      But as he watched the families cluster together in the living room, he was pulled from the moment by a tug on his left pant leg. And when he looked down and saw Don’s youngest staring up at him, Charlie’s stomach soured.

      “Where’s my mommy?” Dillon Bigelow asked. His face was covered in freckles, the bright orange of his hair a floppy mess on his head. He had his mother’s eyes, and Charlie remembered Amy back at Doc’s house, waiting for him to return with Mario or one of the other workers to carry her husband back to their house to be buried.

      Martha came up behind Charlie, piggybacking onto Dillon’s question. “Yeah, how’s Don doing? Did you get Doc what he nee—” She cut herself off when Charlie turned his head to look at her.

      Martha glanced down at Dillon, and then to his older brothers who were playing with Mario’s kids on the rug. She cleared her throat and then squeezed Charlie’s shoulder before she took hold of Dillon’s hand and led him over to join his siblings.

      Knowing the longer he waited to put it off, the worse it would be, Charlie caught Mario’s attention and beckoned him into the kitchen.

      The weathered field hand placed both hands on his hips like he did whenever he listened intently, striking the serious tone which had granted him the authority and respect of the position his father had given him. In all respects, Mario was the right hand at the orchard. Without him, it fell apart.

      “Don passed,” Charlie answered.

      Mario simply nodded, the news registering slowly on his face.

      “I need you to come and help me move the body back to their house. Amy wants to bury him there. We’ll have a service when she’s ready.”

      Mario nodded, and they headed to Doc’s house. Moisture clung to the air, the rainfall just a matter of time, and neither of them spoke on the walk back to Doc’s place. Charlie suspected that Mario was mentally preparing himself for carrying the body of a dead man. That’s what Charlie was doing.

      “Around here,” Charlie said, gesturing toward the back.

      When they entered the house, Ellen and Amy were in the kitchen, their conversation whispered and soft spoken. She smiled when she saw Charlie.

      “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to come when we took him over,” Charlie said.

      “I’d like to,” Amy said.

      Mario kept his head bowed. “I’m sorry for your loss, Senora.”

      Amy smiled. “Thank you, Mario.”

      With Don still wrapped in the sheets, Mario grabbed hold of Don’s feet while Charlie took the shoulders. The pair lifted in unison and then started the journey back.

      But almost as a sign of respect, neither man tired. It reminded Charlie of the funeral processions that were escorted by police, never stopping for red lights or stop signs, until they reached the final resting place.

      Barely halfway to the house, and Charlie felt his back and arms burn. His legs wobbled, but he made it a point to never show how much exertion he was putting toward carrying her husband’s body. He didn’t want her to think that it was a burden. She had enough to worry about.

      By the time they reached the house, Charlie couldn’t feel his arms anymore. He was thankful that she wanted to bury him by a tree on the edge of the property. And despite wanting to drop the two hundred pounds of weight, Charlie and Mario set him down gently, and then took a single deep breath. He turned to Amy, unsure of what else he could say, but she spoke before he had a chance.

      “Ellen said that the boys and I could stay at their place,” she said. “I thought it might be best to wait until tomorrow morning to bury him. Maybe at sunrise.”

      “That’s a fine idea,” Charlie said.

      “Yes,” Mario replied. “Very beautiful time of day.”

      Amy smiled. “It was always his favorite. Loved to be the first one up to catch the sun rise.” She hugged Charlie and then kissed his cheek. “You’re a good man, Charlie.” She offered the same thanks to Mario, then disappeared toward the house.
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      Covered in dirt, and exhausted, both Charlie and Mario lowered Don’s body into the grave, then headed back to the house. Charlie thanked Mario for the help and let the field hand retire to the comfort of his bed. But a light coming from the barn caught Charlie’s attention.

      Charlie wandered back toward the old structure, the sound of static growing stronger the closer he moved. When he entered the barn, he found his father at one of his work benches, fiddling with the tube radio that they’d listened to when they’d been told about the EMP from the President.

      “Dad?” Charlie asked. “What are you doing?”

      Harold sat hunched on a stool, holding the radio with one hand and a screwdriver with the other. He’d torn the back off the radio and was tinkering with the parts inside.

      “I can’t find a channel that works on this damn thing,” Harold said, his attention on the device. “The Emergency Signal stopped.”

      Charlie joined Harold by his side, then peered into the same innards of the radio that his father was looking at, trying to find out what the old bear was doing. “Dad, I don’t think it has anything to do with the radio.”

      “Maybe,” Harold said. “But I’m trying to increase its range.” He gestured to the old walkie-talkie next to some spare parts. “Might come in handy if we can reach someone out there.”

      Charlie nodded, then paused, knowing that his father hadn’t heard the news about their neighbor. “Don didn’t make it, Dad.”

      The tinkering stopped, and Harold leaned back from the radio. He was silent, then finally looked up at his son. “How’s Amy?”

      “She’s taking it as well as anyone could take it,” Charlie answered.

      Harold dropped the screwdriver and wiped his palm down his face. “He’s got three boys.”

      “I know.”

      Charlie crossed his arms, and the Decker men lingered in silence.

      “Dad, I wanted to get your advice on something,” Charlie said.

      “Fire away.” Harold continued tinkering, his ear cocked toward his son.

      Charlie took a seat on a stool on the other side of the table, and his father looked up from behind the radio knowingly while his fingers continued to fiddle with the tubes. The glance was quick.

      “There are three hundred of those terrorists sitting in Mayfield right now,” Charlie said. “Probably even more than that, and with the potential for more on the way.” He reached for one of the spare parts on the table, a slim plastic tubing that he rotated between his fingertips. “If they decide to come back this way, they’ll overwhelm us, no matter how many guns we have.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Harold said.

      Charlie set the plastic tubing down and drummed his fingers on the work bench. So far he’d been able to bury the thought and idea that manifested itself ever since he returned from the town, made even worse by Don’s death, which he figured would haunt him for many nights to come.

      “We should consider leaving,” Charlie said.

      Charlie braced for the mass bravado that his father would bluster his way. He stared at the old wood of the work bench, the boards splintered and splattered with all kinds of paint and veneer from decades of use, chipped away by hammers and chisels that missed the mark for the project he was working on.

      But there was no outburst, no cry of defiance from his father like Charlie had expected. Instead, his father only nodded, continuing his work on the radio.

      “If that’s what you think we need to do,” Harold said.

      Unable to speak, the shock so intense that Charlie wasn’t even sure he’d heard his father correctly, he worked his mouth like a car trying to start, but unable to catch.

      Harold laughed. “Not what you were expecting to hear?”

      “You’d be okay with leaving?” Charlie asked.

      Harold set the screwdriver down and transferred the nervous energy he used on the radio onto his hands, squeezing them together tightly, his knuckles swollen from arthritis. “I think I must have told you the story about how your grandfather started this place a thousand times.” He smiled fondly at the story, and Charlie nodded.

      “You said that he forged land documents so he could buy the land with collateral he didn’t have,” Charlie said. “And when the bank found out about it, the loan officer was so embarrassed about the mistake that he didn’t press charges and let him keep the deed to the acreage.”

      “Dad always said that a man is his own worst enemy.” The big smile that spread across Harold’s face slowly disappeared as he bowed his head. “I think that sentence grows truer the older I get.” He sighed and leaned back off the table. He looked past Charlie and out the barn doors toward the house. “I’ve never wanted anything more my whole life than to work this farm and to raise a family. You and your mom were the best things that could have ever happened to me. And however good I thought things could become in my imagination, they were better. Much better.”

      “I thought I’d have to pull you from this place kicking and screaming,” Charlie said. “It was the reason you sent me to school, why I tried so hard to get another loan from the banks, it was the basis of everything that we tried to do.”

      Harold grimaced. “Sometimes I think I let myself get wrapped up too tight with that idea,” he said. “It was like I believed if I lost the farm, then I lost who I was, and that’s just stupid. I know who I am.” His confidence returned the more he spoke, as if he were verbally finding his footing, growing bolder the longer he made it without collapsing into nothing. “And I shouldn’t have passed that burden on to you.”

      “Dad, you didn’t pass on any burden,” Charlie said. “You did so much for me, and for Mom, and for this place. Without you, none of it would even happen, and I sure as hell wouldn’t even exist.”

      “I suppose I did play a small part in your conception,” Harold said, that grin spreading wide across his face. “But I’m not willing to let my family and friends die for something just because I’m afraid of who I’ll become if I don’t have an orchard to run anymore.” He shook his head, shoulders rounding forward as he exhaled. “No. I’m not going to do that.” He locked eyes with his son. “Stay, fight, it’s up to you.” He stood and then stepped around the table, placing that big bear paw on Charlie’s shoulder. “I told you before that this is your show to run. And I meant it.”

      Charlie stood and hugged his father, burying his face into his dad’s shoulder the way he used to do as a boy whenever he was carried around from being too tired to walk.

      All the while the static from the radio played, spitting out the same white noise. And then it cut out completely, replaced by a single high-pitched beep that lasted for a few seconds, and then stopped.

      Both Charlie and his father broke from their embrace, each of them staring at the radio with a foreboding sense of doom etched on their faces. It had something to do with the sudden noise, and then silence, and then, without warning, a voice echoed through the speaker.

      “My fellow Americans, I speak to those of you fortunate enough to hear my message with a heavy heart.” The president’s voice was weathered and grave. He sounded nothing like the man who’d spoken the day before. It was like someone had stuck a knife in his gut and the life was slowly draining out of him while he spoke. “The terrorist threat to our country has grown more dangerous than previously imagined. We have learned that the insurgents have congregated near or around major utility structures. My advisors believe, as do I, that this is a strategic move to prolong our days without power and communication. Therefore, to expedite our recovery process, I have made it a priority for any active military, reserves, retired, or deactivated men to take up arms and fight to reclaim those facilities. Without them, it could take years for us to pull ourselves out of this mess. But be warned. We’ve already had reports that even after successful breaches into those facilities, they have been wired with explosives to bring the structures down should the enemy be forced to retreat. I repeat that it is imperative that these water plants and power plants must be retaken without catastrophic structural damage. So I ask you, my fellow citizens, that if you have the ability to fight, then do so. We as a nation have always been strongest when we are one people. A united front is what we require to emerge from these desolate and desperate times. God speed. And God bless the United States of Amer—”

      Static returned, cutting short the President’s message in eerie fashion, and continued to play as Charlie and Harold stared at the radio.

      “I guess that means Dixon will be on his way back,” Harold said.

      “Charlie!”

      The scream came from the house, and Charlie quickly stepped from the barn, his father not far behind. He saw his mother coming out of the back door, stumbling toward him in a shambled sprint, and Charlie hurried toward her, cutting her off before she had a chance to distance herself from the house.

      Charlie grabbed hold of her arms, then glanced past her at the door. “What happened?”

      “Doug Collins,” Martha answered, spitting out the words between breaths, then pointed back toward the house. “His father’s hurt, they need Doc.”

      Before his mother could even finish her words, Charlie sprinted into and then through the house, the concerned faces in the living room nothing more than a blur as Charlie rushed past. He spilled out onto the front porch and found Doug with his father in a wheelchair, slouched forward.

      Both of them were covered in blood, though the majority of it looked to be from Mr. Collins, who sat motionless, the only sign that he was even still alive the faint rise and fall of his chest.

      “Charlie—”

      “Doc has all of the supplies,” Charlie said, helping his friend move his father’s wheelchair before he could even finish talking. “How long has he been like this?”

      The pair fell into a steady jog, pushing Mr. Collins as fast as they could without throwing him from his seat.

      “Man, you don’t even know what the hell is coming.” Doug shook his head.

      “Doc!” Charlie screamed when they moved closer to the house, and the old vet hurried outside.

      “What happened?”

      “Stab wound,” Doug answered.

      Doc checked his new patient’s pulse, then flashed a light in Mr. Collin’s eyes, who batted him away in frustration. “All right, let’s get him inside.”

      Charlie guided Doug and his father to what had become the operating room in the garage and the same large table that they’d placed Don on, and Charlie prayed that they wouldn’t have similar results.

      “Be careful with him,” Doc said, scrubbing his hands and arms down with disinfectant.

      Charlie and Doug did as they were told, but a gush of blood spurted out over the floor, and Mr. Collins wailed in pain, writhing in defiance on the table. He gritted his teeth, and Doug grabbed his father’s hand, their grip firm and tight and covered in blood.

      “All right,” Doc said, opening some of the supplies that Charlie had brought back. He cut the shirt open along the front and revealed the gnarly gash that had been carved into Mr. Collin’s abdomen.

      Doc stared at the wound with a mixture of fascination and trepidation, but he didn’t let the emotions linger long.

      “What’s his blood type?” Doc asked, cleaning the wound of blood.

      “Uh-um, AB positive, I think?” Doug answered.

      “And what are you?” Doc asked, still continuing his work.

      “I-I don’t know,” Doug replied. “O negative I think.”

      “Ellen!” Doc screamed for his wife, and she appeared almost instantly, already heading to the disinfecting station before Doc told her what he needed. “Get a line going from Doug here and draw blood, we’ll need to do a transfusion.”

      All the while Charlie kept his eyes on Mr. Collins, a man who had been alive and well only a few hours ago, with his biggest complaint being that his knee was swollen and his ankle was sprained. The color had disappeared from Mr. Collins’ lips, and his eyelids started to close.

      Ellen steered Doug away from his father and sat him in a chair, then rolled up his sleeve.

      “Is he going to be all right?” Doug asked, wincing as Ellen pricked his arm with the needle.

      “I don’t know,” Doc answered.

      “Jesus Christ,” Doug replied, his words growing thick with grief.

      Charlie crouched to a knee next to Ellen and pulled Doug’s attention away from the operating table. “Doug, what happened? Did the soldiers come back? Did they see you?”

      “They just started torching everything,” Doug said. “I guess maybe they thought there were still too many survivors from their first sweep, so they wanted to clean house or something, I don’t know.”

      Charlie frowned. “They burned the town?”

      “They went from building to building, dousing them with gas, but eventually the fires caught,” Doug answered. “And then they just sat there and watched the buildings, guns in their hands, and shot anyone that came running out.” The muscles around his eyes twitched. “Some of them were on fire. But the bastards didn’t shoot them. They just let them burn.”

      Charlie leaned back, then looked to Mr. Collins. “How did your dad—”

      “We heard screams coming from one of the houses, so I went in and grabbed a woman who was trapped,” Doug said. “Dad was watching the exit, making sure that none of the bastards snuck up behind me and put a bullet in my head. But when I came out, coughing and hacking, we headed for the woods, where we were surprised by two of the terrorists. The woman ran off and Dad managed to shoot one of them, and the second didn’t have a gun, and he just lunged forward.” He frowned. “I didn’t see what it was at first.” He shrugged. “I just thought maybe he punched my dad. But after I shot him, I turned around and saw Dad on his back—” His lower lip quivered and when he shut his eyes, tears streamed down his face. “He was holding his guts in.”

      While Doug struggled to regain his composure, Charlie tried wrapping his head around the fact that the terrorists had torched Mayfield.

      Doug wiped his nose. “The town was up in flames as we were hobbling away. I kept us to the woods for as long as I could, but I knew that he wouldn’t be able to walk all the way here, so I found that wheelchair and shoved him in it and just started pushing as fast as I could.”

      With that much burning, Charlie was surprised he hadn’t seen the smoke or a kind of glow on the horizon, but then again, it wasn’t like it was something he was looking for.

      “I think they’re coming, Charlie,” Doug said, finally looking away from his father and at Charlie. “I think they’re gonna burn anything that’s in the area. We saw clouds on the horizon. They were everywhere.”

      “No power. No communications.” Charlie extended a finger for each one, ticking them off like a list. “No food.” He spoke to himself, the realization washing over him. Farm land was just as much a resource as power.

      “Charlie!” Amy screamed from the front of the house.

      Charlie rushed toward her, finding her in the front doorway, leaning against the frame for support, gazing out into the night.

      “Amy, what are you doing—”

      But when Charlie joined her outside, his jaw dropped.

      The blaze was high, even from the long distance where they stood. It was the Bigelows’ property.

      And from the light of the flames, Charlie saw the darkened figures marching down the road. The terrorist army from Mayfield had made their way toward them, and the next house in their sights was Charlie’s orchard.
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      Charlie sprinted for the orchard, turning back to Amy on the run. “Get everyone and tell them to head for the woods!”

      Legs and feet aching, and his lungs burning, Charlie waved his arms, screaming at everyone that stood outside of the house, gazing at the flames in the distance.

      “To the woods! Get to the woods, now!”

      Gunfire interrupted Charlie’s orders and the first wave of soldiers appeared in the darkness. Behind the men with guns were a separate unit of men with flamethrowers, torching the first trees on the edge of the Decker property.

      Mario and Harold ushered everyone toward the woods, the women clutching their children, and Martha helping to shepherd Amy’s little ones.

      Breathless, Charlie skidded to a stop outside of the house, tugging at Mario’s shoulder. “Did we get everyone out?”

      Overwhelmed by the action, Mario shook his head. “I don’t know. I—”

      “Dillon!” Amy screamed. “Where’s Dillon? Dillon!”

      Charlie turned toward Mario as he jogged toward the house. “I’ll get him, just get everyone to the forest! Go!”

      Amy’s screams faded when Charlie entered the house. “Dillon? Where are you?” He searched the first floor, checking the living room and bedrooms, closets and kitchen. He flung open cupboards, checked behind furniture, and only when he was sure the first floor was clear did he head upstairs.

      Charlie hurried down the hallway. “Dillon!” But just before he checked the next bedroom, a bright orange hue caught his attention from the window at the end of the hall, and Charlie was drawn to it, like a moth to flame. “Oh my god.”

      Flames spread across the east field, the fires alive and dancing toward the house. It was an ocean of fire, smoke rising into the night sky.

      Soldiers headed toward the house, and Charlie turned from the window and headed for the room to continue his search for Dillon.

      “Dillon!” Charlie hunched low, creeping through the room. “Dillon!”

      A whimper, and Charlie turned on his heel. The closet. Charlie hurried toward the door and flung it open. Dillon was tucked in the corner, curled into a tight ball with his face buried in his hands, shivering and whimpering.

      Charlie exhaled in relief and then snatched Dillon from inside. “It’s okay, buddy.”

      Dillon wrapped his arms around Charlie’s neck, burying his face into Charlie’s shoulder, and then Charlie headed down the stairs and out the back of the house.

      Outside, the heat from the fires that surrounded him blasted his face immediately, and Charlie froze at the sight of the flames moving toward the house, the fire reflected in Charlie’s eyes. The barn out back was already up in flames.

      The roof caved in on itself, sending up a massive plume of embers that danced against the night sky, and as the structure collapsed, so did Charlie’s heart. From the second-story window, he was able to see the east fields set ablaze.

      All of the trees, the fruit, the life that had grown here was being devoured by the sea of fire, which was growing larger and more powerful with every bit of life that it consumed.

      Running on fumes, fueled only by adrenaline, Charlie sprinted past the burning barn. He didn’t dare look left or right, focused only on the darkness of the forest ahead.

      “Charlie!” His father’s voice broke through the noise of the chaos, and Charlie focused on that familiar timbre to guide him away from danger.

      He found Harold near the edge of the clearing, the fires from the orchard illuminating his father’s massive figure.

      “C’mon, son.” Harold guided Charlie and Dillon into the safety of the forest, and it wasn’t until Harold took his hand off Charlie’s shoulder that he finally collapsed to the floor, letting Dillon go, digging his fingers into the black soil of the earth, which offered a cool relief from the heat he’d just escaped.

      “All right, let’s get you up,” Harold said, pulling his son out of the dirt and standing him upright. “It’s better to be on your feet than all fours after something like that.”

      Charlie wiped the saliva dripping from his chin with the back of his hand, and when he looked around him, he saw the frightened expressions in the darkness, illuminated by the fire.

      Mario and the rest of the workers were there, along with their children and Dillon’s siblings. His mother was the first to separate herself from the group and wrapped her son in a tight hug.

      “Oh, thank God.” Martha squeezed him tight and then gently prodded his face and body, searching for any injuries he might have sustained. “Are you all right?”

      Charlie gently took his mother’s hands. “I’m fine.”

      With his mother by his side, he turned to look at the fires raging through the fields. It was taking everything. Crops, the house, the barn, equipment, supplies, it all burned.

      “Thank God we got everyone out,” Martha said.

      But as she said that, Charlie looked to the west, toward Doc’s house, and the people that he’d left behind to come and save his own family. “Liz.”

      Charlie headed toward Doc’s house, keeping to the tree line, deaf to the questions of his family as he ran away.

      The smoke from the fires made it difficult to breathe, and the exertion only worsened the funnel of black death into his lungs as he drew closer toward Doc’s house. Closer towards Liz.

      Once clear of the orchards and their fires, Charlie saw the dark figures still marching down the road, their sights set on Doc’s house, ready to burn it to the ground like everything else.

      No longer caring if the terrorists saw him, Charlie veered from the cover of the forest and into the open fields of Doc’s property.

      With the foreign voices growing closer to the front of the house, Charlie entered through the back, stepping through the kitchen as he traversed the darkened and seemingly abandoned home. “Liz? Doc?”

      He checked the rooms, finding them empty, and then headed toward the garage which acted as Doc’s makeshift operating room. It was empty as well.

      Glass shattered somewhere in the house, and Charlie headed back into the living room, then screeched to a halt when he found it ablaze.

      More crashing sounds of glass erupted around the house, and Charlie retreated toward the kitchen, the fire’s intensity rivaling the sun. He screamed Liz’s name one last time, but his cries were drowned out by the collapse of a few of the beams in the living room.

      Charlie leapt from the danger and then sprinted out the back door, retreating into the night as Doc’s house burned. The flames stretched high into the night, adding to the embers that drifted through the night sky like fireflies.

      “Charlie!”

      He turned, finding Doug Collins deep in the field.

      Charlie sprinted, and by the time he reached him, he dropped to his knees, exhausted, and then vomited, trembling on all fours, the hot, sour taste of bile in his mouth.

      Three heaves and he was done, his body trembling and his eyes watery with his nose dripping snot. He moved away from the stink of the bile and then flopped onto his back, staring up at the night sky, which was promptly interrupted by Doug’s face.

      “C’mon, we need to keep moving,” Doug said, reaching for Charlie’s arm and practically pulling Charlie up on his own.

      “Liz, is she—”

      “She’s fine,” Doug said. “Everyone made it out in time. Doc’s finishing up stitching up my dad in the woods. C’mon.”

      Doug headed toward the tree line, but Charlie lingered behind, taking a moment to catch his breath. He turned back toward Doc’s house, its fire still blazing and the horde of terrorists responsible returning to Mayfield.

      He then looked left, finding a sea of fire that was once the orchard fields he played in as a child, then worked as a man. The horror of the scene was a conflict to the beauty of the fire.

      Thunder clapped and a few seconds later, the first burst of rain fell onto his face, and Charlie closed his eyes and let the cool droplets cleanse him of the ash and soot that covered his body.

      The rainfall started as a light drizzle, but transformed into a downpour by the time Charlie re-turned toward the woods. It took him a minute to find Doug and the rest of the group, but when he saw Liz, he wrapped his arms around her and wouldn’t let go.

      The concept of time disappeared as he held her, and when Charlie pulled away, the rain had soaked them both. Thunder clapped and lightning flashed, and as the rain fell, it helped to extinguish the fires that had set their world ablaze.

      But amidst the thunder and rain, Charlie heard Doc’s voice, and while he didn’t hear the words, he understood his tone. Charlie turned, finding Doug standing over his father’s body.

      “I’m sorry, Doug,” Doc said. “He just lost too much blood. I did what I could. I’m so sorry.”

      Doug collapsed to his knees and bowed his head by his father’s side. The thunder and rain masked some of his crying, but the harsh screams broke through the night between the moments of silence.
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      Charlie, Liz, Doc, Ellen, and Doug found the rest of Charlie’s party in the woods sometime during the night, and the group waited together in the trees, soaked to the bone and shivering. The children had whimpered and cried, but eventually grew so exhausted that they passed out in their mother’s laps.

      But while others slept in the darkness and protection of the forest, Charlie and his father gazed into the sea of death that was once their home, both helpless against the enormity of their plight.

      The rain had helped, but it didn’t save much. Smoke rose like steam from the earth, the once-green landscape transformed to black and grey.

      Charlie wiped his cheeks, smearing some of the soot that had lingered and refused to be washed away by the rain.

      “It’s gone,” Harold said.

      Charlie turned to his father, the despair transforming his father into a different man.

      Harold stepped closer toward the burned wreckage. “What’d they do it for?” He looked to his son as if he would know the answer. “Don’t they have to eat too?”

      Charlie offered a gentle shake of his head. “I don’t know, Dad.”

      “Charlie.”

      He turned, finding Doug Collins clutching a rifle in his hands with dark circles beneath his eyes that dragged the rest of his face down. An expression of anger glowered on his face, made more ominous by the darkness.

      “We need to talk,” Doug said, then turned to Harold. “You too, Mr. Decker.”

      Doug led them away from the rest of the group, inching closer toward the decaying trees that still smoldered. The burnt smell was something that Charlie didn’t think he’d ever get out of his nose.

      Doug stopped, then adjusted the rifle in his hands. “What’s next?”

      The blunt nature of the question threw Charlie off balance. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean those fuckers came down here and wrecked everything we’ve ever known.” Doug gestured toward Mayfield. “They’re murderers. All of them. Look at what they did!”

      “I know what they are, Doug, and I know what they did.”

      “Which is why we need to do something about it!” Doug tucked the rifle’s stock in his armpit, and rage reddened his cheeks. “I say we go down to Mayfield and kill as many of those fuckers as we can.”

      “Doug, your father just died—”

      “Yeah, Charlie, he’s dead,” Doug answered. “And what do you think is going to happen a few weeks from now when we’re overrun with those bastards? Hmm? How long are you and yours gonna last out here?” He pointed toward the fields. “They took everything from you! And you’re not going to do anything about it?”

      “We don’t have the manpower,” Charlie said. “We go after them, everyone dies. That’s not what your father would have done, and it’s not what he would have wanted.”

      Doug smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong. You didn’t know my pops like I did. He would have come up with this plan himself. This is exactly what he would have wanted.”

      “He’s right, son,” Harold said.

      Surprised, Charlie turned toward his father. “Dad, we don’t have the upper hand here. It’s not a smart move.”

      “It’s not about being smart,” Harold said. “And it’s not about having the upper hand.” He pointed toward Mayfield. “It’s about letting those monsters know we’re still here. It’s showing them that we still have fight left in us.”

      “Dad, this isn’t— I’m just as angry about—”

      “It’s not about anger,” Harold said. “At least not for me.” And to his father’s credit, the big man did seem eerily calm. “When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, the President had the military perform an immediate counterstrike in the heart of Tokyo. The mission targeted one of their military factories, but the outcome was nothing more than a small dent in the grand scheme of things. But FDR and his generals understood exactly what I understand now.” He stepped toward his son, towering over him the way he did when he was a boy. “We need to let them know we’re still here. We need to let them know that we can’t be run out so easily.”

      Charlie was speechless. He hadn’t expected his father to side with Doug so quickly, and so willingly. But then again, his father had always been rash. It was that mentality and those quick decisions that had put the farm in so much disarray and trouble in the first place.

      “No,” Charlie said. “That’s not what’s happening.”

      “No? What do you mean no?” Doug puffed up, his cheeks getting so red they were nearly purple. “You don’t get to tell me what to do, so you can go fuck off if you’re too coward to face those bastards head on.”

      “You and I both know that I’m not the coward, Doug,” Charlie said.

      Rage propelled Doug’s attack, slamming himself into Charlie and sending the pair of them rolling across the wet and blackened earth.

      “You son of a bitch!” Doug raised his fists high and brought them down hard.

      Charlie rolled left and right, arms up to protect himself from the blows, then bucked his hips upward, twisting Doug off him, sending the pair on another roll down the hill. When they came to a stop this time, Charlie landed on top.

      Charlie punched Doug’s ribs, and Doug countered with a jab that Charlie dodged. He worked the ribs again, and with every blow Doug’s fight went out of him. It wasn’t until Harold stumbled down and managed to heave his son off of Doug that the fighting stopped.

      “What the hell are you two doing?” Harold stood between Charlie and Doug, the rage billowing out of the old man like a smokestack. “We have enough trouble going on without you two trying to pull each other’s heads off!”

      Charlie jumped up from the soot, flakes of ash falling from his body.

      “The only way we get through this is if we work together,” Harold said.

      “Oh, really?” Charlie asked, turning toward his father. “Is that what we’re going to do when we march to our deaths in Mayfield?”

      Harold raised his finger to Charlie. “Don’t speak to me in that tone, boy.”

      “I should have spoken to you in that tone a long time ago,” Charlie said, spitting the words at his father. “If I had, then maybe you wouldn’t have run this place into the ground. Maybe I wouldn’t have had to travel from bank to bank like a beggar trying to salvage our home!”

      “Watch your mouth, son.” Harold spoke in a low tone, which was more akin to a dog’s growl than a human’s warning.

      But while Charlie recognized the warning, he didn’t heed it. “You talk about how those men burned our farm, but how much money did you torch because you were too stupid to run a business? Huh?” He gritted his teeth. “You buried us in a hole that we’ve been desperately trying to climb out of, and I’m not going to dig you out anymore. I’m done!”

      Charlie marched back toward the forest where everyone had gathered to watch the encounter. His mother was the first to break apart from the pack, but when she came down and tried to stop him, he simply shrugged her off.

      Mario and the rest of the workers looked away, and Charlie headed deeper into the woods in search of quiet and solitude.

      What happened wasn’t his fault, and despite his best efforts, maybe he just couldn’t be the one to lead them out of trouble. He knew that they were all looking to someone to give them hope, but he didn’t have any more hope to offer. The well had run dry.
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      Dawn broke over the mountains and the horizon as Charlie wandered deeper into the forest, gravitating toward the familiar sound of the river’s rushing water.

      He spotted the river through a pair of trees and walked to the river’s edge then splashed into the water, no longer caring about the condition of his boots.

      The river started up in the mountains, and even in the dead heat of summer, it was always cold. As a kid, he and his friends used to see who could stay in the water the longest before they froze and had to get out. It was a game that Charlie had played with Doug and his younger brother Billy.

      Charlie hadn’t thought of Billy Collins in a long time. After Billy’s funeral, Doug and Charlie came down to the river with a case of beer.

      They talked about their childhood and all the stupid shit that Billy did in high school. Of the two Collins boys, Billy was always the wild one.

      The pair sat there on the riverbank until the sun went down, and just before they stumbled back to their respective houses where they’d black out until the morning, Doug paused, wobbling on two feet and staring out onto the river.

      “You know my dad always liked Billy more,” Doug said, his tone dismissive. “I mean I know he loved both of us, but he always liked Billy more. The old bastard even said it out loud once when he was drunk. I brought it up to him one time and he said I was full of shit, but I know what he said. Deep down, I think he knew too.”

      “I’m sure your dad liked you plenty, Doug,” Charlie had said, trying to pull his friend out of the rabbit hole he was tunneling for himself. “You and Billy were just different. That’s all.”

      But Doug just stood there, his back to Charlie, staring out over the river, which had turned to liquid gold from the fading sunlight.

      “I know we were different,” Doug said. “I know my dad liked me too. It’s just…” He slowly turned, empty beer bottle dangling from his fingertips as he swayed left and shrugged. “I just know he liked Billy more is all.” He flung the empty beer bottle into the river and watched it splash.

      It was funny, the memories that returned whenever you visited a place. It was like a portion of whatever happened anywhere on planet Earth was permanently carved into that section of the earth. And thinking about the sheer number of events that took place on this planet, Charlie figured that just over the course of human history alone, there were enough scars on Earth to make it unrecognizable.

      But what happened to those memories of places that no longer existed? What happened when a place that held so much of who you were was just wiped off the map, or transformed into something that you could never see again in the same light?

      All the holidays, and birthdays, and family gatherings that they had on the property were distorted now, hazy from the smoke that had choked the life out of those memories and left them charred and burnt like the orchard itself. And maybe that’s how Charlie would always see it now.

      He stared at the water gently flowing downstream. Always moving forward, never stopping.

      Motion was life. The constant struggle of growth, and the pain and discomfort associated with it, were a reminder of your existence.

      “Charlie?”

      The voice was quiet, but familiar, and he turned to find Liz leaning against one of the last trees before the riverbank.

      Her hair was a mess and her clothes were wrinkled and dirty, and still damp from their night in the rain. She kept one hand to her side where she’d been shot and then gingerly walked over the smooth stone of the riverbank, careful to keep her balance.

      Charlie stood to help her, but she motioned for him to stay put.

      “I walked all the way here,” she said. “I can make it the last couple of feet.”

      Charlie still held out his hand, which she accepted when she was close enough, and then the pair sat down together, though Charlie noticed that she kept her distance.

      “Your mother is worried about you and your dad,” Liz said. “You need to talk to them.”

      “I know,” Charlie said.

      Liz glanced out onto the river, the morning rays of light brilliant against the surface of the water. She smiled. “It’s beautiful here.”

      “It is,” Charlie said, exhaling, his mind troubled by the words that lingered on his tongue, begging to be spoken. “I don’t know what to do, Liz. I know that when I go back to everyone, they’ll expect a plan of what to do next, but I don’t have it. We have nothing. No food. No home. If the pumps were damaged in the fire, then we won’t have water from the well. No medicine, no weapons. Everything’s gone.”

      “We’re still here,” Liz said.

      Charlie looked at her and frowned. “And you think that’s a good thing?” He shook his head then glanced out onto the water. “I should have just gone up in flames with the farm.”

      “Hey.” Liz grabbed hold of Charlie’s chin and pulled his face toward her. “Don’t go down that road, you hear me? Whatever self-pity that you think you’re entitled to doesn’t exit, because you haven’t earned it.”

      “I haven’t earned it? Liz, I don’t have anything left!”

      “You have your family and your friends!” Liz pleaded with Charlie. “You don’t think crops can be regrown? You don’t think homes can be rebuilt? What do you think people do after a disaster? They rebuild, so don’t give me that crap that you’re afraid, or you don’t have any answers, or that people won’t want to hear what you have to say.” She gestured back toward the orchard. “You’re not the only one that’s hurting here, Charlie Decker, and you’d do well to remember it.”

      With her rant ended, Liz grimaced and then clutched at her side as she leaned away from Charlie.

      “You really don’t pull any punches,” Charlie said, sporting a sheepish grin.

      “No,” Liz said.

      Charlie nodded, and then the pair sat in silence for a while, each of them staring out onto the water, the sunlight dancing across the river.

      After a few minutes Charlie finally nodded and then stood, wiping the dirt from his jeans. He extended a hand down to Liz, who accepted, and helped her off the ground.

      Liz lost her balance, and when Charlie caught her, their bodies were pressed together. Charlie had his hands on her hips, and she pressed her hands against his chest. The pair locked eyes, a flash of heat exchanging between them.

      Charlie leaned close and then kissed her. She tasted sweet, like the honey crisp apples they grew at the farm, and she was warm like the sun that baked him during the long days. It was familiar and new all at the same time.

      Liz pulled back quickly, grimacing as she clutched her stomach. “Sorry.”

      Charlie smiled, shaking his head. “It’s fine.” He took her hand and then walked away from the river and back toward the burnt ash of his home, knowing that it’d be easier to face it with her by his side.

      In the woods, the shadows of the branches and trees were made long by the rising sun, and their peaceful walk back to the orchard was interrupted by screaming and shouts.

      “Go,” Liz said, gesturing for him to run, knowing that she couldn’t keep up. “I’m right behind you.”

      Charlie sprinted toward the screams. But while he wanted to run quickly, his legs were slow and lethargic, exhausted from last night and the long, grueling days.

      “Charlie!” Martha shouted, stumbling through the woods, struggling with the uneven terrain.

      Eventually his mother stopped, letting Charlie come the rest of the way. When the pair finally met, Martha clung tight to her son’s arms, struggling to catch her breath.

      “What happened?” Charlie asked. “Did they come back? Did—”

      “Your father left,” Martha answered, terror filling her eyes, which became watery and red. “Doug too. I don’t know where they went.”

      Charlie released his mother’s hands and then sprinted toward the orchard, hoping to catch his father and Doug before they arrived at Mayfield.
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      Charlie stepped from the green forest and back into the charred remains of the orchard, smoke still steaming off the trees and that scent of burning wood still clinging to the air like morning dew on grass.

      He kicked up puffs of ash on his sprint toward the road, dirtying the back of his pant legs with grey dust instead of the rich dark soil that had provided so much life over the years. On his sprint toward the road, Charlie tried not to look at the charred remains of the field.

      A part of him believed that if he ignored looking at the burnt options of his youth, then he’d be able to only remember what it looked like before. It was a child’s logic, but at that moment he knew that he wasn’t strong enough to do anything more than that.

      But he couldn’t block out all of the sights, and by the time he reached the road, it felt like all of the memories of his youth and the past twenty-four years had been tainted by the fires that had raged through the night.

      Tears in his eyes, Charlie sprinted out onto the road and started his long path toward Mayfield. He considered looking for the dirt bike, but after one glance toward the barn, he knew it wouldn’t have survived.

      But Charlie didn’t make it very far before exhaustion took hold and he was forced to stop. He turned around, the blackened fields of his home and the skeletal remains of the house he grew up in still in view. Charlie dropped to his knees.

      The sun beat down on his face, and the clear blue sky was a contrast to the blackened and scorched earth that surrounded him. No matter where he went, that cloud of death followed him. He couldn’t shake it, and he couldn’t rid himself of it, no matter how hard he tried.

      But a rumble to the west caused Charlie to turn his head. He squinted down the road, the noise foreign, but familiar. They were vehicles, a whole convoy of them. An armed convoy. It was Dixon.

      Having collapsed in the middle of the road, Charlie squinted from the bright sun. And that was exactly where he stayed as the front vehicle of the convoy stopped a few yards from his position.

      The passenger door opened, and boots hit the pavement. Lieutenant Dixon stared down at him and extended a hand. “Christ, Charlie, what the hell happened here?”

      Charlie regarded the hand, half of himself still lost in confusion. Then, realizing he hadn’t imagined all of this and that the man in front of him was a real as the air he breathed, he grabbed hold of the lieutenant’s hand and hoisted himself to his feet.

      “They came back,” Charlie said, blurting the words out like a mad man, pointing to the burned fields and wrecked homes. “We have to get to Mayfield. Quick.”

      “That’s where we’re headed, but I’m not sure you want to join,” the lieutenant said, trying to move Charlie out of the Humvee’s path. “Mayfield is about to turn into a war zone.”

      Charlie glanced at the long row of military vehicles, all of them the same old versions that Charlie, Liz, and the lieutenant had ridden in on their escape from Seattle after Liz had been shot. Each of them was filled with soldiers, and Charlie counted at least one hundred.

      “War zone,” Charlie said, whispering the words to himself. He snapped his attention back toward the lieutenant, grabbing hold of the soldier’s shoulders. “My father went there with a neighbor. I have to get them out.”

      The lieutenant opened his mouth to speak, but then shut his jaw, knowing from the look in Charlie’s eye that he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “Get in.”

      Charlie rode in the very back of the Humvee, and while the driver and the other soldiers eyed him curiously, none of them spoke to him on the drive toward the town.

      The cramped Humvee reeked of body odor, and the tin can that they found themselves inside was ungodly warm. It didn’t take longer than a few minutes for Charlie to break out into a sweat. He kept to himself on the ride over but listened to the conversation of the soldiers, who spoke as if he wasn’t even there.

      “What’s intelligence say about the rendezvous point?” a soldier with a thick Southern accent asked, sporting black, Buddy Holly glasses that were too big for his face.

      “We have another unit approaching from the south,” the lieutenant answered.

      “What’s the likelihood that these bastards just turn tail and run?” another soldier asked.

      “Command says the enemy will most likely implode the asset before we have an opportunity to secure, so we need to go in fast and hard,” the lieutenant said. “We’ll be attacking at the same time as the units from the south, so we’ll have to be mindful of crossfire.”

      “How did you get in contact with anyone?” Charlie asked, pulling everyone’s attention toward himself. “Radios?”

      “Morse Code,” Lieutenant Dixon answered. “But once we arrive at the location, we’ll be basing our assault off of synchronization.” He lifted an old pocket watch and then stuffed it back into his pocket. “Someone get him a weapon.”

      The other soldiers glanced around at one another, questioningly. “Lieutenant, are you sure you want to—”

      “He knows how to handle himself,” the lieutenant said, not even bothering to turn around. “How the hell do you boys think I managed to make it back to the base in the first place?”

      The questions ended and the soldier with the thick black glasses and Southern accent handed Charlie one of the M-16s.

      “Just don’t shoot me when we’re out there,” he said, then pressed his finger against the assault rifle’s barrel. “And remember that’s the dangerous end.”

      Charlie gripped the weapon, flicking the safety on to make sure he didn’t have any unplanned discharges. He’d handled an assault weapon before. His father used to own one, but he sold it a few years back, never thinking he’d need it to fight a war.

      The entire ride to Mayfield was plagued with anxiousness. Charlie worried that he’d be too late, that his father and Doug would already be dead on the streets by the time he arrived. But he kept glancing out the window, hoping to find them still on the side of the road, walking toward Mayfield. Since no one saw when they left, it was still a possibility, especially since he knew his father wouldn’t be able to keep a fast pace for very long.

      Once they passed the road sign that signaled they were less than a mile from Mayfield, the nerves inside the Humvee became electric.

      “We secure the perimeter,” Lieutenant Dixon said. “Retreat is not an option.”

      “OOO-RAH!”

      The confirmation came in a unanimous chorus, and Charlie felt it spike his adrenaline. He adjusted his hold on the rifle and told himself that the moment he got out of the Humvee, he’d start searching the buildings for his father and Doug. But he already had a good idea of where they might be holed up.

      The hospital at the end of town offered a perfect view for a sniper into the terrorist’s stronghold of the power plant. At the very least, from that position they’d be able to determine how many insurgents they were dealing with and how to take as many of them out before they were gunned down.

      When they stepped into town, Charlie saw the carnage that the terrorists had left behind. The buildings were burned and charred, some of them still smoldering.

      Matching burnt corpses littered the streets, forcing the drivers to weave around the bodies as best they could, but the convoy didn’t slow.

      “How close, Lieutenant?” the driver asked.

      “Until we can’t drive anymore,” the lieutenant answered.

      Every pair of eyes watched the buildings pass, the Humvee forced to slow at the stalled and broken-down vehicles that littered the road. The deeper they went into the town the worse the carnage and congestion became, until the driver was forced to stop completely.

      “All right, men, let’s move!” the lieutenant said, then flung his door open.

      The other soldiers exited the vehicle just as quickly and lined up in formation around the vehicle, awaiting further orders.

      Charlie was the last one out of the vehicle, and he circled around toward the back and out of the way. He glanced back at the row of vehicles, all the soldiers recreating the same formation out of the lead vehicle. All of them had their eyes locked onto the surrounding buildings, and the only sound that echoed through the town was the light hum of the vehicle engines that they had arrived in.

      And then the first gunshot rang out.

      The bullet collided with the lead Humvee, and Charlie and the rest of the soldiers ducked before a barrage of retaliatory fire sent the pair of terrorists retreating to the bulk of their forces.

      “Forward!” The lieutenant waved his arm, and Charlie let the sea of soldiers pass him and head down the road while he sprinted for the back side of the Main Street buildings. He figured that if the forces were coming from the west and the south, then keeping to the north would be a safe bet to stay out of their way.

      Once Charlie was down a side alley, he kept his eyes peeled, jerking in spasms whenever a random gunshot fired, but he grew used to the noise quickly the more he heard it and the farther he headed down toward the hospital.

      Charlie checked down the alleys every few buildings, making sure that he didn’t get ahead of the soldiers. The last thing he wanted was to be mistaken as an enemy and shot dead before he even had a chance to save his father.

      But the soldiers were moving quickly and efficiently in the streets, and Charlie found himself struggling to even keep up with the soldiers as they hurried toward their objective.

      The farther they progressed, the more violent and explosive the gunfire between the two forces became. Charlie kept low, his heart pounding with every step as the hospital building came into view.

      He glanced to his right, the soldier’s progression forward slowed by a cluster of masked terrorists out of the alley a few buildings down.

      One of the terrorists spotted Charlie and fired, forcing Charlie close to the building for cover. He planted a knee and returned fire, but his adrenaline was pumping so hard that it affected his aim, sending the bullets wide left and right.

      He waited for them to disappear and then restarted his trek toward the hospital. Gunfire grew more intense, and so did the screams of the men in battle.

      An explosion rocked the earth and sent Charlie stumbling forward on his hands and knees. He whipped his head up in time to see the plume of smoke rising from the direction of the power plant.

      Charlie pushed forward. He was less than one hundred yards from the building when another explosion rocked to his right, catapulting Charlie ten feet off the ground where he landed hard on his shoulder, the harsh crack triggering a scream of pain that he couldn’t control.

      A high-pitched din drowned out the world of sound, and he was unable to hear his own guttural cries. He managed to sit upright and saw that his shoulder had been dislocated. A wetness covered the side of his head, and he reached for it with his good hand and felt blood.

      Charlie rubbed the substance between his fingers, staring at it like he didn’t recognize it, but then pushed himself off the ground, his hearing slowly returning as he stumbled toward the nearest building. He wandered through the smoke from the blast and slammed his shoulder up against the wall, then jerked his arm up and in, the harsh crack of cartilage and the crippling sensation of pain dropping him back to his knees.

      He gasped for breath, then hacked and coughed from the smoke that filled his lungs. His shoulder still ached when he moved it, but most of the motion returned. He stumbled back toward the rifle and picked it off the ground.

      The smoke only worsened on his final trek to the hospital, and Charlie coughed, his eyes burning. With the rifle raised and the sounds of war pushing further in the distance, he heard the patter of quick footsteps heading in his direction.

      Charlie froze, searching the hazy horizon, but turned too late as the body of a man collided into him, sending them both to the ground. Charlie scrambled to his feet, reaching for the rifle, but the man lunged at Charlie, punching him on the chin.

      The pain traveled through Charlie’s head, lighting up the back of his brain, but he managed to keep his wits about him and countered the punch with a blow of his own. The pair then locked horns, grappling over the ground, rolling over one another, elbow and knees jabbing at whatever body parts they could reach, and finally Charlie landed on top, his hands wrapped around the terrorist’s throat, and squeezed, choking the life from him.

      Spit flew from the terrorist’s lips, and his eyes bulged from his skull. His cheeks reddened, then turned a shade of purple, and he violently squirmed beneath him, trying to fling Charlie off, but he was too small and Charlie was too big. Charlie offered one final squeeze and then heard the harsh crack of the man’s windpipe.

      Snot dribbled from Charlie’s face, and he heaved breaths, choking on his own saliva. His face was red and sweaty, and he couldn’t look away from the pair of bulging and lifeless eyes that stared up and into the blank sky above.

      Another round of gunfire erupted into the air, and Charlie snapped from the murderous daze that had taken control of his faculties. He quickly picked up his rifle and then stumbled toward the hospital.

      Charlie shouldered open the side entrance and gagged at the stench of the dead bodies that had another day to roast and rot. His heel slipped on blood and guts, smearing it into the already-stained tile floor of the hallways.

      “Dad! Doug!” he shouted, no longer caring if he was heard and hoping that they would answer to make his journey shorter. “DAD!” He kept his rifle up and aimed, ready to fire at anything that turned a sharp corner or stepped out of one of the many doors.

      He made it all the way to the front of the building where the ER lobby was located without a single trace of his father. He lowered the weapon slightly. “Shit.” He spun around in circles, at a loss what to do next. “DAD!” He screamed, his voice cracking from the anxious strain.

      The muscles in his shoulders burned as he struggled to keep the rifle raised. He weaved through the halls, stepping over bodies, the gunfire outside growing louder. When he made it to the east side of the building, searching for the stairs, he glanced out a window.

      The scene outside was something out of a movie. The soldiers that Charlie had arrived with were pushing toward the power plant facility, their progress slow but steady.

      The terrorists were slow on their retreat but left behind their fallen comrades almost too eagerly. Sunlight highlighted the patches of red that stained the green grass fields that surrounded the plant, and Charlie wondered how long all of this would last.

      A door slammed open down the hall, and Charlie spun around, raising the rifle and poised to shoot. He moved toward the door of the room as the footsteps grew louder, the breathing frantic. Charlie remained hidden by the door, poised to strike the moment the figure darted across the hallway.

      An arm came into view, and Charlie charged into the hall, slamming the runner up against the wall. Charlie pinned him using the rifle that he wedged on his throat. The terrorist kicked his legs, battering Charlie’s body with the hard toe of his boots, but Charlie didn’t relinquish his hold.

      A hard kick to Charlie’s groin sent him stumbling backwards, and while the terrorist had no gun, he brandished a knife that he slashed wildly toward Charlie’s chest, tearing his shirt.

      The next slash came down toward his face, and Charlie was a second too late in his reaction as he leaned back. The tip of the blade sliced open his cheek. The sting was short-lived, and Charlie grabbed hold of the terrorist’s wrist, cracking it violently against the wall. The knife crashed to the tile.

      The enemy threw three quick rabbit punches, pushing Charlie backward, and then sprinted down the hall. But the punches only pushed him closer to his rifle, and Charlie picked it up off the floor and aimed for the terrorist’s back.

      Charlie squeezed the trigger, and the gunshot thundered in the halls. The bullet missed, so he chambered another round, then readjusted his aim. He fired again. The terrorist’s limbs flung outward right before he hit the tile where he lay motionless.

      Charlie turned back toward the direction where the terrorist had run and saw the entrance to the staircase. He hurried up the steps, passing more dead bodies, his senses dulled to the gruesome sights and smells.

      “DAD! DOUG!”

      He shouted up and down the halls of each floor he passed, but heard nothing, as he ascended higher and higher toward the top floor. He passed over the bodies then scanned the rooms with windows that faced the power plant.

      “DAD!” Charlie’s voice grew more and more frantic as he neared the end of the hallway’s hospital. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe his father hadn’t come up here. Maybe their plan had changed. But with only three rooms left, Charlie found what he feared to discover.

      “DAD!” Charlie dropped the rifle from his hands and hurried to his father’s side, who was collapsed on the ground, his weapon lying next to him. He turned his father on his back and revealed the chest wound and blood that had soaked the front portion of his shirt. “Christ.”

      “Char-lie,” Harold choked the words out, a pool of blood forming in his mouth, his teeth almost pink from the blood.

      “It’s all right, Dad,” Charlie said, trying to keep his voice calm, but failing miserably. “I’ll get you some help, I’ll—” He looked around the room for anything that could stop the bleeding. He yanked the sheets off the hospital bed and then pressed them against the wound.

      His father was too big to move on his own. He might be able to get him on a cot, but he didn’t know how he’d get them down the stairs.

      Looking around the room, Charlie saw Doug lying in a pool of his own blood, lifeless.

      Harold lifted his hand from his side and grabbed hold of his son’s shoulder. Charlie grabbed it and held it with his own. His father’s strength had disappeared.

      “Your mother,” Harold said, his body trembling as he tried to spit out the last few words he had left. “Tell her I lo—” He shut his eyes, pain flashing across his face, and he bared his teeth.

      But Charlie nodded, squeezed his father’s hand so he knew he was still there. “She knows, Dad, but I’ll tell her. I promise.” He rocked forward and back, the tears falling from his face, the echoes of war beyond the walls of the hospital the background of his final moments with his father.

      Harold opened his eyes, which scanned the ceiling in confusion. His breaths shortened and became sharper. When his eyes finally landed on his son, the confusion heightened. He worked his mouth, trying to speak, his eyes bulging from his skull.

      “What is it, Dad?” Charlie asked.

      Gargled gasps of air bubbled from the depths of Harold’s innards, but he couldn’t speak. His upper back arched in a spasm, and then landed flat, and he lay still.

      “Dad?” Charlie asked, giving his father’s hand a gentle shake.

      But Harold didn’t respond. His chest lay still. His eyes were vacant and empty as they remained staring at the ceiling.

      Charlie’s cries were silent, the tears streaming down his face as he lowered his head onto his father’s shoulder. And as he drew in a sharp breath, he exhaled a guttural cry that bellowed up from that deep, hidden place inside him.

      Charlie lifted his head toward the ceiling. Gunshots drew his attention toward the window. He stood and saw the fight still raging outside. A fight that his father had died for. Charlie clenched his fists, squeezing his hands so tight that his knuckles cracked.

      The men below had taken everything from him. His home. His land. And now his father. If he was meant to be surrounded by death, then Charlie decided it was better to be the killer than the victim. He knelt by his father’s side and then closed his eyes.
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      The gunfire was muffled by the hospital walls and windows and the height from Charlie’s position on the top floor. But despite the violent war raging outside, Charlie couldn’t pull his eyes away from the blood that stained his hands.

      He studied the different shades of claret and its thickness as it traveled along the grooves of his palms and fingers. Every time he wiggled his fingers the blood shimmered, coming alive on his hands. But Charlie Decker was as far away from life as he could get.

      Charlie peeled his eyes off of his palms and glanced down at his father, who was dead and bloodied on his back, face turned up toward the ceiling and his eyes glaring lifelessly at the blank canvas of white above them.

      The space between Charlie and his father’s body was slowly filled with the words that were left unsaid, and then filled the room, and eventually the entire floor. And the words became combustible from the rage and anger that filled the spaces between.

      Charlie glanced down to his left where the rifle lay, its black color popping against the white tile. The gun was his lighter, and the moment he picked it up, he would ignite the world around him. It was a fire that his father would have ignited.

      Hell, it was a fire that his father did ignite. It was the reason he was lying dead on the top floor of a hospital building. He chose to fight. He did what Charlie couldn’t, but that didn’t mean Charlie couldn’t change his path.

      Charlie picked up the rifle, the metal and composite thick and heavy in his hands. Standing, he had a better view out the window and the fight below. Lieutenant Dixon and his men had the enemy surrounded, almost ready to infiltrate the power plant.

      Charlie’s reflection in the window threw him off guard, the man standing with the rifle unrecognizable to him. Hesitation and uncertainty was replaced with the steadfastness of purpose. And with the foreign enemy crawling over the town where he grew up, Charlie knew exactly how to fulfill that purpose.

      He moved quickly from the room and back toward the staircase. His movements were efficient, not a single motion wasted, and before he even realized it, he was back on the first floor and heading toward the nearest exit, which happened to be in the rear of the building.

      The cacophony of war blasted Charlie’s senses the moment he stepped out of the hospital. He turned quickly, rifle raised and aimed forward.

      After one quick overall scan of the field in front of him, marking the position of his American comrades, his vision tunneled to the end of his sight and the rest of the world faded into the gunshots and screams.

      Charlie marched toward the front lines, keeping north of the line of soldiers pushing closer and closer toward the power plant’s entrance. All Charlie needed to do was keep out of their way and avoid any friendly fire.

      He crouched to a knee and aided in the assault on the plant’s entrance where the terrorists had bottlenecked themselves in retreat.

      “Forward! Forward! Forward!”

      The order triggered motion from the line as the unit continued its assault, and Charlie’s heart pounded with the drums of war. His finger worked deftly over the trigger, his aim steady and true.

      Through the scope on the rifle, Charlie watched his first kill drop. Blood spurted from the man’s chest, exploding out of him like a geyser, his body jerking backward from the bullet’s force, and he collapsed to the ground, another corpse added to the pile.

      With his target down, Charlie shifted his aim to the next one, his crosshairs lining up over a man’s skull. Nothing but the whites of his eyes were visible, his mouth covered with black cloth, and his head wrapped in a similar bandana.

      Still marching forward, Charlie’s muscles seized up, growing still and calm in the same tenth of a second that he pulled the trigger, which sent his bullet screaming toward his next target, connecting with the left eye.

      The bullet exploded out of the back of his skull, snapping the terrorist’s head backward before the body dropped to the ground.

      Charlie searched for the next target but found the entrance clear save for the pile of corpses that had collected on the ground.

      “FORWARD!”

      The steady pace of the line exploded into a sprint toward the factory. Charlie hurried alongside the soldiers, the heat of battle so hot and high that none of them noticed the man in jeans, dirty t-shirt, and boots that stood out among the wave of camouflage crashing into the entrance.

      Charlie steered clear of the rest of the soldiers, focused only on killing as many more terrorists as he could bring into the view of his scope.

      The world darkened when he stepped through the entrance, which opened into a large foyer, candlelight dancing along the walls, shifting the shadows of the men that had entered along the rust-stained metal walls.

      Charlie stood off to the side, letting the soldiers file toward the door, still going unnoticed by the military unit.

      “Breach, breach, breach.” The lead soldier swung the door open, and the soldiers behind him flooded through the gap like a hole in a dam.

      Charlie was the last man sucked in, the sporadic pop of gunfire echoing ahead. The hallways and rooms they passed were clear before he even had an opportunity to tick one more notch onto his kill count.

      But when the unit passed a hallway, ignoring the darkened path to wherever it led, Charlie stopped. He squinted into the darkness, an eerie calm plaguing him, and an itch to be swallowed up in it.

      The military unit went ahead of him, and Charlie slowly inched down the hallway. The farther he walked, the more his eyes adjusted to the darkness ahead. The hallway walls were smooth and barren and stretched high above to an industrial ceiling that was nothing but vent ducts, wires, and tubes.

      The hallway curved right, the bend long, keeping Charlie on his toes. When he rounded the other side, he looked behind him, that sensation of someone following him in the darkness unshakeable. It crawled up the back of his neck like an unsuspecting shiver that evoked a tremble that he wasn’t willing to give, but his body didn’t grant him his request.

      The farther Charlie penetrated the darkness and the clearer the images became in that darkened void, the more his paranoia grew.

      He became sure that someone was following him.

      Charlie kept his head on a swivel, and every turn and scuff of his heels sent the noises echoing into the ceiling. His breathing and heartrate quickened. His fingers tightened their grip on the rifle in his hands, trying to squeeze the metal and crush it in his bare hands.

      Doors appeared on either side of him, each of them closed. Charlie glanced ahead and found more that dotted the hall in sporadic intervals. He checked each of them, finding all of them locked.

      But still Charlie pressed forward, checking each door, thorough in his search to find more of the bastards to kill. And his diligence was finally rewarded seven doors down, when the handle he pressed down gave way.

      Aiming the barrel of his rifle into the crack of the door, he swung it inward, the harsh bang of the door on the wall startling the huddled lump in the corner that threw their hands up in the air.

      “Please! Please.” The English was accented but spoken clearly.

      Charlie stepped forward and pressed the barrel of his rifle against the cowering figure’s forehead. The trembling fear running off the man vibrated the weapon in Charlie’s hands.

      “I don’t want to be here, please!”

      Charlie frowned. There was something about the figure’s voice that threw him off, and with the terrorist’s head wrapped in dark cloth that concealed their mouth and their head, leaving only the whites of their eyes visible, he couldn’t be sure.

      “Let me see your face,” Charlie said, gun still aimed at the terrorist’s head.

      The figure tilted their eyes up from the floor.

      “Now!” Charlie barked the order, and the figure flinched from the harsh lash of his tongue.

      Slowly, the enemy complied with Charlie’s order, removing the cloth. And as the layers dropped to the floor, Charlie felt the aim of his rifle dip with them.

      It was hard to see the details of her features in the darkness, but the terrorist huddled in the corner of the room was clearly a woman. And it was a turn of events that Charlie hadn’t expected.

      “Up.” Charlie followed the order with a quick tilt of his rifle, and this time the woman obeyed without question. “Who else is down here?”

      “Just me.” She stared at the floor, keeping her hands raised harmlessly in the air beside her head.

      They were alone. The soldiers that Charlie had entered with were gone, and the men that she had fought beside were dead or on the run. He could kill her, and no one would care, no one might ever even know.

      But killing a woman, even an enemy, brought forth a conflict that he didn’t anticipate facing. He thought of the men he ran into when he first left Seattle, after he was separated from his group. They had taken the women in the group, tried to do acts on them that was worse than death.

      Charlie did a quick check of the floor and the walls, finding no weapon. “Spin around. Hands on the wall.”

      She complied, and then Charlie patted her down, searching for knives or a pistol hidden in her waist, pockets, or boots. But he found nothing. She was clean.

      Angry, Charlie spun her back around and then shoved the tip of his barrel closer to her face. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      The woman shivered, unsure if she should answer, until Charlie pressed the barrel against her cheek.

      “I-I came with my brother. He smuggled me out and was hoping we could start over here after-” She swallowed, catching her train of thought, no doubt choosing her words carefully. “After all of this was over.”

      “You know how many people your brother and his friends killed?” Charlie asked. “Do you know what they did to my home? My family?”

      The woman cowered, crying. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Charlie still hadn’t taken his finger off the trigger. All he had to do was squeeze. But for whatever reason, Charlie just couldn’t do it.

      Charlie stepped back and then motioned toward the door. “Keep your hands up and walk slow. Move. Now.”

      The woman exhaled in relief and nodded quickly as she complied with Charlie’s demands. He followed her into the hall, keeping his weapon aimed at her, still ready to pull the trigger should she try anything. A part of him desperately wished that she would try something. But she did nothing.

      Charlie directed her out the doors and past the carnage of the dead bodies of her fellow countrymen, and she sobbed harder as she stepped over all the death.

      She started speaking in her native tongue, the whispers fast and almost prayer-like as Charlie nudged her along, whenever she stopped and gawked at the death that littered the floor.

      Sunlight blinded Charlie when they finally made it outside, and there he waited with the girl, her arms still raised and tears streaming down her cheeks, shaking her head.

      “This isn’t what I wanted,” she said, choking the words out between hysterical breaths. “I never wanted to be here.”

      “None of us did,” Charlie replied, his words surprising him.

      The pair waited, frozen in time, stuck in the loop of her crying and Charlie keeping the rifle aimed at the woman’s head. The urge to kill her had passed, but he couldn’t shake the thought that she was one of them. One of the people that had come to his home and burned everything he had ever known to the ground. One of the same people that had murdered his father.

      Charlie wasn’t sure how long they waited, but the sporadic gunfire was their only keeper of time, and he was relieved when Lieutenant Dixon marched out of the facility with his men in tow, the soldiers immediately spotting the woman.

      “Holy shit, they brought women with them over here?” The voice’s surprise was matched by its overwhelming glee. “Smart bastards. Can’t tell you how many times I wished I had a woman on deployment.”

      Looking at her now, Charlie noticed that the woman’s fear had glossed over into indifference, and the tears had dried along her cheeks.

      Lieutenant Dixon sidled up next to Charlie. “Where the hell did you find her?’

      “Hiding in one of the rooms,” Charlie answered. “She wasn’t armed.”

      Dixon regarded the woman, the pair locking eyes with one another, and whatever fear the woman held melted away.

      “You will not win this fight,” she said. “There are more, and they will come, bringing down the fist of God upon your heads.”

      “Take a look around, lady!” A soldier shouted from behind them. “We killed all your man meat!”

      Laughter erupted from the unit, and Dixon turned around, ending the boyish raucous laughter with a single glare. But when he turned around, the woman had only grown angrier.

      She started talking in her native tongue, the words quiet and slow at first, but growing louder.

      “What the hell is she saying?” Dixon asked.

      But Charlie only shook his head, staring at the woman he pulled from the plant as she stared at Dixon. “I don’t know.”

      Her voice grew even louder, and Dixon drew his weapon, taking a step forward as he aimed it at her head. “What the hell are you saying?”

      The woman didn’t explain and the shouts only continued, echoing into the morning air.

      “She’s calling her people!” A soldier yelled. “Fucking shoot her, man!”

      There was a practiced anger in the woman’s words and a boldness that Charlie didn’t notice before. The speed of her speech increased and with every repeated syllable, the lieutenant’s anxiety worsened.

      “Shut up!” Dixon shouted.

      And while Charlie’s original instincts matched the same angered tone as the lieutenant’s, he suddenly wished for the woman to stop yelling or at the very least become quieter. But she wouldn’t.

      The gunshot fired from somewhere behind Charlie, and he spun around just before the woman collapsed to the floor.

      He saw the soldier who fired, standing out as every single head of his comrades looked at him. A mixture of excitement and horror appeared on the man’s face.

      Charlie spun back around toward the woman who was now lifeless on the ground. With the shouting over and the ring of the gunshot faded, the silence that echoed in the air around them was deafening, which ended with the explosion in the plant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlie couldn’t take his eyes off the woman. No one had touched her since the soldier had put a bullet through her gut. The only motion her body offered was the trickle of blood that had spread out over the grass, one final statement to the world.

      The explosion had come from inside the power plant. The explosives had been rigged to an egg timer, and while the blast wasn’t powerful enough to collapse the structure, Charlie had heard the lieutenant speaking with one of his engineers that a few integral systems had been destroyed.

      “Charlie!”

      Charlie whipped his head around, still kneeling by the woman’s body.

      Lieutenant Dixon hovered nearby, staring at Charlie like he’d been calling his name for the past twenty minutes. Dixon motioned for him to come over, and he did so, unaware of how slow he was moving. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Charlie answered.

      Dixon’s stare lingered on Charlie for a minute longer, and it was the engineer with the lieutenant that finally restarted the conversation.

      “We’ll need to check the rest of the building for structural damage, and unless I get some help, it’s going to take me weeks.” The engineer was a short man and sported a thick black mustache, which added years to the baby-faced cheeks on either side. His hair was the same jet-black color as his facial hair, and his broad shoulders only added to his squat features. “If this place is a priority for reconstruction, then I need the resources to bring it back online.”

      Dixon nodded and then turned to Charlie. “Any of your boys in the area familiar with electrical engineering, or construction?”

      Charlie circled the question, his lag in response time due to his thoughts still transfixed on the dead woman behind him. “I can ask some of the workers back at the orchard, but I don’t know if they’ll have the formal training you’re looking for.”

      “So long as they’re competent with basic electronics, I can show them the rest,” the engineer said. “Anything would help.”

      “You’re dismissed, Staff Sergeant.”

      “Sir.”

      Once the engineer was gone, Charlie returned his dazed and lifeless expression toward the dead woman. He never learned her name. Not that it mattered.

      “I still can’t figure out why the hell she would have been inside,” Dixon said, staring at the woman. “It’s been all men up until this point. The fact that they’re bringing people who aren’t soldiers over here doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “She came with her brother,” Charlie said. “Said that she wanted to start a new life here with her family.”

      “Christ.” Lieutenant Dixon shook his head, his voice a mixture of awe and disgust. “They think they’d just start killing us and then they could carve out something for themselves and everything would be fine?”

      But as Charlie stared at the dead woman, that’s exactly what he thought she believed. It was madness, but it was also convicted madness that refused to be denied and would overcome whatever obstacles that were thrown in its way.

      “Did you find your dad?” Dixon asked.

      Charlie nodded.

      Dixon reciprocated the motion at Charlie’s extended silence. “I’m sorry.”

      “If I could have a ride back, I’d appreciate it,” Charlie said.

      “Do you need help with the body?”

      Again, Charlie nodded.

      “I’ll have some of my guys come over in a second.”

      “Thanks.”

      After the lieutenant left, Charlie lingered there alone for a while, and then two men appeared, guns still strapped over their shoulders, one of their uniforms speckled in blood. They didn’t speak, and Charlie didn’t mind, as he led them over to the hospital.

      The pair of soldiers made a few comments about the stench inside the hospital, but they shut up when they saw Harold Decker in the hospital room where Charlie had found and then left him.

      “We could probably put him on one of the carts,” one soldier said.

      “Yeah,” Charlie replied.

      Charlie didn’t help the pair of soldiers carry his father down the steps, and neither of them asked for it. They covered Harold Decker’s body with a sheet, and one of the soldiers pointed at Doug’s body.

      “What about him?”

      Charlie grimaced. “He stays.”

      Charlie led them down, opening doors for them, and shoving bodies out of the way to help make their trek down easier.

      The soldiers loaded Harold in the Humvee, and then Charlie climbed into the backseat and the soldiers hopped into the front. He wasn’t sure what the pair talked about on the way to the orchard, and Charlie didn’t even remember telling them where to go, but he arrived back home at his destination nonetheless.

      All Charlie could focus on during the drive back to the orchard was how he was supposed to tell his mother that his father was dead. He ran through the strings of words in his head, rearranging the order of them a thousand times over, and then a thousand times again, but none of it sounded right.

      It was like he had been thrust into a bad dream, and no matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t wake up.

      “Hey,” the soldier said, turning around in his seat up front. “This it?”

      Charlie glanced out the window to the smoldering wreckage that was his home and nodded.

      Doors opened and the soldiers pulled Harold Decker from the back of the Humvee, keeping him on the cot which they placed on the asphalt.

      “Do you need help carrying him up to—”

      “No,” Charlie said.

      The soldiers nodded and then simply returned to the vehicle, turned around, and headed back toward Mayfield, leaving Charlie with his father on the hospital cart with a sheet draped over him in the middle of the road.

      Charlie stood there, frozen, long after the Humvee faded on the horizon. He lingered, wallowing in the dead silence that he had always enjoyed his entire life. But it was tainted now, soured by the death that offered it to him as a tool to help him grieve.

      He didn’t want silence now. He would have taken anything but silence. He wanted to hear his father’s boisterous laugh again. He wanted another story about his youth and the struggles he endured building the orchard. He wanted his father’s advice on what to do next, but above all, he wanted the opportunity to speak. He wanted to apologize for what he said the night before when the pair had exploded at one another.

      But he’d never have that opportunity.

      “Charlie!”

      His heartrate spiked at his mother’s voice, and he turned to find her stumbling through the ash and blackened, skeletal remains of the trees that had gone up in smoke the night before. Even at a distance, he could see the red in her eyes and the flush in her cheeks. She brought her fingertips to her quivering lips, her attention focused on the body on the cot.

      Martha shook her head, jogging forward as she worked her mouth, but found that she couldn’t speak the words that struggled to be set free.

      Charlie walked toward her, meeting her in the middle of the orchard, and wrapped his arms around her before she could walk past.

      “Let me see him,” Martha said, blurting out the words, her tone strife with grief. “I want to see him.” She lunged forward, but her small frame was no match for Charlie’s strength, who easily held her back. “I want to see him!”

      “No, Mom,” Charlie said, taking the screams and the fists she beat against his chest and arms. “You don’t need to see him like that.”

      Sobbing, Martha collapsed into the dirt, her hands still clawing at Charlie’s legs, who dropped with her. He held his mother tight, letting her howls fly up into the air.

      And then, one by one, the rest of the people emerged from the orchard, staring at Charlie, then at the cot still on the road, then back to Charlie. It took a while for the sight to register on some of their faces, but when it finally did, everyone began to cry.

      But Charlie’s eyes searched for only one face among the gathering crowd, and he found her standing front and center of them all.

      Liz covered her mouth when she saw Harold on the cot. And then her shoulders bobbed up and down as she sobbed.

      Mario and a few of the workers brought Harold to Doc, who started to clean and dress the wounds. His mother ignored Charlie’s orders to stay away, a stoic expression on her face as she watched Doc sew up the wounds and clean away the blood. But Charlie could have never guessed at how much that sight would haunt his mother in the months to come.

      Charlie found a spot in the middle of the east fields where the burnt carnage was the worst. Every square inch of greenery had been stripped from the field, leaving behind only blackened and brittle skeletons in its wake.

      A layer of ash covered the rich black soil that had been the feeding ground for all the life that had once been around him. He stuck his fingertips into the silky grey, feeling the difference between what was dead and the thick soil beneath the ash.

      He rubbed the ash between his fingertips, watching the small particles of grey float back toward the ground or be kicked up in a hazy cloud from a gust of wind.

      The ash and dirt mixed with the blood still staining his hands. His father’s blood.

      “Hey.”

      Charlie didn’t turn around at Liz’s voice, and he didn’t look her way when she sat next to him in the field of ash and death.

      “Doc finished with your dad,” Liz said. “People want to know when you want the burial to take place. I asked your mom, but she hasn’t said a word. She hasn’t even left your dad’s side.”

      Charlie didn’t answer. He stared at the grey silk he sat upon, wondering if he’d ever be able to get something to grow again. And if he even wanted to try.

      “Charlie, you need to—”

      “I told him he was a failure,” Charlie said. “Those were the last words I said to my father. That’s what he heard come from the lips of his only child’s mouth. The child he raised, and nurtured, and provided all of the opportunities that he never had growing up.”

      “But that’s not how you really felt, and he knew that,” Liz said. “I know I didn’t know him very well, but—”

      “No, you didn’t.” The words tasted bitter on Charlie’s tongue, and judging by the way Liz retracted her hand from his shoulder, she felt the sting in them too.

      After a moment, Charlie shook his head. “I’m sorry.” He looked at her, struggling to hold back the tears that wanted to break free.

      “It’s okay,” Liz said, softly. “It’s true.” She shrugged. “I mean I’ve been here for what? A few days? We just met, and all of the shit that’s happened since Seattle…” She trailed off, looking around at the dead trees. “We haven’t had a moment to process any of it.”

      Charlie smiled. “He liked you. My dad.”

      Liz’s mouth twitched and she wiped her nose, sniffling in the same motion. “I liked him too.”

      Charlie gestured to the landscape. “Look at this. We have nothing. No food. God knows if our water pump works. The house is gone.” He ran his hands through his hair, rewetting the dried blood from his sweat, leaving streaks of red along the sides of his head. “I know what people want from me back there, but I don’t know how to give it to them.”

      Liz frowned. “What do you think they want?”

      “Someone to tell them what to do next,” Charlie answered. “For someone to give them hope and let them know that it’s going to be all right, and that we’ll get through this if we just pull together.” Charlie clinched his fists and rattled them, then let the tension in them relax. “But I don’t have the answers, Liz. I don’t think I ever did.”

      “You get lost in your own head too much, you know that?” Liz asked. “You don’t even give people a chance to actually have them tell you what they need before you let them decide for them.” Liz reached for Charlie’s face and pulled it toward her own until they touched noses. “The only thing that people want to do right now is grieve with you.” She gave him a gentle shake. “Let yourself feel it. Because if you don’t, I promise you, it will break you in a way that you can’t be fixed.”

      She kissed him, and while her touch helped pull him out of the darkened corner where he sulked in his mind, he wasn’t sure if he could follow her advice. But he knew that he couldn’t sit in the dirt forever.

      Slowly, Charlie pushed himself off the ground, and even though Liz was still recovering from her gunshot wound, she helped keep him steady when he stumbled on his shaky legs. It was almost like learning to walk again.

      The pair passed the burned-down house, and Charlie kept his eyes forward, knowing that staring into the wreckage of his childhood home would only slow him down. And right now, he needed to keep moving. His very life depended upon it. His future depended upon it.

      They moved through the west fields, toward the well where Charlie’s father had been placed and where his mother still stood by his side, motionless and void of emotion.

      “I need to talk to her,” Charlie said, stopping both him and Liz. “Alone.”

      Liz nodded and kissed his cheek before letting him go.

      Charlie shuffled toward his mother, who had her back turned toward him, staring down at his father, holding his hand, barely able to wrap her hands around Harold’s big paws.

      Charlie remained silent, and his mother said nothing even when he stood next to her.

      Doc had done a good job cleaning Harold up, making him presentable for burial, especially considering the limited resources.

      The color in Harold’s cheeks had already started to fade, but Charlie was glad his father’s eyes were closed. There was something unsettling about a pair of lifeless eyes. They were soulless, and eyes without souls tried to collect what didn’t belong to them.

      “I wish we could put him in a suit,” Martha said, her tone surprisingly casual despite the stoic mask she wore as she spoke. “I doubt anything survived the fire, though.”

      Wanting to ease whatever pain his mother was going through, Charlie nodded. “I can look to see if anything made it.”

      “You should say something when we bury him,” Martha said, keeping her attention on Harold. “I don’t want anyone else speaking. Not the workers, no one else.”

      “Of course,” Charlie answered.

      Martha then gently lowered her head and kissed Harold’s forehead, then placed his hand onto his stomach, folding them together. She stared at her husband, a man who she’d been married for over forty years, someone who she woke up with every morning during that time frame, and someone she laid her head next to at night. Charlie couldn’t fathom what losing something like that was like.

      Martha turned toward her son, offering no warm embrace or comfort. She had transformed into a piece of steel, cold and unyielding. He’d never seen her like that. It was like staring into the face of a stranger.

      “Your father was a hard man, and a proud man,” Martha said, her eyes locked onto his. They were so still, balls of concrete wedged into that steel skull. “He died doing what he believed in, and while you may not have agreed with his actions, I did.” She stepped closer. “Our world has always relied on moving forward. And after everything that’s been thrust upon us, that statement has requested even more respect from us. Be that man, Charlie. Be the man your father always knew that you could be. No more doubt, no more hesitation. You know what you have to do. It’s time you do it.”

      And then his mother walked away, offering no affection after her words, and Charlie was left with the mild sting of reality.

      His first instinct was to turn around and talk to her, to run to his mother and hold her and to be held in return, but he pushed the thought aside. Because deep down, underneath that self-doubt and hesitation that had plagued him most of his life, was the granite of his heritage.

      The hard bedrock that his father had bestowed up him and had built a life with nothing more than his will and his hands. Harold Decker made his mark on the world, never asking for permission, and never seeking forgiveness for pushing forward.

      It was Charlie’s turn to make his mark.
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      Charlie and Mario lowered Harold Decker into the hole the other workers had dug. He was wrapped in a white bedsheet, and Charlie stared down at his father’s figure a moment before he lifted his eyes to the living bodies that surrounded the grave.

      Everyone had come. Well, everyone that had been with them so far. Some of the men and attempted to comb their hair, making themselves as presentable as they could with their limited resources. Charlie recognized the effort as a show of respect, and it was a gesture that he had forgotten to do himself.

      Martha had pulled Liz close, the pair of women clutching hands tightly, both looking to Charlie with the fading sun behind them.

      Glancing out at the fields now, with the sun setting and bathing the world in that golden hue Charlie had loved so much, it didn’t seem right that he was burying his father on such a beautiful evening.

      The would should have been as broken and dreary as Charlie felt, but the sight was just another lesson in the long string of realities that he’d experienced over a very short amount of time.

      Charlie lowered his eyes to his father’s body one more time, avoiding the stares of the mourners that surrounded him, buying time for the words his mother wanted him to say.

      He’d spent most of the day trying to figure them out, but no matter how many times he tried to jot down on the blank page, or how many ways he rearranged the words in his head, they just didn’t fit.

      So he followed his mother’s advice. He plowed forward.

      “Three hundred acres,” Charlie said. “That’s how much land was burned when those terrorists came marching down our road. The fires went up and spread and took everything that we’ve ever known.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”

      The faces in the crowd remained void of emotion, but they leaned forward, listening intently, wanting to soak in not just Charlie’s words, but whatever confidence that they could borrow from him.

      “But we’re not without our wits,” Charlie said. “And we’re not without our bodies.” He pointed to the blackened and charred fields, made softer by the dying light of the day. “Once upon a time there was nothing out there. No homes. No farms. No signs of life other than the natural essence of the forest. But people like my father saw the potential for what this place could be, and so did Don.” He turned to Amy who had her three boys huddled around her, and she offered the first smile from the group. He took it as a sign he was heading in the right direction. And he grew bolder. “This is our home, and no one is going to take it from us. They can bring their men, and their guns, and their fire and death, but it will not be enough to beat us. It will never be enough!” Spittle flew from Charlie’s mouth as he spoke, his fervor intensifying.

      Charlie focused on the faces around him now. His words had brought forth a strength in them that wasn’t there before. And the more he spoke the hotter his own flames burned, every syllable from his mouth feeding the fires.

      “This is our home! And we will never give it up!”
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