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      The day started out like any other. The welding shop was empty, nobody there yet but Hatfield. Coming early to work wasn’t something he enjoyed. It was the price he had to pay for being so good at his job. More skill, more responsibility. That meant less sleep.

      Strapping on his leather apron, he gazed out of the doorway as his boss stepped in from the parking lot with a young guy he didn’t recognize strutting beside him. Please say this isn’t a new guy, Hatfield thought to himself. New guys were a pain, not to mention a danger. Welding wasn’t a place for somebody who didn’t know how to handle an electric ARC machine—especially those who didn’t have the patience to properly learn.

      “Hatfield! Happy to see you, friend!” Brian called. “Like my daddy used to say, if you’re not ten minutes early, you’re late.”

      For as long as he’d known him, Brian had always had the demeanor of a salesman after too many cups of coffee. A little phony at times, but never lacking in enthusiasm.

      “Morning, Brian,” he grunted, still waking up.

      “Todd, I want you to meet Trevor Hatfield. He’s the very best we have here.”

      They shook, Hatfield caught off-guard by the kid’s muscled grip.

      “He’s the best for now,” Todd said, face slanted by a smirk. “Give me a month, and he’ll be the second-best.”

      Brian shook his head, chuckled. “Todd’s a little more experienced than most new guys we get. He’s done his share of soldering.”

      “Really? What shop?” Hatfield asked.

      “No, I wasn’t working in a shop. Just in class. I majored in industrial mechanics in college.”

      Hatfield nodded, a polite smile on his lips. But inside, he thought, new guy, college kid. Fasten your seat belts.

      “I’ll leave you guys to it then!” Brian said, heading to his office.

      “Cool,” Todd said. “Just lead me to the ARC machine, and I’m ready to get started.”

      “Let’s slow down,” Hatfield said. “First, let me know what safety rule number one is.”

      The kid rolled his eyes. “Always wear protective clothing,” he groaned. “Yes, I get that the machine is hot.”

      “Before we get to the clothing, what do we make sure of?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Rule number one. You don’t weld alone. Ever. We work on the buddy system. At least two people in the shop at all times.”

      “What if you know what you’re doing?”

      “I’m sure you think you do. But you don’t. Not yet.”

      “Sure I do. Ask me anything.”

      “Okay, how hot will the ARC machine be?”

      “Well, let’s see,” Todd says, gazing at it. “This is mechanized inert gas welding we’re doing, so we’re looking at temperatures upward of twenty-five hundred degrees Celsius.”

      Hatfield shook his head. “That’s a good answer for shop class, but here in the shop, the correct answer is far too hot for us to have this lying around.” He lifted a stray piece of paper. “This thing can ignite a spark, which can ignite fires. That is something you do not want.”

      “Sorry.”

      “In welding, we don’t aim to be sorry. We aim to be careful. Now let’s continue to be careful and get yourself ready to weld.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Once the new guy’s lesson was done, Hatfield headed to the break room for lunch, catching Brian in the middle of a spirited conversation, pacing the floor. He was selling some guy his used pickup truck with the fervor of a high school football coach on the cusp of a championship win. His boss cupped the phone and asked, “How’s the new guy working out?”

      “A little rusty, of course, but he’s getting there. He’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know,” Brian said. “He seemed a little full of himself to me.”

      Hatfield shrugged. “Me too, but we all do when we start. Young kid with a skill that’s in demand, something that shows you know what you’re doing with your hands? You’re cocky. You can’t help it. Ever talk to your dad about me when I first started?”

      “No.”

      “Good. I could do without the embarrassment.”

      Brian gave him a pat on the shoulder, then got back to the phone call.

      Hatfield tossed a cheeseburger into the microwave and took a seat at a nearby table. A quick check of his cell phone showed no new messages.

      With the cheeseburger five seconds away from completion, the microwave stopped. Everything in the break room went dark. The lights, his cell phone, the radio leaking out of the office behind the break room.

      “Holy cow!” Brian yelled. “Bet you it’s the new guy’s fault! I had a feeling about that arrogant son of a gun.”

      A collective groan floated from the shop floor. Hatfield left the break room and checked it out. “Looks like we got a little paid break, right, Brian?” one of the guys called from the shop floor.

      The line got a laugh from all eight guys, most of them casually taking off their masks and having a seat.

      These paid breaks happened roughly three or four times a year. With all that power firing up at once, outages were just another thing that happened at the shop. Nothing to get excited about. But Hatfield suspected there was more going on.

      After checking his cell phone, he stepped into the parking lot, peered across the street and noticed things nobody inside seemed to. Traffic lights had gone out. Cars were stranded in the middle of the road. People scrambling around, desperate, confused, angry.

      Hatfield wasn’t confused at all. After all those conversations with his dad about what to do if the worst happened, there was little doubt about it. This was the result of an EMP attack.
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      As a kid, Hatfield never thought of his dad as a source of wisdom. He was overbearing, strict and, at times, cruel. His military background was a big part of that. Sergeant Ernest Hatfield may have been retired from the army, but he was still very much the drill instructor at home.

      And there was another factor. He felt the need to drill into his only child on the importance of self-discipline and self-reliance. “You never know when the big attack will come, and if you’re not prepared for it, you’ll be just like everybody else, scrambling around like a hen with a fox loose.”

      Early on, he never made clear what he meant by “attack.” His son would ask, but the answer was always vague. The day his dad spelled out the concern for him was one that stayed seared into his memory forever.

      The trailer was empty except for young Trevor, with Dad out hunting and Mom at the river hand-washing clothes. He slipped inside to use the phone, careful to take occasional glances out the window to make sure nobody surprised him.

      He nervously picked up the phone and dialed, then waited for an answer, his pulse throbbing with fear and anticipation.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Michelle. Guess who?”

      “Trevor? My God, how’d you get your parents to allow a phone call?”

      “I didn’t. They don’t know I’m on the phone.”

      She giggled. “You’re just terrible. It’s like you’re asking to get in trouble.”

      “Naw, just miss you, that’s all.”

      “So… why exactly did you move again? The whole thing didn’t make sense.”

      “It doesn’t make sense to me, either,” he said. “My dad went on this whole thing about how we need to be self-sufficient and live off the land and all that stuff. So here we are.”

      “Yeah. Five hundred miles away. Seriously, do you guys even have electricity? Or gas?”

      “We have this generator, but let’s put it this way: Everything we have with technology is for emergencies—phone, stove, heating, refrigeration. It’s like camping.”

      “I would hate that. But it’s probably heaven for you, as much as you like camping.”

      “Well, I like camping, but after a while, you want to come home and watch TV again and have a microwave burrito and stuff. I’m telling you, it sucks.”

      “Awww.”

      “The worst part is not seeing you. Or my other friends.”

      “And your dad never explained why you’re doing it?”

      “He goes on some stupid rant about being self-sufficient and all that, but he doesn’t explain why. I don’t want to go on about me, though. What are you up to tonight?”

      “Missing you.”

      Lying back on the bed, he gazed up at the ceiling, picturing Michelle. But the picture was incomplete. “What’s your hair look like right now? And your clothes. Are you wearing that black miniskirt that hugs you real tight?”

      “Trevor!”

      “I’m serious. I need an image so I can remember you.”

      She started talking about the adorable sweater she’d just bought and the new haircut she’d gotten, and he got lost in the words, the sound of her voice. It felt like sweet torture, like drowning in his favorite brand of soda.

      Then the door flung open, and within seconds, the phone went dead. In the doorway, his dad was there, holding up the cord he’d yanked from the wall.

      “Dad!”

      His father’s face was hard as granite, eyes sharp and jaw clenched. “That’s right. Come here, son.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, springing to his feet, head down as if expecting a blow.

      “What is the phone used for in this home?”

      “Emergencies.”

      “That’s right. Emergencies only. Not to sneak phone calls to some girl back home. Do you have any idea how important it is to live in a manner that does not make us reliant on modern technology?”

      “Yeah,” he groaned.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Yes, sir,” Trevor said, shoulders up, smirk gone.

      “Do you know what an EMP attack is?”

      “No, sir. I don’t.”

      “You will. Someday, you and the rest of the world will come to regret your unthinking reliance on the creature comforts of the contemporary world.”

      Trevor turned away and groaned under his breath, “Yeah, I bet.”

      “Excuse me?” his dad demanded.

      “Well, you keep going on and on about this attack! But it hasn’t come so far, has it?” The kid’s heart was racing now. He’d never before spoken like that to his dad. “We don’t even know what to be looking for.”

      His father stepped forward, his tone like a machine gun’s rattle. “Here is what you should be looking for, young man. Whole cities going dark. Not houses, not blocks, not neighborhoods. But an entire interconnected grid simply going down, no longer available to anyone. That means everything with a microchip, everything you rely on to eat, to stay warm or cool, to communicate—becomes non-existent. That is why you will see panic in the streets. Because there will be no one to call for help, no plan B, no government, and no structure to society. It’s called an electromagnetic pulse attack. It impacts everything, and it will spark sheer chaos. Traffic backed up, confused onlookers. The only people who will be prepared will be people living off-grid. Do you hear what I’m saying?”

      “Yes, sir,” Trevor said, his voice compliant but dragging.

      But Trevor was only half-listening. The words stayed lodged in his head, but not the worries that were supposed to come with them. The whole thing sounded crazy, like some made-up science fiction movie.

      “And since you’re in such a curious mood, there’s something on the underside of the trailer you need to investigate. There are a rag and bucket of water to help you clean things up. Now get to it before you have more chores piled on top of that.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As he watched his father step back into the trailer and slam the door shut, he wondered how much more of this he could take. No more Michelle. No more friends. No more TV, fast food, phone calls. Trevor gave the trailer a long stare, knowing it was only a matter of time before he’d find the courage to take off and leave all this crazy talk to his parents. If his mom wanted to go along with all this, that was her sad story. He had to get away. Somehow.
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      Laughter echoed through the welding shop for another fifteen minutes. A poker game had started, and Wychek had taken his acoustic guitar out of the locker to see if he could remember the chords to some old Aerosmith song. It turned out he couldn’t, which sparked a debate over what song he was trying to play.

      But Hatfield stayed at the doorway, watching the cars sit there. There were odd arguments, general confusion, but no violence…yet. “Just a matter of time,” he muttered to himself.”

      “What’s just a matter of time?” a voice from behind asked.

      He turned and found his boss there, face as relaxed as ever. “Well, Brian. I’m sure this sounds crazy to you, but it’s only a matter of time before things get chaotic.”

      His boss exploded into laughter. “You’re starting to sound like my crazy uncle Zeke. Spent his whole life living in a tiny shack in the desert, telling everybody they needed to end their wicked ways, return to the ways of the Bible!”

      A tiny grin landed on Hatfield’s face. Brian’s mocking tone reminded him of the way he used to laugh at his dad. “I suppose ending wicked ways wouldn’t be a bad idea. But did he say anything about preparations?”

      Brian shook his head. “Jesus will provide. That was all he said.”

      “If he thought the Bible was all that was needed, he may have actually been crazy.”

      They shared a chuckle, but then some troubling thoughts raced through Hatfield’s mind. His family needed him. With his kids still at school and his wife at home, it would take some time to orchestrate everything to get to a safe place. “I have to get out of here, Brian. We all do, really.”

      “I’m sorry, Trevor,” he said with a pat on his back. “We need you here, buddy. As soon as the power comes back on, we’ll need you to make sure the kid is instructed on—”

      “Brian, the power is not coming back on. Not today, maybe not ever.”

      Hatfield’s strong tone caught his boss off-guard. He pulled back a little as if afraid of him. “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not me that’s serious. The situation is serious.”

      Brian lifted his hands in a playful surrender. “Hey, look. I suppose I can’t stop you from leaving if you feel it’s an emergency, but I will have to dock you the day’s pay, so whatever it is, I hope it’s worth—”

      But Hatfield was already gone by then, weaving through the stalled cars and puzzled pedestrians.
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      Before leaving for work, Hatfield found himself in the middle of a standoff. Justin and Tami stood across from each other in front of the family computer in the living room.

      He’d just eaten breakfast, then sat at the kitchen table gazing at a stunning sunset. The rays washed over the distant skyscrapers and the highways below, somehow making all those soulless machines beautiful. Much as he tried, he couldn’t lift his eyes away.

      After five minutes, Jess stooped to his ear and whispered into it, “I know the man upstairs does lovely work, but if you spend all day admiring it, you’re gonna be late.”

      Just like that, he’d dragged himself out of the kitchen. Nobody had accused Hatfield of being a genius, but he was smart enough to avoid an argument with his wife before leaving for work.

      But now, he’d found himself in the middle of a war. “What’s the problem this time?” he groaned.

      They both launched into their respective tirades simultaneously, their rage overlapping into a tangle of incoherent words.

      “Tami first,” he said.

      “Awww, Dad!”

      “Sorry, Justin,” his father said. “Fifteen outranks twelve.”

      “Not fair!” he protested. “I so didn’t ask to be born second!”

      “Go ahead, Tami.”

      “Justin isn’t letting me on the computer, and he’s totally been on it for, like, ten, fifteen minutes, which isn’t fair because I have so many emails to send after that crazy dress that Emily wore yesterday—”

      Justin blurted, “See, Dad! I’m using the computer for homework, and she’s gossiping on it! Tell me that makes any sense!”

      Hatfield stepped between them. “Here’s how we settle this. You can both leave the computer alone for the morning and get to school early.”

      “What?” Tami demanded.

      “That’s right. That’s how we settle arguments in this family. You compromise, or you both lose. Kind of how it works in real life, right?”

      He nudged them into a reluctant hug, then watched them swallow their anger as they headed down the hallway to the front door. “What happened to goodbye, Dad?”

      “Goodbye, Dad,” they sighed in unison before stepping outside.

      The whole thing made Hatfield grin. As much as he didn’t like his kids at each other’s throats, he knew they loved each other under all that scowling and territorial spatting. Plus, as an only child, he would have loved to have had a sibling—even one who could be a pain at times.

      From behind, he heard Jess ask, “Is that really how it works in this family?”

      He turned, saw her standing there, hands on her hips, a facetious grimace on her face. “Sure. Compromise is important.”

      She gave her head an impish shake. “That wasn’t what I meant. I meant the part about rankings. Last time I checked, thirty-seven outranked thirty-six.”

      He stepped up to her, met her face to face, arms around her waist. “Yeah, by three months.”

      “Three months, three years, what’s the difference? I outrank you, so that means I get what I want on TV, on the radio, for dinner…”

      He wet her jawline with kisses. “You know, I’m far more interested in that part about compromises.”

      “Too late,” she said. “I outrank you, and I’d rather talk about how much I outrank you.”

      The kisses continued until she slapped him away. “At ease, soldier. Last time I checked, you have a job to get to.”

      He gave her a playful tap on the behind and backpedaled to the hallway. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her face melted into a grin. “I think I’m beginning to like outranking you.”

      Strapping on his backpack, he headed to the door. “Long as I get to tease you for being an old lady,” he said, buckling into laughter.

      “Don’t push it,” she said.

      “Have a good day!”

      “Bye, honey.”
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      With the sky erupting into golden joy, it seemed like a wasted good day to drive to work. Living only a few miles away from the shop meant walking was always an option. Today it felt like a must. Unable to wipe the grin from his face as he soaked up the rays, Hatfield started on his way.

      A few steps outside of his front door, he heard a voice from the side. “Hey, Trevor!”

      He turned and spotted a delivery man, headed to the door with a large box. Not recognizing the face right away, he leaned in closer, realizing it was his friend. “Randall? Didn’t know you had a new job. You moonlighting?”

      His friend set the box onto the front porch and sighed. “I wish. They had some layoffs at the sporting goods store, so I’m doing this until I can find something else. Not a bad job, I guess. Could be worse.”

      Hatfield grinned, not sure what to say. Losing a well-paying job must have hurt, but it seemed rude to openly say so. “So… good luck to you. The economy’s rough.”

      “Tell me about it.” He nursed his back a little. “You buy a new anvil or something?”

      “No,” he said with a laugh. “Nothing like that. Just a little something from my mom’s estate. They had this generator. You know, just in case worst comes to worst.”

      “Good idea. You never know when the grid could collapse.”

      Hatfield scanned his friend’s face, not sure if he was joking. “Really? To be honest, it never occurred to me that my dad could be right about that. I always thought he was crazy. Just imagining the danger—or at least exaggerating it.”

      “Yeah, you know how it is, though. You never realize how wise your parents are until it’s too late. Like me: My dad always used to say you should have a job in reserve if something happens to the one you have. I thought he was crazy, too.”

      With a grim smile, Hatfield nodded.

      He took a look at his friend, curiosity itching at him enough to ask a question. “You get along with your dad?”

      “Not really. He was old school, used to give us these spankings that made our butts raw for days. I guess I can’t blame him; that’s how he was raised, but jeez, why impose it on your kids?”

      Hatfield studied his face, recalling the time when he felt the same way about his own dad. When he couldn’t wait to get away, to be free from all the old-school crap his dad wanted to impose on him.

      He listened to Randall drone on about this slight or that, but the words lost their focus, and Hatfield drifted into a sharp memory he couldn’t shake if he wanted to—the day he took off.

      The breakfast table was quiet as always, polite chatter only. Once they’d finished saying grace, there was nothing to talk about anyway. Trevor seemed to be in a world all his own, a world where he’d never have to listen to anything the old man had to say.

      He watched his dad eating, then shifted his focus to his mom, knowing something was different about this morning. If all went well, he’d never see either of them again.

      His dad ate quickly as always. Once done, he stood up and said, “Don’t take too long at the table, son. That garden’s waiting for you.”

      “Mmm-hmmm.”

      His dad stooped, met him eye to eye. “Excuse me?”

      “Yes, sir.” The thought that he might never have to address him again in life brought a grin to Trevor’s face that he couldn’t hide.

      Before stepping out, he addressed his mom. “You keep an eye on him. Make sure he doesn’t get lazy. We’re not running a resort here.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      With the trailer empty except for the two of them, Trevor couldn’t stop staring at his mother. He wanted to ask why she put up with him all those years. But he knew he’d never get a straight answer.

      “He loves you, you know,” she told him.

      Trevor wasn’t sure where that came from. He guessed she could read the resentment on his face. “I guess that’s how he shows it, huh?”

      His mom’s eyes went to the table.

      “Push-ups, chores, rules against anything fun. Must be great to be one of those kids whose dads don’t love them.”

      Mom didn’t have a comeback. She sat in silence then checked her watch. “Okay, time to get to it. Your father wants all the planting done before noon.”

      They left the trailer together, squinting in the radiant sun. Trevor thought it would be a great day for a baseball game or maybe just hanging out with his friends, Kyle and Brick. As he knelt in the garden, he let the rays wash over him, and everything he hated about living in a trailer and having a drill sergeant for a dad faded away, immediately replaced by visions of cars and girls and parties with kids whose parents were away for the weekend. Life didn’t have to be an endless series of chores and lectures about the end of the world, he reminded himself. It might even be fun.

      His mother headed to the river as usual for that time of day, carrying a box of dishes and other items that needed washing. “I’ll be back in an hour or so to check on you,” she said.

      “Yeah, okay,” he grunted. Within seconds, he spotted something in the distance that brought a smile to his face. He took a look around, making sure nobody could see his next move, then slipped into the trailer and grabbed his backpack. When he came back out, the smile on his face expanded. A car headed in his direction. At last, he’d been rescued.
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      Slipping through the stalled traffic on the street outside of the shop, Hatfield was glad he’d walked to work that day. A car would be a problem—as it was for everybody on the road.

      By the time he’d reached the other side of Temperton Street, tempers had begun to flare, and motorists were on the verge of losing patience. A few insults were hurled, and others stood in the middle of the street, asking nobody in particular what the hell was going on.

      It had been less than an hour. Hatfield wondered to himself how people would feel after two, three hours of this. Then two or three days or weeks. It wouldn’t be pretty.

      Hoping to find the least congested path home, he ducked through an alley on Chester Street. It was nice and quiet, nothing but the distant commotion of confused drivers.

      If anything, the quiet was soothing. No buzz of giant machinery. No engines, no factories adding to noise pollution. Even the absence of electronic devices was evident as he walked past Sy’s Pawnshop—a place usually abuzz with TVs, radios, and other devices being tried before purchase.

      But soon after reaching the next block, the serenity came crashing to an end. The shatter of glass took place behind him, followed by an ear-splitting screech. He turned and saw nothing at first. Then came the hurried footsteps and a burglar racing from a home with a giant TV screen.

      Hatfield briefly wondered if he should do something, but there was nothing he could do. The culprit was already on his way down the other side of the alley. He gave his head a shake, realizing the burglar was due for a disappointment soon—when he realized that the screen—however impressive—wouldn’t work.

      Listening to the perpetrator scramble in the distance, he wondered if it might have been a good idea to carry his gun. This wasn’t something he normally did, and when he’d left home, the day had every sign of being normal. Still, the incident underscored the need to avoid any possible conflict.

      But with a busy street he needed to cross to get home, this became a harder thing to do. On Franklyn Street, he spotted a chubby, middle-aged man frantically waving him over. “Buddy, can you help me out here? I got a school bus full of kids. I really need your help so we can get them out.”

      Hatfield leaned in, eyebrows knitted. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s on fire, man! We need your help! Please!”

      The two men jogged to the end of the block on Franklyn Street. As the man said, a bus had been overturned, smoke rising from the engine. “What you need me to do?” Hatfield asked.

      “I’ll stand at the door and you crawl into the bus, handing the kids out to me.”

      As promised, the man stood at the door at the front and side, then knifed the door open for Hatfield to jump inside. “Come on, hurry!”

      But something seemed odd about the whole thing. He heard no sounds coming from inside the bus. No screaming or even talking. “Are you sure they’re still okay in there?” he asked.

      “Yeah, they’re fine! Come on, man! We’ve got no time for this.”

      Hatfield started toward the door and, gazing into the side-view mirror, caught an accidental glimpse of something that startled him. There were no kids on the bus. Only two armed men crouched behind seats, ready to attack him.

      He backpedaled from the trap slowly and cautiously.

      “Hey, buddy!” the guy yelled. “Where you going?”

      Hatfield was gone by then, pulse still racing. He knew he couldn’t outrun a bullet.

      By now, he was roughly five blocks away from home and moving quickly enough to get there in record time. Although he didn’t spot any riots or brawls, he knew that was inevitable. It was only a matter of time before the city erupted into a mess. Without a grid to support them and keep them safe, there was nowhere else for it to go.

      With three blocks to go, he heard a crowd of people gathering blocks away. A loud voice tried to tame them, but it didn’t seem to be working. A handful of exasperated drivers had abandoned their car, but most of them sat right there, shaking their heads, screaming at their dead cell phones and sometimes at their passengers. It felt to Hatfield like a forest being doused with gasoline, ready to be ignited into an inferno.

      With two more blocks left, the noise level had increased. There was shouting, angrily hissed insults and some angry pounding on the hoods of cars. At times, the vitriol spilled over to other drivers. A few confrontations had taken place. Hatfield hoped he could get home and get himself armed before any large-scale violence could unfold.

      A block away from home, he noticed a small gathering at his neighbor, Pete’s, house. They chit-chatted as if what was happening was a brief delay in their everyday lives, nothing more. Before heading home, he eased over to them. “Guys, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you really should be getting prepared. This thing is no joke.”

      “Tell me about it,” Pete answered. “The last power outage we had lasted almost what, three, four hours? It was crazy. All the food in our refrigerator was spoiled by the time we got home.”

      “This looks like it’ll be more serious than that,” Hatfield said. “Seriously, I’d recommend getting out of the city.”

      He got a bunch of puzzled looks. “Out of the city?” Pete’s wife Sheila asked. “For what?”

      “To avoid the chaos.”

      Another neighbor, Dennis, asked, “Chaos? Look, I know people get antsy when the internet goes out, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “No, it won’t. Guys, we have been hit by an EMP attack.”

      They exchanged glances, faces creased by confusion. “What the hell is that?”

      Pete said, “Oh, yeah, I remember that on an episode of that show about the FBI agent! Crazy stuff. At least it would be if it happened in real life.” They laughed together.

      Hatfield didn’t have time to persuade his friends that he was serious. So he gave one more warning as he stepped away. “Look, I’m going to get to my family and make sure they’re okay. I recommend you do the same.”

      The reply was a series of politely nodded heads. But the looks on their faces suggested they weren’t convinced of the dangers. Hatfield recognized that look from the one his dad would get when he was asked what he and his family were preparing for. As a kid, he’d probably given him “the look” many times himself.

      After reaching home, he charged inside, finding Jess right there pacing in the living room, her face wrinkled beyond her thirty-seven years. “Trevor, you don’t think this is a… what was that thing your dad was afraid of?”

      “EMP, honey. And yes. That’s exactly what this is.”

      “What does that mean, we call 9-1-1?”

      “Jess, there is nobody to call. We have to take care of ourselves and the kids. First, we pick them up and get to the country as quickly as we can.”

      “The country? What do we do there?”

      “It’s the homestead my dad was building,” he said, digging his holstered Sig Sauer out of a living room drawer and sticking it into his pocket. “I’ll explain everything on the way there. First, we need to get the kids from school!”

      “What do you need that for,” she asked, pointing at his pistol as if it could be a bazooka. “Has anybody threatened us?”

      He stepped to his wife, hands on her wildly tossed hair. “Look, Jess. I don’t mean to panic you. But after this thing gets ugly, everybody is going to be a threat.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we won’t know who to trust—except each other.”

      Jess turned away, shaking her head slowly, eyes huge. This was the look she got whenever bad news was delivered to her.

      He pulled her into a reluctant hug, tried to caress her face. It was cold, and she’d gone sheet white. “Honey, we really have to hold it together for the kids. Do you understand that?”

      She gave him a silent nod, eyes still wide and breath still heavy.

      “Okay, let’s pack and get out of here. For now, the school is probably a safe place for them to be, maybe a little chaotic, but they should be fine, and most importantly, we need to get to them before that changes and the world gets pushed into anarchy.”

      Jess swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “Okay. Keep it together for the kids. We have to stay calm, not go crazy.” She was talking to herself, really, providing a much-needed pep talk.

      “What I need from you, honey, is to get that bag in the basement we’ve prepared.”

      “The bug-out bag?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “That should give us all the basics we need.”
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        * * *

      

      With the school only a few miles away, the couple raced there, backpacks in tow. They drew strange looks from the drivers and pedestrians along the way. It must have looked weird to have two people walking with purpose while the rest of the world stewed in confusion.

      Traffic congestion had doubled in the time it took them to pack and take off. People were growing angrier and less patient. A few loud screams even echoed from the distance, bringing more worry to Jess’s already-panicked eyes.

      Hatfield grabbed his wife’s hand, hoping to ease her down. But the mild tremor in her hand threatened to make him as nervous as she was. “We can get through,” he told her. “Just remember that. As long as we have each other, we’re fine.”

      Biting her upper lip, Jess managed to nod. “Of course.”

      But blocks ahead, as they approached the downtown area, flames shot into the sky as entire buildings were rocked by an explosion.

      Screams from all around filled the air; pedestrians turned and stared in horror. “My God, no! No! No!” Jess sobbed.

      “It’s okay,” Hatfield said. “Whatever that was only got a part of the school.” His words may have been calm, but his voice and demeanor weren’t. He picked up the pace, scurrying toward the building, hoping it wasn’t too late.
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      As they neared Roosevelt Middle School, they were dragged off course by a series of screeches just ahead and a round of gunshots. A blur of bodies raced toward them, but Hatfield grabbed his wife and yanked her behind a dumpster before the image could become clear.

      They held their position, motionless. Jess clung to him, her breath hard on his face, her body throbbing. He lifted a finger and put it to his lips, signaling “quiet” as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his gun. As silently as he could, he pulled back his Sig Sauer’s hammer.

      Jess swallowed a gasp, shaking her head in disbelief. She mouthed the words, no, no, no! Having a gun in the house had always filled her with uneasiness, and the feeling only faded when her husband assured her he’d probably never have to use it.

      Gesturing for her to duck to the ground, he turned slowly, gun poised. A scamper in the distance drew the weapon, but it was nothing but a squirrel leaping out of a dumpster. Gun still up, he spun slightly, finding nothing in the other direction.

      He unloaded a relieved exhale but had a feeling the relief would not last long. Somebody was out there. Probably more than one somebody. And probably armed. The couple had luckily evaded them for now, but if they were going to get to Tami and Justin’s school, they would have to take a detour.

      After holstering his gun, Hatfield took his wife’s hands and lifted her from the ground. Without a word, he gestured for them to move in the opposite direction. They did, her body as tight around him as a second layer of skin.

      Another explosion rang out in the distance. Jess turned, mouth and eyes wide. He leaned in and whispered, “Didn’t seem like it came from the school.”

      She eased up a little but remained alert as they ducked through the streets, the sun beginning to tuck itself behind the horizon. With night falling came more danger. He knew this and could sense his wife knew this, too.

      Moving toward them was a lone older man on a bicycle, pedaling as fast as his overworked legs would allow. Fatigue dragged his face, and sweat coated his T-shirt. Hatfield guessed his story was a sad one. Maybe abandoned by his family in this dark time of need. Or maybe just another bad planner, somebody who thought the government would take care of him when things got tough.

      He huffed, lips hanging loose and chin only inches above the handlebar. It looked like he was almost home. Hatfield hoped he’d make it.

      It wasn’t going to be easy.

      Out of nowhere, someone leaped at him, shoving him from the bike and pushing his drained body to the asphalt in an exhausted whimper. The thug had been crouched behind a dumpster, probably waiting for an opportunity like this.

      Jess came unglued with a scream.

      The thug howled like a jackal as he climbed aboard the bike, then sped toward the couple. As he neared, they could see a knife in his hand, swinging wildly. Not a trace of fear in his eyes.

      Hatfield drew the Sig Sauer, held it tight on him. But the thug was unmoved. It was as if he could read the hesitation behind the gunman’s eyes. With a high-pitched laugh, he veered away and raced into the night.

      Another desperate hug from Jess as they stepped toward the old man. “You okay?”

      The old-timer nodded. “I guess I’ll be fine. No way to get home, though.”

      Jess helped him to his feet, caressed his face once he was up. “Things are crazy,” she said. “You really shouldn’t be out here alone.”

      He nodded, then offered a weak, “Thank you,” before stepping away.

      Hatfield watched him hobble into the distance, almost certain he wouldn’t make it home safely.

      Jess brought their eyes into uncomfortable contact. “What’s going on, Trevor? What’s happening to the city?”

      “It’s not the city,” he said. “It’s the world. It’s everything.”

      They shared a wordless stare, then turned and started walking again.

      An unnerving thought came to him. He would have been well within his rights to shoot that thug—and it might have been a good idea. But he didn’t. He couldn’t.

      Shooting was something he’d done all his life. He learned it from his dad, kept doing it at the range even after leaving home and falling out with his dad. He shot with his friends, his neighbors, even tried to teach Jess to shoot before he could see there was no way that would happen. But a real target was a different story. When the time came, he couldn’t.

      Another series of gunshots slapped through the air, sending the couple into a gap where a wall had been blasted out. Faraway explosions followed, along with screams of horror and howls of delight. It felt they were sharing a nightmare. Jess’s fingernails dug into his shoulders as she sobbed.

      “Shh!” he urged, not sure what other kind of danger could be out there for them, ready to pounce.

      A few moments of silence followed. No screams, no shots, and seemingly no violence. He knew it wouldn’t last, but it didn’t matter. It felt good to get a break from the unending torture of the world spinning to hell.

      Hatfield leaned back against the wall, his pounding heart easing up a little. “Wonder what my dad would’ve said about this.”

      His wife gave him a sympathetic smile. Having never met the man, she couldn’t answer the question. She could only grip her husband’s hand as he launched into a memory.
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        * * *

      

      The car in the distance sped closer. Soon, young Trevor could identify it as a ’92 Mazda. In fact, his friend Luke’s ’92 Mazda. Springing to his feet, he took a cautious glance around as the car stopped. His mom was still at the river, his dad also safely away.

      The car pulled up, and he sprang toward it, his teenage face erupting into a smile. Once inside, he unleashed a yelp, then cut it short when he noticed the cute girl in the passenger seat. “I didn’t know you were bringing a passenger along,” he said.

      Michelle turned, shook her head. “Hey there, troublemaker.”

      Luke didn’t take off right away. He stared at the trailer for a while, then pointed at it. “Check it out, ‘Chell. Your long-distance boyfriend and his family actually live in that thing! Seriously, all three of them.”

      “Dude, we need to take off before my parents get back.”

      Luke turned, a snarl on his face. “Where’s your stuff?”

      He nodded toward his backpack. “That’s all I have.”

      “Okay. Just a heads up: my brother’s place isn’t that big, and you’ll have to crash on the couch until you can buy a mattress if you’re cool with that.”

      “After living in a trailer and preparing for the end of the world, I’m cool with anything, okay? Can we just take off now?”

      Luke started the car, and they headed away, kicking up dry dirt as they spun away from the tiny home Trevor hated. “So you know all about Trevor’s family and all that, right?” he asked Michelle.

      “Yeah, all that end-of-the-world apocalypse stuff,” she asked, her voice meek, almost sad. As if not wanting to judge.

      “But in a crazy, prepper way,” he said, again to his cousin. “Not in the cool religious way like your family.”

      Michelle smiled and shook her head, then turned to Trevor. “He’s told me all about it. I’m just glad to help get him out of there.”

      Luke aimed his voice at the back seat. “And he’s some kind of army dude or something, right?”

      “Yeah,” he said. Unable to stop staring at Michelle. “Sergeant first class.”

      “What is your major malfunction!” Luke yelled. Then he said to Michelle, “That’s from one of those awesome movies Trevor never gets to watch.”

      Luke kept laughing as they drove away, leaving the small trailer in the distance until it became a dot surrounded by the wilderness.

      Trevor leaned back in the seat, stole another glance at the adorable girl in the front seat, and thought about what his life was on the verge of becoming. For the first time ever, he was free!
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      The quiet didn’t last long. The loud chatter of a small group—ten, maybe twelve of them—could be heard a few blocks ahead. Shattered glass and metallic clanks punctuated their cackles and howls. The noise grew closer, more dangerous.

      Hatfield slowly unlaced himself from the hug with his wife, then edged past the wall, taking a peek. The setting sun behind them turned them into silhouettes, masking their identities. But he could see they were young, armed, and getting closer.

      Along the way, they checked every cranny, every alley to see what they could find, often pushing metal rods into things. There was no way Hatfield and his wife could remain hidden.

      He pulled back, took a deep breath, and scanned the landscape, taking Jess’s hand. Spots behind dumpsters or heaps of trash wouldn’t work. He could hear them digging through the garbage. The pawnshop directly on the other side of the street didn’t have an entrance they could get into quietly or quickly. The same for other closed buildings.

      But a convenience store remained open, its manager crouched at the window, eyes busy and head on a swivel. Behind the glass, he probably couldn’t hear the approaching gang. But he knew there was danger.

      Hatfield leaned in closer, examined the manager’s face, and realized he’d seen him before but couldn’t recall where.

      He turned to Jess. She mouthed the name. Mr. Crane.

      A grin came to his face. They knew him from church—casually, but enough to know he was a trustworthy guy. And hopefully, a guy who trusted them. There was no guarantee he’d let them in, but they had a chance.

      The gang loomed closer, louder. The crash of something large and fragile made his wife shudder. He took a cautious second glance past the wall, could see them huddled over a pile of debris and poking through it.

      He turned, lifted three fingers and mouthed the words on three. Jess nodded. Giving her a gentle tug until they found their feet, he put up one finger…

      More cackles and poking from the gang.

      He lifted another finger.

      One guy turned briefly, causing Hatfield to hold up a hand and shake his head. As the guy turned back to the trash, he held up three, and they sprinted across the street. He wildly swung his arms over his head, then found the manager’s face.

      Mr. Crane pulled back in horror, stunned to see them.

      They gestured to the door, keeping an eye on the gang. The horror melted from his face, and he climbed to his feet and unlocked the door.

      “The Hatfields, right?” he asked.

      “Shh!” he answered, gesturing for him to duck out of view as he and his wife did the same. Then he pointed to the approaching gang.

      Mr. Crane’s mouth fell agape when he saw them. He turned to the couple and shrugged as if to ask, Who are they?

      Hatfield shrugged back, then whispered, “All we know is that you’d better watch out. Things are going to be dangerous for a while. Maybe forever.” He then pointed to an aisle farther back. Together they crawled to the better hiding space.

      With his voice low and his mouth close to Mr. Crane’s ear, he said. “If I were you, I’d get out of the city. That’s going to be the only to avoid the chaos.”

      “Get out of the city? Where else is there?”

      A pound came to the front door, rattling it. Another pound followed, then another until it swung open with a whine. Through the reflection of the refrigerated items near the counter, he could see the assailant.

      Tall and athletic, he carried a shotgun in his right hand, dug through the shelves with his free hand. Probably in his twenties, he had the scarred and hardened face of a man who’d just gotten out of prison. A dragon-face tattoo stretched from his cheek to his neck and around it. His long, dark hair reached his shoulders.

      He circled the counter, eyes scanning the place a little but mostly aimed at the register. “Come out, come out wherever you are!” he sang.

      The three stayed silent and motionless as Hatfield reached for his gun, with no plan in particular. The criminal’s focus was so narrowly set on the register, they were safe—for the moment.

      Soon he closed in on the register, giving its keyboard a few random taps. When the machine didn’t budge, his taps turned into jabs.

      Hatfield quietly yanked the gun from his holster, not easy to do unless he slowed the motions down.

      The criminal now held the shotgun in both hands, ramming against the register enough to shake it and break away a few of the tabs on the side.

      Mr. Crane lifted his head to give himself a better view. It wasn’t clear to Hatfield how troubled his friend would be about a loss of cash. He wanted to explain that when things spun into out-and-out anarchy, his money would have no value anyway, but this wasn’t the time for a lecture on the devaluing of cash. He gave him a gentle tap on the shoulder, and he turned.

      But in turning, Mr. Crane stumbled a little.

      They froze, keeping their faces still. The pounding at the register had stopped, replaced by the racking on his shotgun.

      The criminal turned, his face sharpened by anger. He held the shotgun at his waist, demonstrating he’d used it before. Then he took slow steps closer toward them.

      With the criminal so close, pulling his gun from the holster wasn’t an option. Even breathing was hard to do without him detecting it.

      Something on a nearby shelf caught the guy’s attention, so he turned, lifted a bag of mini donuts up, and brought it to his teeth. But the stubborn package wouldn’t open, so he tucked the gun under his arm, reached for the bag, giving Hatfield just the moment he needed…

      He raised from his crouch, pulling the gun and bringing it to the criminal’s head. “Get your hands up now!” he yelled.

      The criminal let the bag drop from his teeth, his face now slack with disappointment.

      Hatfield watched his hands slowly rise, then added, “Why don’t you put that thing on the floor first?”

      He smirked, annoyed but not afraid. “It’s not even loaded, I swear.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Do as I say.”

      The criminal moved in slow motion, seeming to mock him. The sneer on his face told him he didn’t believe Hatfield would pull the trigger. A wordless standoff took place. After a sigh, he put the shotgun on the ground.

      “Sit down nice and slow. Do not drop it.”

      He nodded and did as he was told.

      “Now step away from it and keep those hands up while you do it.”

      The criminal backpedaled away, rolling his eyes.

      Hatfield stepped on the shotgun and slid it to his rear. “Mr. Crane, you’ve got something for protection.” After a few awkward seconds of hearing nothing, he heard his friend scoop the shotgun into his arms. But he didn’t turn to see any of this, afraid to break his gaze with the criminal. “Now, get out of here.”

      “Whatever,” the guy groaned, strutting out and shoving open the door with as much attitude as he sported when he held the shotgun.

      The three of them watched him stroll outside, then sprint down some dark alley, filling the air with a mischievous chortle. Taking his first deep breath out in a while, he put his gun back into his holster and turned.

      Jess’s face was frozen in horror, her lips trembling as if the event hadn’t yet passed. He tugged her into a hug, but she barely had the strength to hug him back.

      “You don’t think he’s on his way back, do you?” Mr. Crane asked.

      “If he’s back in the next thirty minutes, it won’t matter. You’ll be gone by then. You’re headed to the country like I said.”

      “I don’t follow you. Are you saying I’ll have an internet connection and everything out there?”

      “No, but you’ll be safe from the chaos. Right now, being safe trumps everything else. Including money.”

      “If I don’t have any money, I can’t eat. Unless you want me to hunt out there.”

      “You’ll have plenty to eat,” Hatfield said, gesturing toward the food in the store. “Take all the essential food, shut down the store, and get out of the city before that guy or somebody like him needs something to snack on. You got that?”

      “Yeah, I do.” Mr. Crane started packing up the food while Hatfield crouched by the front door, gun poised.

      At the door, he could see and hear occasional reminders of the insanity the world was spiraling into. Explosions, sparks in the sky suggesting gunfire. He asked his friend, “What’s the quickest, safest way we can get to Roosevelt?”

      “That alley right outside the back door will take you straight there. It should be quieter than taking the street. Can’t promise it’ll be safe. But the odds of you getting there alive should be better.”

      Hatfield said, “Sounds good. You have a place in mind to go in the country?”

      “Not really. We have a cabin there—my wife and me—out near the Takahoma River. How the hell do we get there?”

      “You still drive that ’71 Toyota Corolla?”

      “Well, yeah, but it’s in storage right now.”

      “Where?”

      “Few blocks from here.”

      “Good. Get to the garage the safest way you can. The car’s old enough that it should be fine, and the storage may have protected it from damage. Where’s your wife… Marie, was it?”

      “Yeah. She’s at work, the government building.”

      “You’re going to want to get there as soon as you can. Make sure she’s still…” He paused, careful to phrase his words delicately. “Safe.”

      “All right. And you’re saying I’ll be fine if I do all that?”

      “I’m saying you have a chance. All things being equal, the best thing to do would be to not have to go to the country but to already be there. Preparation is the best defense.” A tiny snicker leaked out, but nobody else shared in on the joke. Because they didn’t know his dad, had never heard the hundreds of times he’d used that phrase, and the hundreds of times his son ignored it.
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      After waiting for the alley to be clear, Hatfield and his wife sprinted down it, with Jess keeping pace remarkably well—until they heard screams.

      She stopped and shuddered, turning her terrified eyes to him. “Those sound like kids!”

      The closer they got to the school, the louder the screams. It sounded like a chorus of desperate cries. As Jess clutched his arm, Hatfield hoped at first that neither of the screams belonged to Justin or Tami. But as he thought things out, he figured if his kids were screaming, at least it meant it wasn’t too late.

      As they got closer, they saw that the explosion at the school was just a part of another fire that was ripping through downtown. At the school’s front gates, a crowd gathered, mostly gawkers, hoping to steal a glimpse of something morbid or crazy.

      But Hatfield saw a few familiar faces in the crowd, including a couple that elbowed their way over to him and Jess. “What have you guys heard?” the man asked.

      He turned, trying to read the face of this man whose name he couldn’t recall. “We haven’t heard anything. We just came to get Justin and Tami. You guys headed out of the city?”

      The man wrinkled his brow. “Out of the city? No, we’re just making sure little Erica is okay. We figured something must have happened to the buses. This power outage was bad enough we’ve got this to deal with,” he said, indicating the fire blazing from the school’s windows.”

      “Look, you can take this as seriously as you want you, but I mean it. This is no power outage. That explosion was not something that happens in a power outage. It’s only a matter of time before the whole grid gets disabled—if it hasn’t happened already—and all of the basic functions and society—”

      The guy sent Hatfield a slack stare. Once again, it was that look. The one he never wanted to see again. He wondered for a second if he should even bother warning people, but it would tear into his conscience to know he’d had a chance to help people make it through but didn’t because he feared being labeled a lunatic. So he kept on. “It’s very important you get out of the city. That’s all I’m going to say. Relying on power coming back soon—or ever—would be a big mistake.”

      The man gave Hatfield a warm pat on the shoulder and a smile like the one you give a four-year-old when he struggles to tie his shoe. “I hope everything works out for you and your family.”

      The crowd had grown larger, and a murmur fell over them. Jess’s grip on his arms nearly cut off his circulation, and her eyes were alert. Hatfield struggled to make out the snippets of gossip floating through. All he could catch was the word “terrorist.”

      The murmur faded as all eyes aimed at the school’s front door, fixed on a silhouette standing at the top of the steps. “Please don’t panic. The National Guard will be here soon to help those trapped.”

      The words “National Guard” and “trapped” incited gasps and shrieks. Jess buried her head under her husband’s chin, sobbing a chain of words he couldn’t make out. She was praying, wailing, crying in horror at the same time. He stroked her hair gently, scanning the building for a way in or a way out. Relying on government help didn’t seem like a great idea.

      Another hand-rung siren wailed half a block away from behind the crowd, dragging everybody’s attention away from the school. “Please step away from the building!” a man yelled. He was a well-built man clad in bright-yellow pants and boots.

      Some in the crowd audibly sighed; others gasped. There was scattered applause and relieved calls of “thank God.”

      Behind him, a large group of firemen arrived on foot, moving quickly but clumsily as many of them were still scrambling into their uniforms. Some seemed puzzled about their duties, staring at the building mouth agape.

      They dragged a giant hose behind them as a few of them hefted large, rusted equipment on a pair of bicycles.

      The bikes tumbled to the ground after taking a sharp corner.

      Behind them, a group of uniformed cops arrived, also on foot. Their winded leader lagged behind them, older and wearing a slightly different uniform, still struggling into a navy-blue jacket.

      Shortly after, an argument broke out between the two factions. Cops against firemen, patrol officers against the police leader. The ugly mess seemed on the verge of bubbling into a brawl when the new group arrived.

      They had emerged in uniform—also on foot. The dress suggested they were the National Guard, but nothing else about them did. There was a sloppiness to their motions, their handling of weaponry, their symmetry that seemed off-kilter. Hatfield stared, shaking his head. “No grid,” he said to himself. The absence of a grid meant the absence of central leadership. Nothing was in sync. Nothing worked.

      Within minutes a member of the guard began screaming at the fire captain, and yet another heated confrontation emerged.

      The crowd gawked as the murmurs returned. Soon many were screaming at the various government officials, urging them into the building. But this only sparked more shouting, more heated insults, more chaos.

      Jess stared at the anarchy, mouth open, head shaking.

      He heard a snip from a woman in front of him; her neck craned to watch the ineptitude unfold. “The kids are dying, and this is the best they can do?”

      “There’s no grid,” Hatfield said.

      “No grid? What does that mean?”

      “There’s no infrastructure. It’s like a body with a scrambled brain. Everything’s still there, but it can’t function. It can’t work.”

      A loud shatter of glass happened off to the side. The crowd had broken a window, easing themselves inside. The figure on the stairs shouted something, but his words were smothered by wails and cries.

      Soon a momentum had overtaken the crowd, with all bodies headed toward the window and fighting inside. Hatfield spotted a trace of hope in his wife’s eyes as they followed. As they reached the window, they could hear the desperate screams of kids and the roar of flames. Their vision was masked by smoke.

      One by one, people covered their faces with whatever was available—handkerchiefs, purses, their shirts—then ducked inside the window, mindful of the shards of glass at all sides of the opening.

      The figure on the steps was louder now, voice hoarse and angry. But his words couldn’t rise above the crowd’s grunts of protest. And nobody was listening anyway.

      Jess arched her body back into a gymnast’s pose, lightly scraping her forehead on a dangling shard as she limboed her way through. Her husband followed, his larger body demanding a bigger struggle to get inside. Hands covering his head, he angled through, enduring a bump on his knee and a rougher bump on his elbow.

      His wife pulled her sweater over her mouth, stooped low to avoid smoke. Hatfield tried a similar move, yanking off his sweatshirt altogether and pressing it against his face.

      Within a few steps, they were lost, their range of vision limited to fifteen, maybe twenty inches ahead of them. Things were clearer as they ducked low, but there was nothing to see but the feet of those ahead of them.

      There was nothing to hear but coughs and the distant screams of children, gaining volume every second. With a tight grip on his wife’s hand as they edged forward, Hatfield felt that as long as they were following the screams, they were moving in the right direction. This was the closest he could come to guidance.

      After moving through a hallway, the line ahead of them stalled. It seemed a dead-end was reached, with nobody able to push farther. His wife’s grip on his arm tightened.

      Unable to see much beyond the body of the petite lady just in front of them, Hatfield arched his head, waving away smoke in an effort to clear his vision. But it didn’t work. In fact, the smoke seemed to intensify. There was more coughing, gasping, cries for help. A loud bang could be heard ahead of them. That sounded less lethal than the explosions, more like a fist meeting hollow steel. More pounding followed, and the line surged ahead with an almost violent force.

      Not sure where things were going, the couple moved along with the group as the shouts, wails, and sobs in the distance intensified. Within seconds, Hatfield could see what had happened. Someone had pounded open the doors to the gymnasium, revealing an arena full of young people, their voices louder, more desperate, more frightened than ever.

      The man from the steps tried once again to keep order, but things were spiraling out of control. Hatfield couldn’t yet see him, but he heard his garbled voice smothered by the frenzied crowd.

      They found a tangled mass of bodies, some crouching—as they were probably instructed to do to avoid smoke inhalation—others leaping to their feet, caught in a mad scramble for their parents. Finding Tami and Justin would not be easy.

      “Do them see them?” Jess asked, her voice shaky with desperation.

      Hatfield shook his head, scanning the place more as the smoke began to clear.

      The man from the steps was now close enough to make out. “Please!” he shouted, his hoarse words barely rising above the bedlam. “We ask that you remain in the gym until you are given the all-clear from the authorities! It has been determined that the streets have become unsafe! Please, I repeat—”

      With a grunt, the voice thudded to the floor, probably steamrolled by the mass of motion. The order to stay put seemed to urge everyone into more anxiety, crazier shuffling around. Parents searched for their kids, often kneeling to check fallen bodies, wondering if the wounded child was theirs.

      A gasp came from Hatfield’s side—from Jess, her tumbling body inadvertently dragging him the floor. They landed in an awkward embrace, her elbow crashing against his nose.

      She had tripped over a body below that now tussled back to motion. “I’m so sorry!” Jess yelled to the man as he shoved himself back to his feet.

      Turning to her husband, her mouth flew open when she saw his face. “My God, are you okay?”

      Hatfield brought a hand to his face, finding blood gushing from his nose. “Didn’t even notice that till now,” he said.

      “All that adrenaline,” she said. “You better stop that flow. It’s pretty heavy.” She pulled up his shirt, pressing it hard against the wound, the pain now arriving. “I think that was an elbow, honey. I am so, so—” Her gaze drifted to the crowd, eyes giant, face exploding with relief. “Justin!”

      Hatfield turned, watching his son knife through bigger bodies, his face red and swollen. He yelled something that couldn’t be heard over the din. But he seemed to be saying, “I can’t find Tami!”

      The couple sprang to their feet, pressing through the mass to envelop him in a hug.

      “She was under the bleachers a while ago!” he went on. “But she wasn’t there when I checked!”

      Jess’s hand came to her mouth as she scanned the crowd, positioning herself between her husband and her son. The guys did their best to shield her as they moved forward, but there was no order or design to the clash of people. They shoved, elbowed, kneed their way through and stumbled hard against other bodies, often landing in a pile.

      “I can’t see her anywhere!” Hatfield’s wife cried, combating a noise so loud she had to scream directly into his ear to be heard. An idea came to him—not a great one, but they were out options. “Come here!” he said, turning her away and gripping her waist. He tugged her up until she landed on his shoulders, then held her legs.

      But with no free hand, his bloody nose couldn’t be plugged. He tried to lift his left hand to raise his shirt to it, but the tide of bodies around him had shifted enough to send him tumbling to the floor, bringing with him Jess and a host of others. “You okay?” he asked his wife, unable to see her through the clump.

      No answer. With Justin’s help, he cleared out a lane to see her pointing fifteen, maybe twenty feet ahead of them. She turned to him, struggling for words. “That’s her!”

      “Where? I don’t see anybody?”

      But he was looking in the wrong place, scanning those on foot. She stabbed her finger downward, emphasizing the floor. Finding a girl of fifteen splayed in front of the bleachers, the three of them raced forward.

      They knelt at her side, trying to nudge her back to life. “Tami!” Are you okay, honey?”

      She turned quickly, eyes very much awake and alert, but with her teeth clenched in a pained grimace. “My arm!” she screamed. “I hurt it really bad!”

      Hatfield lightly touched it, but Jess took his wrist and moved him away. “Come on, honey. Who’s the nurse here?”

      “Sorry.”

      With a slow, cautious touch, she pressed it along various points. “Besides,” she said to her husband, “you need a free hand to stop that nose from bleeding.”

      He lifted his shirt and clamped the bleeding again, watching his daughter’s face. He’d never seen agony like that from either of his kids. He looked up to Justin to see him holding her uninjured hand. Probably the first time they’d ever done that voluntarily.

      “Does that feel tender?” Jess asked, pressing against the muscle.

      She nodded, sucking air into her teeth sharply.

      “Can you ball your fist up, honey?”

      Tami tried, but this only brought more pain. “Owww!”

      “She’s got a broken wrist,” Jess said.

      “Does she need to go see a doctor?” Justin asked, his face more worried than his father had ever seen it.

      Jess raised her eyes to her husband as if weighing her words before speaking. “That’d be great if she could, but it may not be an option right now.”

      “Why not?” he asked his mother.

      His wife struggled for the right words, so Hatfield took the question. “We know you guys have been in here all day, so take our word for it. Things are getting chaotic out on the streets.

      Jess asked, “You know of any place we can go that has some medical supplies we can use?”

      “How soon do we need them?”

      “What we need right now is to put ice on it. For the rest, the sooner, the better, but worst-case scenario, we need to get her there in the next few hours.”

      “I know where we can get some ice!” Justin called, springing to his feet. “The cafeteria’s right across the hallway.”

      Hatfield raised his daughter up to wobbly legs. “Let’s get her there. While we’re at it, we all might as well bug out of here!”

      Justin cleared the way, with Hatfield close behind, holding Tami near his body so she didn’t get bumped and bruised too much along the way. Jess cradled her daughter’s face.

      “Out of the way!” Justin yelled. “My sister needs to get out!”

      The savage clash of those in the gym brought a scowl to Hatfield’s face. They seemed unmoved by the plight of a fifteen-year-old, tussling against her wounded body, jockeying through the sea of people, throwing elbows, fists and hips at grown-ups and kids alike in their path to get out.

      The obnoxious man from the steps chimed in again. “Ladies and gentleman, I’m afraid I must insist you all remain here by order of the National Guard. Please close the doors, guys!”

      The guards at the door tried to yank the doors shut, but a flood of bodies fought against it. A few slipped out, but most didn’t. When the doors clanked shut, a collective groan echoed throughout the gymnasium. Soon the groans turned into hisses and loudly-shouted obscenities.

      The uniformed guards dragged everybody back, but the Hatfield family approached them. “Do you guys have any idea what you’re doing!” Hatfield yelled.

      “I’m really sorry,” one guard answered. “It’s not up to me. I was given orders—”

      “Not good enough!” he said, his gaze like granite. “My daughter needs medical attention, and if she doesn’t get it, you are going to answer for it. Not the person who gave you the orders. Not your commanding officer. I am going to find out who you are and make sure you regret it.”

      The guard’s face wilted. “Yes, sir.” He eased the door open just beyond a crack. “If anybody asks, tell them you got through before they could—”

      Hatfield kicked the door the rest of the way open, then followed his son down the hallway.

      “This way!” Justin yelled, leading them to a closed door. The twelve-year-old tried to push it open. “I think it’s locked.”

      Hatfield kicked it. Nothing. He tried a few more times. It didn’t open, but it gave way a little. “It’s not locked. They just put something against it.”

      Justin and his father kicked it simultaneously a few times, finally getting it to open—not all the way, but enough to squeeze through one by one.
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      Once they got in there, the family was stunned by what they saw. A gathering of vagrants stared up at them, caught in the act of reaching into a large glass-doored refrigerator.

      Hatfield looked back and saw they had placed a large machine at the door in a clumsy effort to barricade it. Then he took a second look at the vagrants. With tattered clothes and worn faces, they kept staring as if afraid of what would happen to them next.

      “What do we do, Dad?” Justin asked.

      Hatfield stepped forward. “Look, guys, we’re not here to hurt anybody. We just need some ice, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      In spite of his kind words, they scattered out of the way as he approached the freezer. Jess scooped up a handful of ice, placed it in a napkin, and wrapped it around her daughter’s wrist. “This will be enough for now,” she said. “But we’re going to need to get a cast on it soon.”

      Looking at the urgency on his wife’s face and horror on his daughter’s, Hatfield’s mind spun in a million directions. A trip to the emergency room seemed impossible for the moment, maybe forever. He needed a new option.

      Holding up her daughter’s wrist, Jess ripped a tablecloth from a nearby table, folding it in half and putting it around Tami’s wrist as a makeshift sling. She brought heavy eyes to her husband as if silently asking, “What are we going to do?”

      He pondered more. “We need to find someplace, but we can’t do it on foot.”

      “Do we have another choice?” Tami asked.

      “So the minivan won’t work, right?” Jess asked.

      “The make is too recent. Plus, it hasn’t been in storage.”

      Tami started to sob, prompting the family to share a group hug.

      The answer hit Hatfield. “The Hummer!”

      “Did you leave that at work?” Justin asked.

      “Yes, it’s in storage and has no electronics in it. All we have to do is get there. Once we get it, we can focus on covering more ground as we look for a place to go.”

      They started to scramble from the cafeteria, but an eruption in the gym startled them. They heard more screaming, cries for mercy. They also heard the gym doors rattle open and a throng pouring into the hallway.

      The vagrants raced to the door, setting up the barricade again.

      “Guys, that’s not going to hold them. If my son and I could tear it down, you better believe it won’t hold a desperate mob.”

      “They sound angry,” Jess said. “We better get out of here!”

      The pounding at the door began immediately, getting louder and angrier with each passing second.

      Justin called from behind. “There’s an open door in there!” he yelled, pointing into a closet. “Maybe it leads somewhere.”

      The Hatfields sprang into the closet, finding a dark hallway. Things grew less and less dark as they ran through. Clearly, they were heading somewhere. But where?

      At the tunnel’s end, they stepped out and found themselves in the kitchen. With the mob following down the hallway, they spun in desperate circles, checking for some way, any way out.

      Hatfield spotted an air duct behind the sink. It was narrow—maybe too narrow. “This will be a tight squeeze, but we’re out of options, guys.”

      “We don’t know where it leads!” Justin yelled.

      “If nothing else, it’s safe. We can hide out up there until we find a way out of the building.”

      He hoisted up his wife, watched her pull herself through the opening, knowing if she could get through, the kids would get through. His own body was another question, but he had to think of the kids and his wife first.

      With some effort, Jess got several feet inside, grunting and groaning her way up slowly.

      Justin was next, easily navigating the slender opening until he disappeared.

      “All right, you two!” Hatfield said. “Tami’s going to need extra help. I got her from down here, but she’ll need you to pull her up.” He climbed the sink, then reached back and hoisted her beside him. Together, they looked up, staring at the opening.

      “Dad, I’m scared.”

      He cradled her face for a second. “We got you, honey. Always.” With his grip firm on her waist, he hefted her up, her lone available hand stretched to its limit. Justin grabbed her wrist, then tugged her. Jess did the same while her husband took her by the legs and moved her in the same direction.

      The loud mob got closer, louder. Gunshots rang out, and Hatfield could hear bodies tumble to the floor.

      A grunt from his wife signaled a problem. Hatfield made up for it by pushing harder. Soon, his daughter was up and through. The only body left was his own. Tugging himself up was no struggle. He reached the opening, then gave it a closer look, trying to judge its size. It would be a snug fit, that was sure.

      Looking farther up, he saw how they each kept from falling out. The side of the duct had ridges they could grip with their fingernails and could also set their feet on, just firmly enough to prevent them from sliding down. Farther up still, he could see the sky.

      He got in up to his shoulders with extra effort, but getting beyond that would be tricky. He grunted through another upward yank but got stuck at his arms. With nothing supporting him from below, he couldn’t go farther.

      Tami reached to him with her free hand, grabbing his shoulder, making little impact. Jess was just above her, but reaching beyond her would be tricky. She’d need to rearrange her body—hard to do with such slippery sides.

      She reached down and took hold of his arms. They got him to his waist, then his knees. Soon he was high enough to place his feet on the ridges and scale up with the rest of them.

      The pack of loud and desperate people banged inside the kitchen. But the Hatfields were gone by then.

      “Awesome,” Justin called from twenty, maybe thirty feet above, his voice no longer echoing, suggesting he’d made it out.

      One by one, Jess, Tammy, and Hatfield yanked themselves to freedom. The noise of the crowd had nearly disappeared by then.

      Justin stood at the roof’s edge, staring down, then called, “It’s insane out there!”

      His father joined him. The two of them gazed across the city, watching fires rage on, explosions spark, and gigantic mobs of people flood into random directions.

      The weirdest of all was what they weren’t seeing—lights, smoke coming from chimneys, planes in the sky. Everything a city dweller tends to think of as a sign of life was absent. It was as if the world had died a violent death.

      “Just what Dad always predicted,” he said, his voice heavy with lament. He turned, glanced at his family, particularly his daughter.

      Tami managed a weak smile. “The ice is starting to melt.”

      “Suppose we should get out of here?” Jess asked.

      Hatfield nodded.

      Justin called from the other side of the roof. “Guys, there’s a fire escape over here!”

      They took off, Justin once again going first. Jess followed, teeth clamped in a terrified grimace.

      Hatfield laughed a little. “Still no fan of heights, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      “You okay with one hand, honey? Could be kind of tough.”

      Tami nodded, jaw tight with confidence. “No probs, Dad. I’m kind of getting used to missing an arm.”

      Even with the nightmare unfolding around them, Hatfield was proud of his family—especially Tami for showing the courage he’d never seen from her before. He scaled the fire escape after his daughter, checking back on her every few seconds.

      At the bottom, they all took a cautious glance around. They heard nothing, but the quiet could be deceptive or possibly even a good cover for anybody up to mischief.

      “Okay, everybody. We’re headed northwest in order to get back to the shop. We’ve got about two miles, and we want to get there as quickly as possible and as safely as possible.”

      They took careful steps down the sidewalk, staying close to the buildings—but not too close. “Let’s make sure we stay in a group in case we get any surprises.” His hand was at his side, near his holster. Every distant noise brought it a little closer.
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      After a few blocks, the family eased up enough to walk at a slower pace. Hatfield watched his kids in front of him, proud of the way Justin was helping his sister, even comforting her, arm around her shoulders as her spirit seemed to lag from time to time.

      He shared a grin with his wife, then she lay her head on his shoulder. He lifted it up and half-jokingly said, “Head up, young lady. It may be quiet, but we need to stay alert.”

      She gave him a playful salute, and they laughed together for the first time since the day began to come undone.

      The brief moment of quiet reminded him of how they had met. He rewound to an awful time in his life, crashing on Phil's couch, an older brother of his friend. No money, no job. And just when it seemed the news couldn’t get worse, the phone rang.

      Phil answered it in the kitchen, then called for him, a trace of annoyance in his voice. “Trevor! Come and get it, dude. It’s that chick, Michelle.”

      He sprinted for the phone, answered it, trying to mask the excitement in his voice. “Hey, how are you?”

      “I’m fine. How’s Luke’s brother?”

      He turned to find Phil standing there, fists impatiently on his hips, not even pretending he wasn’t listening to the call. “Uh, yeah, he’s cool,” Trevor said.

      “That’s good.” She paused like there was something she needed to say, but she couldn’t find the right words.

      “So… when do you think we can see each other?”

      Another pause. “The thing is…”

      Trevor wasn’t sure where this was going, but it wasn’t good news.

      “I don’t think the two of us meeting would be such a good thing. I’m sorry.”

      “You mean, like, ever?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      He stared at the floor, a million unasked questions gnawing at him, but there was something in her voice that told him it was no use. She wasn’t going to budge.

      “I’m really sorry.”

      Now he was the one searching for the right words. Michelle was his first girlfriend, and that was his first time getting dumped. The best he could do was, “Bye, Michelle.”

      He turned and saw Phil there again, same pose, same frown. “Dude, I kind of think you should maybe see about chipping in for the rent. And maybe the phone bill, too. You think you can handle that?”

      “Yeah, totally,” he said, “I mean, not yet. I have to wait until I can get a job or something.”

      “Well, my friend says they’re hiring at Doggie Burgers down the street.”

      Trevor swallowed a cringe. Not his idea of a good job. “That’d be great.”
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        * * *

      

      It turned out, Doggie Burger was happy to hire him as a “food storage consultant,” basically a gopher who would load and unload the truck and perform other menial duties. His first day started out as a drag. He carried several racks of bread inside until his back smarted from the lifting. All the while, he remembered what his dad would tell him when his work habits slagged off. “You think I’m working you hard? Wait till the real world gets a hold of you.”

      He hobbled to the break room, eager to take a seat and let his body relax.

      But a voice from behind stopped him before he got there. “Hey! The break room is for the kitchen staff only!”

      He turned, seeing a girl roughly his age, her stern face slowly melting into a smile. “Just kidding.”

      They stood there face to face as if they were both waiting to speak but too shy to do it. “This your first day?” she asked.

      He nodded. “And you?”

      “I’m an old pro here. Been around for two months. And by the way, I was kidding about the break room, but not really kidding.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means they really don’t want anybody but kitchen staff in the break room, but I’ll look the other way.”

      “Thanks.”

      They stepped into the room, took a seat next to each other. “I’m Trevor, by the way.”

      “Hi, Trevor. I’m Jessica. Everybody calls me Jess.”
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      As they approached the street right across the shop, Hatfield tensed up, sensing their leisurely stroll was a little too easy. As if they were being set up for a trap of some sort. This just seemed too good to be true.

      But as they neared Temperton Street, things were no longer good.

      A chorus of loud voices shot through the air. Cackles, shouts, victorious howls. The Hatfield family froze in place when they spotted the source: a gang of young thugs—teens, twenties—were gathered in a circle over something, hard to say what at first. The family took cover behind an abandoned car.

      Hatfield scanned the faces of his wife and kids. Gigantic eyes and heavy breath. He’d never seen them this full of terror. Jess turned, shrugged, wordlessly asking, “What do we do now?” He had no answer, but he’d need one soon.

      “Hey!” A gangbanger shouted. “Check it out, behind that car!”

      Hatfield heard his daughter swallow hard. He comforted her with a hand on her shoulder, but that wouldn’t be enough. With as little noise as possible, he reached for his holster, pulled his Sig Sauer free. This made all of their already-widened eyes wider.

      He waited for cocky footsteps to come their way, not immediately knowing how he’d react. He had no plan, and he now needed to construct one. There were at least five of them, none of them armed as far as he could tell. If he were wrong about that, he’d have a problem—unless he used the element of surprise to his advantage.

      But it turned out the footsteps were moving in the wrong direction. Hatfield lifted his head just enough to see the gang moving to another car. When they got there, the family heard the horrified screams of a middle-aged man.

      Hand over her stretched-open mouth, Tami’s eyes watered. Jess swallowed her in a hug.

      Jess, Justin, and Tami could only hear the man’s nightmare unfold, their vision masked by the car. But Hatfield saw everything, every swing of every metal bar as their victim squirmed on the asphalt, jerking in convulsion.

      He gave his wife’s shoulder a tap, then mouthed the words “on three,” then did the same for Justin and Tami. Full of adrenaline, they crouched by the edge of the car, waiting. As he carefully eyed the beating, he held up a single finger, then two, then three.

      The Hatfields sprinted across, arms flailing, breath labored, steps clumsy but fast.

      As Jess, Justin, and Tami reached the bush beside the storage garage and ducked behind it, Hatfield—gun still out—stopped. He’d noticed the gang didn’t hear them, too immersed in their raucous beat-down, swinging, kicking, ripping through the man’s body.

      His family emerged from the bushes, frantically waving him over, but he couldn’t stop staring. He had the element of surprise on his side. He could probably take out most of them—maybe all. But it was risky. Too risky.

      After speeding across Temperton Street, he joined his family in the bushes, sharing a group hug, then—after checking the gang once again—he led them around the corner to the storage garage.

      As quickly and quietly as possible, he fished through his backpack until he found his keys, then unlocked and opened the garage door.

      The rusty door surrendered a long creak when opened. Halfway up, he slowed the motion down, hoping to reduce the noise. But that only dragged the creak into a longer sound. There was no way to do this silently, so he shoved the door open as quickly as possible, then urged his family inside with fast waves.

      They scampered toward the Hummer, following him, then settled into the seats, the closest they’d come to comfort in hours. But the battle wasn’t over yet. He had to make sure it could still start after all that time.

      “Let’s bow our heads, please,” he said, leading them with his closed eyes and taking his wife’s hand. After reciting a favorite bible verse from Psalms, he shoved the key into the ignition and waited.

      The car filled with gasps of relief when the engine roared to life. With a smirk on her face, Jess said, “Good thing my daddy wasn’t around to hear that.”

      The couple shared a laugh. Jess’s father—an ordained minister—had always taught his family to pray after a moment of gratitude, in thanks rather than a request. As they left the garage, he said, “I figured, on a day like today, we’d need one before and one after. We’ll wait till we arrive in one piece to give thanks.”

      As he stepped on the gas, shrieks of panic came from the other three. He’d nearly slammed into four or five gangbangers who had raced toward the garage, crowbars poised. He stomped on the brakes just in time to avoid a collision, but more screams followed as they scrambled forward and grappled at everything within their reach and tried to claw inside. They groped at the hood, the doors, windows.

      Hatfield stepped on the gas again, shoving a body from his hood to the street below as the others were stranded in the garage.

      He was doing at least fifty now as they bolted away, but even at that speed, they got a tour of the carnage left on Temperton Street, all seemingly victims of the gang. As he watched the lifeless bodies recede into the distance, guilt gripped his body. He hated knowing he could have helped that man but hadn’t. Ordinarily, he would be comfortable helping people, putting himself at risk to help others—even a stranger. But in this case, it wasn’t just about his own safety. His family needed him. A grim reality hit him. He’d have to put his family first above others. And if that meant letting strangers fall to harm, so be it.

      Jess took his hand without a word. He turned and saw her head bowed and eyes shut. Somehow she knew it was time for another prayer.
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      The roads up ahead were—as expected—littered with empty cars. By now, most pedestrians had wisely faded out of view. Hatfield assumed they were inside, taking cover. Some may have wisely made preparations for the event, but he knew most probably hadn’t. More likely, most of them were at home waiting for something. The government. The power company. Anything to fall from the sky to save them. He shook his head, thinking of them, but deep down, he knew he would have been one of them if not for what he had learned from his father.

      The long, upward slant on Bank Street gave him an advance peek of what was in front of him. More cars were parked in the middle of the street. A few more pedestrians—possibly looters. But beyond that, an even greater threat lurked. A group of military men had blocked off the roads.

      He could see no other working vehicles on the road, and it seemed unlikely that they’d let him and his family pass. But turning back wasn’t an option. He could tell from a few blocks away that he’d already caught their attention.

      Barking orders at others, an officer waved him to the side, gestured for him to roll down his window. Hatfield did so, then asked him, “What seems to be the problem?”

      Strong jawed and blessed with an intimidating glare, the Major—Hatfield knew by the insignia on his uniform—leaned forward and spoke. “I’m afraid we’re going to need to confiscate your car, sir. By order of the governor.”

      Knowing this would be death for his family, Hatfield had no reply.

      “Did you hear me, sir?”

      “Why do you need our car?”

      “Sir, we don’t have to argue over this. We have to—”

      Gunshots clapped through the air, interrupting the standoff and sending everybody’s attention to the area behind the major. Other troops drew their weapons, looking for the source of the shots.

      “Wait here!” the major commanded, then raced away toward the danger, screaming out orders as more shots, explosions, and screams echoed through the night.

      All was silent and tense in the Hummer. Hatfield watched the combat unfold. In the distance, a gang of looters took shelter behind a fallen truck while the troops scrambled in opposition.

      He dragged his gaze away just long enough to look at the stretch of road ahead. There were barricades in place, but nothing that could stop the Hummer. His wife’s face twitched in terror. A glance into the rearview mirror showed a similar look on Justin and Tami’s faces.

      As the combat went on, the road ahead tempted him. There was a danger to disobeying the major’s command but a bigger danger to allowing his family to fall under occupation. If his father were around, there’d be no question which path he would recommend. He could almost feel his presence easing his foot off the brakes and onto the accelerator.

      Gunning the pedal and barreling ahead, Hatfield could feel he was crossing into an important place. It calmed him to know he wasn’t doing it alone. “Your family matters more than anything else,” a familiar voice echoed as the Hummer sprang past the combat. “Anybody else hear that?” he asked the others.

      “Hear what?” Justin asked.

      “Never mind.”
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      Nathan Swain watched the Humvee crash through the barriers from a distance, binoculars to his eyes, a smirk falling across his chubby face. “Nice.” Something about watching the world crumble into chaos was amusing to him.

      It may have been his history of capitalizing on the misfortunes of others. He’d gotten his start in pediatric medicine, taking advantage of a doctor friend who’d discovered a new treatment for many childhood diseases. By pretending to have pioneered the idea himself, Swain made a fortune. Sure, he lost a friend in the process, but who doesn’t lose friends along the way to the top? he reasoned.

      His most recent break coming from someone less fortunate took place hours after the crazy outage that seemed to be rocking the city. A family mortgaging a home from him was already struggling to keep up with payments, so he thought of an ideal way to exact re-payment: he took back the home. Knowing the family’s home had been equipped for survival after an extreme emergency, he took up residence there. There was more he needed to learn about running the place, but he’d pick all that up in time. For the moment, all was well. He was safe, warm, and well-fed.

      A rustle in the shrubs near the porch grabbed his attention. A group of guys, young ones, dressed like thugs, their faces hungry and sharp with menace. Nathan scrambled, looking for the pistol the Nickerson family had stashed somewhere.

      Seconds later, the shatter of glass echoed, sending the portly little man scurrying through the hallway and into the basement. The good news was he found a rifle down there. The bad news was he had no idea how to use it. Even something as simple as cocking it was difficult. After two attempts, the gun tumbled out of his grip.

      When it clanked to the floor, he scooped it back up and held it up hip-high. There was no time to learn to shoot, he figured. The best he could do was look like he knew what he was doing. Glancing into the full-length mirror across the basement, he practiced, knowing time was running out.

      There was creeping going on upstairs, failed attempts to stifle laughter and move about silently. Nathan found himself breathing heavy and hard, his pulse racing. In a strange way, he loved it. Having spent his life in real estate, investing and running properties, he’d always waited for this kind of danger and intrigue.

      But still, he wasn’t ready for the screams that followed. Four or five voices called out in horror at the same time. Nathan’s eyes grew big.

      Soon the voices were crying for help, begging. He’d never heard agony like that before—strange when coming from a group that seemed so threatening minutes earlier. With the gun at his hip, he took cautious and quiet steps out of the basement. “Hello?” he asked, voice just above a whisper.

      “Help, please!” they cried.

      At the top of the steps, he looked to the living room and saw a surprise waiting for him. Five gangbangers were ensnared in a net as they hung eight feet off the ground. Nathan chuckled. “Man, this place is full of awesome surprises!”

      With bulging eyes, every gangbanger looked at him, their faces getting more wrinkled with worry the closer he got. “Please! Don’t shoot!”

      Nathan got a kick out of this. He’d forgotten he was holding the gun. It was good to get a reminder. “Okay, fellas. I’m going to ask you a really stupid question. And if you don’t give me a good answer, you’re done.”

      “Please! Don’t!”

      “Shut up!” he yelled. “The question is this: What are you guys doing in here?”

      “Look, I’ll be honest with you, man. We’re desperate! We need food, water. Everything!”

      Nathan shrugged. “Well, at least you’re honest. The only problem is, you’re stupid. You can’t just run into somebody’s house like this and assume they don’t have some kind of protection.”

      “Sorry.”

      He gave his head a slow shake. “That won’t cut it.” He circled the gang, moving in for a closer look. Something about them fascinated them. A gang, a real-life gang! The kind he’d seen in movies and read about in newspapers. “What do you guys have on you?”

      “What do you mean?” one of them asked.

      “You know! Weapons! What do you have?”

      “We got some guns, a few knives.”

      Nathan stepped closer, patted a few of them down with the butt of the rifle. The first few pockets he checked were empty. When he finally heard the thud of metal, he jabbed his hand into the net and fished a revolver out of one of their pockets.

      He whistled, long and low, gazing at it. Just like the movies, he thought to himself. He gave the barrel a spin and started to do a Clint Eastwood, but couldn’t remember how the line went. “Is this your lucky day, punk—no, that’s not right.”

      Tossing the gun onto the couch, he moved on with his search, digging through everybody’s pocket at least once.

      The couch wound up with five guns and two knives on it. “Is that all you guys got?”

      “That’s it, I swear!” one of them answered. He was a slender-faced kid, possibly the gang’s leader.

      Nathan stood there with the rifle trained. He liked seeing them squirm and knowing how scared they were. So he took his time pondering his next move. After circling them for another minute or two, he said, “Okay, I’m going to let you guys free. But only on one condition—and it’s totally non-negotiable: you have to let me into your gang.”

      “Huh?”

      “You heard me. Actually, let me rephrase that. You have to let me run your gang. That means you listen to me and nobody else at all times. And if you think about ambushing me, you’d be re-think that. You see, when you came up the house, your faces—every one of them—were being recorded. And I have just the connections I need to send the National Guard after you. And if you don’t know what happens to people who are considered a threat under martial law, try me.”

      Not a peep from the gangbangers.

      “But on the other hand, you listen to me, you let me give you guys the structure and leadership you need, and we’ll turn this little amateur outfit into an army that even the National Guard can’t stop. You all with me?”

      He got a round of enthusiastic howls in reply.

      It took a while for him to find the switch that released the guys from the net, but once down, they were cooperative, having been seduced by Nathan’s promises of leadership and growth.

      But most of all, they’d been persuaded by his BS. The only truth behind the threat he’d made was that the Nickersons had installed a camera system outside the home, capturing the gangbangers faces on video—or they would have had the system been working. Everything after that was a fabrication. He had no connection to the National Guard, and he had no idea what would or could happen to them under martial law.

      None of this mattered to Nathan. As a good businessman, he knew the power of a good bluff.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the ride from the shop was a little more peaceful. The chaos of gunshots, fires, and irate crowds faded the farther they drove away. But with the streets clogged with abandoned cars, any attempt to get away would be complicated. He grunted, “Looks like we’re going to have to go back through downtown. Make sure you brace yourselves. Things may get kind of—”

      A glance to his side and into the rearview mirror told him nobody was listening. All sound asleep. The image brought a much-needed smile to his face. It didn’t seem to make sense that anybody could—or would—sleep with so much horror unfolding around them. But then he remembered something his father told him about drills done to new soldiers to help them maintain stamina in important times. He talked about how he’d heard stories of combatants in World War One falling asleep as tanks rolled over their trenches. “When the body craves something, it craves it,” he said.

      Just about the only time he recalled his dad sharing a personal story was the time he talked about his dad making him stay up to clean the bathroom after writing a dirty word on the wall. “That night, my body craved sleep. All because it craved vandalism that day.”

      He remembered the way they’d laughed together when he shared that story. Maybe their only shared laugh. It was fun to remember it. Sometimes he needed to remind himself that there were good times between the two of them. Not many of them, not enough. But some.

      Something thudded against the back window, loudly enough to yank everybody awake and fill the car with screams. “What’s happening!” Jess yelled as a crowd scrambled after them.

      “Downtown, honey,” he answered. “That’s what’s happening.”

      He sped through the narrow streets, easily outgunning the crowd, but soon that wouldn’t be an option. Up ahead, less than a block away, another street clogged with abandoned cars forced him to find a detour.

      He skidded left, finding a burning mess in the middle of the street—large enough that he didn’t risk driving through it. No choice but to screech to a stop, then try the other way.

      But the crowd was already there, blocking the way with flapping arms, taunts, insults. They spat at the Hummer, tossed beer cans and sticks at it. Others tried to fight their way inside, tugging at the door handles, kicking, punching at the windows.

      Hatfield stepped on the gas, raced to the other side, knowing there was no way to do that without people getting hurt. He kept going, soaring through an intersection, sensing another crowd was crouched behind a building somewhere, waiting to pounce. “Everybody okay?” he asked.

      He got reluctant grunts in the affirmative. A quick survey of rattled faces suggested there’d be no more sleeping for a while.

      Out of nowhere, a vagrant leaped from behind a dumpster, hurled a bottle at the Hummer, and cackled into the night as it cruised past.

      Two blocks away, on the other side of the street, a small fire flew toward them—maybe a Molotov cocktail, hard to tell at the speed things were moving—then crashed against the windshield. Jess screamed, long and raspy like something from a nightmare. The fire fluttered out as they drove through the madness, now doing at least ninety.

      With the world around them blurring past so rapidly, everyone remained on edge, eyes alert, leaned forward. At that speed, it wasn’t easy to negotiate the streets, swerving to miss objects thrown at them, puzzled pedestrians, cars left behind. Hatfield didn’t dare lift his gaze from the road no matter how crazy the distractions around him.

      All the while, his wife’s fingernails dug into his shoulder. “Don’t worry, everybody. We’ll get out of this,” he assured them. “I promise.”

      “Out of this and into what?” Justin asked.

      “The homestead.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a place my dad was working on,” Hatfield said. “It was still being built when I…” He searched for the most delicate words. “… wasn’t living at home anymore. After my dad’s death, I found out they’d finished it.”

      “But you’ve never seen it yourself, right?” Jess asked.

      “No,” he said. “I haven’t.” This wasn’t the time for such an emotional conversation. Talking about his mixed feelings about leaving home at fourteen and never seeing either parent again could sting.

      His wife seemed to sense this. She replaced her sharp fingernails with a gentle pat.

      “It’ll be great to finally see the place,” he said.

      “How long before we get there?” Tami asked.

      The question made Hatfield smile, reminding him of the kids’ favorite question on their way to Disneyland or Mount Rushmore. “Hard to say,” he answered. “Usually, it would be a drive of about two hours, but with all this insanity swirling around, who knows?”

      A clap of thunder startled Jess. A glance into his rear-view mirror told Hatfield it startled his kids also. “Don’t worry, guys. This is good news,” he said, watching the sky darken to gray as the final slivers of the sun disappeared. “Rain will help us. It should put out some of these fires.”

      His wife shook her head. “When did you get to be such a glass-half-full guy?”

      “It’s not like we have a choice,” he deadpanned. “This is what the world is now.”

      She stroked his shoulder but arched her head to see the countryside whip past. It didn’t take long for raindrops to patter against the Hummer. Within seconds, the patter had turned into thumps.

      He turned to Jess, taking his eyes from the road just long enough to catch her face creasing into tightness. “You don’t seem like the rain has put you in much of a glass-half-full mood.”

      “I’m a pastor’s daughter. We see rain this hard so soon after all the craziness in the world and we check for animals lining up two by two.”

      Hatfield grunted out a chuckle. “Don’t worry. Prepared as my dad was, there’s probably an ark at the homestead.”

      Jess laughed a little, but her face stiffened at the sight of the road up ahead. The I-77 bridge was out. From a distance, all they could see was a giant roadblock. It wasn’t clear if the bridge had been damaged or flooded.

      Hatfield slammed on the brakes, brought the car to a hard skid, and turned it around—a tough move with rain so heavy.

      “Do you know another way to get there?” Jess asked.

      He paused, searching his brain for an answer until it was obvious he didn’t have one. “I’m sure it won’t be hard to find.”

      With the rain now battering the Hummer, Hatfield narrowed his eyes to focus on the lump ahead of them obscured by a sheet of rain. It looked like a crowd—perhaps a group of looters. He honked his horn, but they stayed put.

      Out of options, he tried a sharp swerve to the right but then lost traction on the road and skidded out of control, with knee-high water splashing everywhere.

      Something rocked against the underside as Hatfield tried—but failed—to tame the wheel’s wild twists. The Hummer’s left side lifted off the ground as they barreled from the road and speared away, surrounded by a pool of dark mud.

      Once off the road, the Hummer’s ride came to a loud and clunky end, getting wedged sideways between thick branches of a balsa wood tree

      The violent crash into murky land had tossed all bodies aboard into a chaotic mess. Jess and her husband smacked into the dashboards; their kids went face-first into the seats in front of them. Seat-belted as they were, the contact was light, with the shoulder and waist straps’ hard yank doing most of the damage.

      Worse yet, the danger wasn’t over. The watery steps of outsiders drew closer and closer.

      It took a second, maybe two, for Hatfield to recover, climbing to his feet—not easy with the vehicle tilted that way. “Everybody okay?” he asked, gripping the dashboard tightly to avoid tumbling down and squashing his wife.

      After a round of tense “yeah,” he reached for his gun, yanking it free with one hand while unrolling the driver’s side window with the other, his knee hooked around the steering wheel.

      After jabbing both arms through the window, he snaked out, pulled himself up, and propped himself at the elbows. He could feel the looters grabbing at the car, tugging at it violently. “Get away from this car now!”

      With the rain beating down on the ground and on his Hummer, his words may have gotten lost in the noise. So he tried a less subtle approach, firing his Sig Sauer into the sky three times.

      The looters froze. Not another sound.

      Still unable to see them, he pulled himself farther out, arching his body to find the assailants. Three people stood there motionless. In the violent rain and the dark, he couldn’t tell anything about them. But he knew they meant him and his family harm. Raising his gun, he screamed again, this time louder until his voice had nearly worn itself out. “Move back from the car! Now!”

      All three of them obeyed, hands high.

      “Now get out of here! And if you take longer getting out of here than I want you to, you might just catch one in the back!”

      “Please don’t shoot! We were just trying to help!” A voice whimpered. High and soft, kind of motherly. A woman?

      “Step forward!” he commanded, then added, “Slowly.”

      They followed his order. It seemed odd to him that looters would be so reasonable and so afraid.

      The closer they got, the better he could scope them out. All three of them wore hooded, camouflage raincoat parkas. “Take those hoods down!”

      They did as he demanded, revealing the faces of two bearded men and a woman, her face trembling and streaked with tears.

      “Why did you approach my car?”

      One of the bearded men spoke. “At first, we just needed a lift back to our homestead. Then we saw you crash and wanted to help you up and out of the mud.”

      Hatfield studied their faces. The men were young, teens, maybe twenties. One of them had dark hair, sharp features, his beard thick and long, but more hipster than Amish. The other was a redhead, same age. His thin goatee was barely visible against his pallid face. The men were less afraid than the woman in the center, but they seemed honest. No obvious agenda beyond getting home and helping a stranger along the way.

      “Tell me about this homestead.”

      The dark-haired man shrugged. “What’s to tell? It’s a giant cabin.”

      “And?”

      His friend spoke more calmly. “We’re not at liberty to give more information than that.”

      Hatfield lifted his gun again, trained it on the redhead. “Why not?”

      “Security purposes. If we gave you a complete rundown of the facilities, we’d be putting ourselves at risk. Don’t get me wrong, we’d appreciate a ride there, and we’d be happy to offer you a meal in exchange for the assistance, but that would be it.”

      The other one spoke. “You mind if we continue this conversation inside the Hummer? I’m sure your passengers would rather not be tilted at their side like that. And we’d much prefer not to be in this rain.”

      “So you’re going to help set the Hummer down?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s why we came over in the first place.”

      Hatfield gave their faces one final scan, then holstered his gun. “Okay, let’s do it.” He looked back inside the vehicle to see all three faces aimed at him in curiosity and a little fear. “I’ll be back in a second, guys. Keep your belts on; things might get a little shaky.”

      He yanked himself completely out, then jumped down, landing in a pool of light-brown water littered with tree branches, trash, and leaves. The five of them positioned themselves in front of the car. “Okay, guys,” he yelled. “We’re gonna lift then go right. After that, we let it down nice and easy.”

      With a huge collective grunt, they heaved the Hummer up and over. Hatfield then arranged for them to bring the car down slowly to the ground. It came down without a sound. He waved the three strangers toward it. “Come on!”

      The four of them settled inside. “Jess, Justin, Tami, meet…”

      They introduced themselves with warm and polite handshakes. They were Grace, Andy, and Gary.

      The woman’s name put a grin on Jess’s face.

      After intros, Hatfield gazed into the sky. “Looks like it’s easing up a little.”

      “Should be stopping altogether soon,” Gary, the older man, said.

      Hatfield turned. With a smirk, he said, “According to what? Some folk wisdom?”

      “We’re not at liberty to say,” he answered.

      “Why not?”

      “Like I said, for security purposes, we can’t divulge the kind of equipment we have at the homestead. But let’s just say you’d be impressed by our ability to predict weather trends.”

      The smirk on Hatfield’s face disappeared. Dad would be impressed, he thought to himself.

      Jess turned, offered the strangers a friendly smile. “Look, I don’t mean to be indelicate, but we know your names, but not… your story.”

      “Far as I can tell, these three good Samaritans were on their way home. All they need is a lift, right?”

      She said, “Honey, why don’t you let them tell their own story?”

      Knowing when he was outranked, her husband lifted his hands in mock surrender.

      “Well, ma’am,” Andy started. “as the gentleman said, we just needed a lift back to our homestead. Nothing more. We saw the Hummer got into a scrape, so we came over to help, simple as that.”

      “So, if you don’t mind my asking, what were you doing off of the homestead? Especially with all this going on?”

      The young man said, “It’s a long story, but if you want us to really get into it—”

      But Gary interrupted him. “At the risk of sounding like a broken record, we—”

      “Aren’t at liberty to say,” Hatfield finished with a groan.

      “I’m sorry,” Gary added.

      Jess patted her husband on the thigh. “Let’s just be thankful we got some help when we needed it.”

      He nodded, then twisted the key in the ignition and waited. A tense quiet fell over the Hummer as it wheezed a few times.

      “You know, guys,” Andy chimed in. “With the rain easing up, we could probably walk from here. It really wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “No, no, hold on.” Hatfield tried again. After a few false starts, it whimpered to life. His face aglow, he turned to his kids and the strangers in the back. “Everybody ready?”

      Enthusiastic “yep” from the back seat. But nothing from Jess.

      Hatfield turned to see his wife wordless, head bowed, eyes shut. After the engine’s surprising start, he needed no explanation. “All right, guys, let’s go. Heads down.”

      Confused, the younger guy asked, “I’m sorry?”

      “Just giving thanks, that’s all.”
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      “Just take Decatur Street till you reach the school up ahead,” Gary said. “Then take a right on Delaware.”

      The farther Hatfield drove, the more familiar the land looked. Kennedy High looked a lot different than it had the last time he’d been around. Wilton looked like a different place. Hipster coffee shops where Mike’s Garage used to be. A mall in place of a football field. A parking lot in place of E & R’s Diner. He kept his nostalgia to himself. This wasn’t the time to share unhappy adolescent memories with strangers.

      Gary said, “Just keep going down Delaware, way past the lake. The homestead’s a good distance down there.”

      The trip was beginning to feel downright eerie now. As they stayed on Delaware, he wondered if they would soon pass the place he and his family used to live. Maybe he’d see the homestead. After another half a mile stretch of abandoned land, a weird question snapped into his head. “Guys, this homestead of yours… where is it located exactly?”

      “Out close to the river,” Andy said.

      “About a mile and a half away from the river’s bank?” Hatfield asked. “Next to a clearing?”

      The young guys looked at each other. “Yeah,” they answered in tandem.

      By now, they could see the homestead in the distance. It was a giant cabin surrounded by a barbed-wire fence.

      From the back seat, he heard his daughter’s voice. “Dad, are they going to be able to help me in there?”

      Grace, the woman, spoke for the first time, asking, “Is that thing broken?”

      “Her wrist looks broken, yes,” Jess answered. “We were hoping there were supplies in there.”

      “Sure,” Grace said. “We’ve got plenty. Sedatives, stitching equipment if she needs that too. Material for a cast.”

      “Now, all we need is somebody who knows how to use it all.” Gary chuckled.

      “We get by just fine,” Grace said.

      Hatfield pulled up the barbed wire. From there, he could see the old trailer at the side of the house. “They keeping the trailer up as a souvenir?”

      Andy answered, “Storage room. We got so much stuff, we have to stash what we can’t use at the moment in that old heap of junk.”

      Hearing the home he grew up in referred to that way made Hatfield grin. He wasn’t sure whether he was insulted or amused. But he was sure that thing was a piece of junk when he lived there. And it certainly had to be by now.

      A minute passed with all of them staring at the cabin. Hatfield was too engrossed by memories to notice how much time had passed.

      From behind, Justin called, “Dad, what are we waiting for? Tami’s wrist really needs to be worked on.”

      Grace, inspecting Tami’s wrist, said, “Guys, I’m seeing redness on her wrist. That can’t be good, right?”

      “She’s going to need more ice soon!” Jess said. “Honey, scooch up a little so I can take a look at your wrist.”

      Hatfield’s gaze hardened. “Guys, we really need to get past that fence! Can you open it up, please?”

      The three homesteaders exchanged glances. Grace said, “We can’t do that.”

      “What are you talking about? You told us if we gave you a lift, you could let us in and have a meal!”

      Gary swallowed hard, his face growing red. “Maybe we shouldn’t have promised that much.”

      “What?” Jess cried.

      Andy said, “Look, when you asked why we had left the homestead—”

      “You said you weren’t at liberty to tell us—for security reasons.”

      “Yes,” Andy said. “And that was true. But there was a little more to the story than that.”

      Hatfield aimed his eyes at him like lasers. “What is the rest of the story?”

      More exchanged glances. Andy said, “Our reasons for leaving the homestead were a little… complicated.”

      “How so?”

      Hatfield saw their glances brush past him and onto something else that made their eyes huge. He turned to see what they were staring at.

      Three men in camouflage trained M-16 rifles at them. Five more leaped out of the bushes. Within seconds, the Hummer was surrounded. A loud voice came from the cabin’s porch. “Please leave the area. You are trespassing on private property! If you continue to do so, you will be risking bodily injury!”

      Enraged, Hatfield yelled to the back seat. “Will you tell these people you are with us!”

      Gary said, “That’s the part that gets a little complicated.”

      “What the hell does that mean!” Hatfield exploded.

      Voice soft and humbled, Gary said, “The three of us were VVs.”

      “What is that?” Jess asked.

      Grace said, “It stands for voluntary vacate. It means we took off without permission.”

      Andy said, “You could think of it as going AWOL.”

      “What’s the punishment?” Hatfield asked.

      Gary said, “There is no punishment. Only banishment. That basically means everyone is free to leave, but once they do, they’re not allowed back in.”

      Hatfield pounded his fist against the dashboard, feeling his rage on the cusp of boiling over. His wife massaged his shoulder and address the three VVs in a calmer, softer voice. “If you knew that was the price to pay, why did you think you’d be allowed back in?”

      Her husband yelled, “And why in God’s name did you promise we could get a meal and some help in there!”

      “We’re really sorry,” Grace said. “It was wishful thinking, I guess. We had a VV take off a few months before we did and was later allowed back in. They made an exception for him. We figured they’d make an exception for us.”

      “I guess things have changed since then,” Andy said. “The other guy was before the EMP attack. Now they know how scarce their resources are.”

      Hatfield’s stare landed back at the armed men in camouflage. With his options running short, he said, “I’ll be back, guys. We gotta put an end to this!” He swung open the door and bolted out, knowing Jess would urge him to stay put.

      As expected, she yelled, “Honey, no—” when he took off. But it was too late by then.

      Emerging from the car, he lifted his arms in surrender when all rifles suddenly brought their scopes to him. The voice from the porch said, “Please leave at this time! You have been warned. If it becomes necessary to issue another warning, you will be fired upon!”

      Another voice—from one of the armed men—joined him. “Sir, please step back into the car!”

      “We have three of your people with us!” Hatfield screamed.

      “We are aware of this! Please return to your car!”

      “Look, I’ll be honest!” He said. “We really need medical help! Desperately! My daughter broke her wrist and—”

      “Sir, our medical supplies, like the rest of our resources, are limited. It pains us to say this, but this means we must turn everyone who seeks help down!”

      Hatfield scanned their faces, going from gunman to gunman, looking for sympathy. He found nothing. “Please?”

      “We’re sorry.”

      He turned headed back to the Hummer, then, before getting there, yelled. “My dad would be ashamed of all of you! Every last one of you cowards! If he were alive today, he’d regret the day he built this thing!”

      In a softer voice, the gunman answered, “Your father?”

      “Yes, my father! This was his dream, his plan! He didn’t live to see it completed—and it’s a good thing he didn’t, because—”

      “Your father was Sergeant Hatfield?” he asked.

      “First class. I’m his son, Trevor.”

      Another gunman asked, “What was your mother’s name?”

      Exasperated, Hatfield screamed with all the energy he had left. “My mother’s name was Evelyn, okay! Evelyn Mary Hatfield, maiden name Scott! My father’s full name was Ernest Thomas Hatfield! They met in Casagrande, Arizona in—”

      “Do you have any ID?” one of them asked.

      Sensing an opening, Hatfield calmed down a little, hurriedly pulled his wallet out of his backpack, handed it over.

      The gunmen held it under a flashlight, checking it out. They exchanged some words, then handed him back the ID.

      One of them stepped forward, lowered his rifle. He made a gesture with his hand, which prompted the others to lower theirs. “Sir, I don’t think we can persuade our leader to let you remain here permanently, but I’m sure, if nothing else, he’d love to meet you. In the time it takes to do that, I’m sure your guests can be fed and receive any necessary medical treatment.”

      Hatfield smiled, his heart now warming. “Great news. And by the way, those aren’t guests. Three of them are my family. The other three are yours.”

      “Fine. Your family can eat and receive whatever care they need. The others have been banished. Is this understood?”

      He nodded. “Perfectly clear.” He started back to the Hummer, then caught a glance of their faces. As angry as he was at them for concealing the full truth, he couldn’t forget the reason they met in the first place. He turned, headed back to the fence. “Guys, I really must insist on the other three eating as well.”

      “What?”

      “They helped us out of a tight jam.”

      “Mr. Hatfield, those individuals are—”

      “Yes, I know. They vacated voluntarily or whatever it is. But, letting them back in is something Dad would have wanted. I’m sure of it.”

      The gunman’s face softened. He lifted a hand, then spoke on a walkie-talkie. “Yes, it is confirmed that he’s got some VVs with him. Looks like Donaldson, Tyler, and Wynn. Yes, sir. Ten-four.” He put down the walkie-talkie and addressed Hatfield again. “Okay, you’re all welcome. Come on in.”

      With his face glowing, Hatfield turned to the Hummer and waved everybody forward.
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      Nathan and his gang waited outside the hospital, crouched in the bushes. “You sure they got good stuff in here?” he asked Gio.

      “I’m telling you, dude! My girlfriend’s mom is a nurse. She tells me they got everything backed up on old diesel generators here—you know, just in case of power outages and whatnot. So they’ll have some stuff, trust me. Food, medical supplies, lots of stuff.”

      “Good,” the boss answered, binoculars raised to his face.

      “I just hope there’s a way we can take stuff and make sure it’s not stuff that, like, somebody needs.”

      Nathan brought his binoculars down, slowly turned to the gang’s former leader, eyes like concrete. “This ain’t the time for compassion.”

      “All I’m saying is, you know, I’d feel bad if some kids had to, like, die or something—”

      His boss shook his head. “You want to quit this gang and go start a charity organization?”

      “No,” he mumbled.

      “I’m starting to wonder about you. I don’t see how you could have been the leader before me with that sympathy you were pouring out.”

      “Sorry, man.”

      “From now on, it’s all about us first, everybody else last,” Nathan said. “You got that?”

      Gio gave him a weak, “Yeah.”

      “And the rest of you?”

      Same answer from the rest, same tone.

      “Good. Anybody who’s not ready to shed some blood—man, woman, children’s blood—you can turn around right now and take off. We are better off one man short than having a man we can’t trust because he might be too much of a pussy to pull the trigger when he needs to.”

      He turned and redirected his attention to the hospital’s front door. A drowsy guard stood outside it. “Okay, guys,” Nathan whispered. “We know what to do. Let’s execute.”

      Gio nodded, then reached for a glass bottle at his knee and tossed it to the front door. The guard sprang forward—just within the view of a rifleman at Nathan’s side. He fired three shots, striking the guard twice in the chest and once in the belly.

      Gio scooped up the rifle, and they all charged ahead, yelping like a pack of wild dogs as they moved forward.

      A second guard raced toward the danger, but he was too late, got a body full of bullets before he could even raise his rifle. His death meant another weapon was gained as they howled into the hallway, hearing nothing but terrified shrieks.

      It didn’t take long for them to gather up a bounty of food and supplies. They grabbed whatever they could get their hands on as frightened nurses, patients, and doctors cowered in the corners, their eyes begging to be spared the nightmare.

      Within minutes, they gathered in the hospital’s parking lot, breathless and laughing like teenagers with fake IDs. They’d collected their take in a giant bag. As they waited for the last two to trickle out, they looked inside.

      But Nathan’s eyes were elsewhere. He stared at the huge rectangular building on the other side of the river, a mischievous grin slanting his face. He nodded.

      “Not a bad day’s take, huh boss?” Gio asked.

      “We’re just getting started, guys.”

      Gio turned, found the building that held Nathan’s attention. “You know what that place is, don’t you?” he asked.

      “I sure do,” his boss answered. “Adamson State Penitentiary.”

      “You’re not planning on robbing the place, are you?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. That’s the place where we build our army.”
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      Ducking in the weeds outside the building, the gang waited patiently, ready to strike at any moment, but knowing it would take time for the moment to get there.

      The guards outside wore faces that hung low from worry. They must have known how perilous their power was. Without electricity, without gas, without computers, they were dangerously close to losing their grip on control.

      Cigarettes in between their lips and a twitch in their hands, the two guards leaned against the railing on the steps, guns down, but eyes up and ever alert. “How long you suppose this is liable to go on?” one asked the other.

      “Another hour or so, I imagine. I hope so anyway. That generator we’re using is gonna run out of juice after not too long.”

      “Let’s hope our friends inside don’t know that,” the second one said, jerking his head toward the prison. They shared a nervous laugh, then stomped out their cigarettes and went inside.

      Gio leaned over to his boss, whispered. “You think we got a chance of just storming the place?”

      “We’ll have to be a little more tactical than that, but yeah, we’ve got a chance. Ordinarily, we wouldn’t be able to get this close. They’d have monitors on us, and we’d be staring down armed guards right now. But without monitors, they can’t see us. And even if they could, they’ve probably got all their correction officers on hand—in case something crazy happens.”

      Nathan slipped away from the pack and crept to the door. There was no chance of him being to see anything, but he could possibly hear something to give him a sense of what was happening—and what might be on the verge of happening.

      The moment seemed loaded with tension. No laughter, no chit-chat. Nothing but an amplified voice barking out instructions that he couldn’t make out. The voice seemed tense, clinging to any semblance of control.

      He turned and waved the pack forward. Once there, he whispered to them, “All right, guys. Quick question: how many have friends or relatives in here? Be honest.”

      Every hand went up.

      “Great. Here’s what I need from you: you see any faces you recognize, pull them aside, tell them to join up with us. Don’t waste time making a sales pitch. They say ‘no’ or start asking too many questions, you move on to the next. We need recruits, and we need them right now. Got it?”

      “What kinds of guys are we looking for?” one of the guys asked. “You want guys with a history of violence? Or do you want to avoid the ones with too much violence in their past?”

      “We’re not picky,” he answered. “We can’t afford to be. If they’re in here, we want ‘em. Now let’s go!”

      They quietly ducked inside, followed the dim light down the hallway, and kept going. Stealing a glimpse of the cell blocks, Nathan could feel the tension all the more intensely. It was clear that the inmates could launch into full-tilt bedlam at any second. All they needed was a spark.

      He reached over, grabbed the first rifle he could get his hands on. After lifting it into the air, he pulled the trigger. Nothing.

      “You have to cock it first,” Gio whispered.

      Nathan sent a scowl to his second-in-command, then tried to yank the middle section back like he’d seen in movies. But instead of making the click sound the movie stars made, it slipped from his hand.

      Gio tried to swallow a giggle but couldn’t. “Dude, it’s not a shotgun.” When he got another scowl from his boss, he covered by saying. “And I totally make that mistake all the time myself.” He reached for the rifle. “Let me show you.” He demonstrated by pulling down the trigger guard.

      Nathan took it back, then aimed at the ceiling and tugged the trigger three times. The gun jerked back against his body unexpectedly. But it had the intended effect. The low murmur filling the hallways gained in volume and intensity. Laughs became howls. Talking became screaming. Grunts of dissatisfaction rose to loudly shouted demands for vengeance and blood.

      The guards backed up without delay, their heads swiveling, their eyes wide.

      In the distance, Nathan spotted a guard who hadn’t backed up—and seemingly couldn’t. He was being choked from behind by two lean hands poking through the cell bars. Body shaking from laughter, he said, “Right on time!”

      He crept closer and could now see a second pair of hands had reached forward and yanked the keys from the belt in spite of attempts made by other guards to rescue him. When a series of loud clicks filled the air, he said, “Let’s get out of here while we can.”

      As the gang took off, Nathan backed away slowly, unable to lift his eyes away from the beautiful chaos he’d helped create. He felt like an artist proudly gazing at the masterpiece on his easel.
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      Hatfield wasn’t sure what to expect when he stepped inside. The riflemen had been cordial with him and his family—but not exactly friendly. They seemed to see him as an important figure by virtue of who his father was, but beyond that, he was just another stranger. The other six—his family and the three VVs—were probably seen as worse than that. Seeing other people as nothing more than a potential drain on resources was often an unfortunate by-product of that lifestyle. His father was no exception, although he generally felt bad about it.

      With the rifleman at his side, they all waited in a well-stocked living room. It was sparse and not exactly pretty. Survival isn’t always going to win you a fashion prize, his father used to say. He must have been involved in designing the living room.

      At his side, Hatfield heard his wife ask, “Can we see to her wrist now, please?” her voice was strong but careful not to come across as pushy.

      The rifleman answered, “In time.”

      It didn’t seem like a good sign that the rifleman hadn’t even offered them a seat on a couch. Instead, they just stood there, waiting, not even having been told who or what they were waiting for.

      So when the chunky guy in his sixties emerged from the back room, face exploding into a smile, it caught them all off-guard. “Trevor Hatfield!” he yelled, arms spread for a bear hug. “It’s like I’ve known you all my life without knowing you!”

      He looked like a Santa Clause in camouflage gear. Long, white beard, friendly face, a paunch hanging over his belt. “And this must be the lovely Hatfield clan!” He introduced himself as Captain Cecil Payne, the homestead leader, then greeted each of the family warmly, his face growing slack with worry when he spotted Tami’s reddened wrist. “Oh, my! Let’s get this thing taken care of, shall we!”

      Tami was taken down the hallway, Jess going along.

      “How about a tour while they take care of that and get dinner ready for our esteemed guest!”

      “Sounds great! Ready for that, Justin?”

      “I sure am!”

      Cecil walked past the three VVs, no words—only a sour grimace.
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        * * *

      

      Once outside, the tour began at the barbed wire. “Now, you may be wondering about our fence, and yes, your daddy did always prefer a wooden fence for the sake of privacy. But we always figured this far out, how much privacy do we need? Well, the answer was a lot. So we just planted some buffalo berry seeds. Should break the wind a little, plus shield us away from prying eyes!”

      Hatfield was impressed. And he stayed that way through the rest of the tour. They saw their chickens and hogs in the back yard, their worm bins. The infrared dryer with the garden, as well as the weather stick connected to the balsam wood tree.

      As they headed indoors, Hatfield asked a question that had been gnawing at him for a while. “Did you know my father personally?”

      “I did. And, looking back, I cherish every second of that acquaintance.”

      Flooded by memories—both good and bad—Hatfield found himself getting choked up. With a wry laugh, he said, “Sometimes I feel like I didn’t know my father personally.”

      Cecil laughed with him. “I hear you. The sergeant was a good man, as wise as they come, but he wasn’t always the most instantly lovable.”

      As they walked into the back door, the sound of chaos rising in the distance caught his attention.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan watched the combat unfold from a safe distance. It wasn’t his job to do the dirty work of hand-to-hand fighting. Let the foot soldiers do that. He was the field general. Patton, Sherman. The leader. He stood there with his binoculars around his neck, rifle raised.

      Roughly a football field’s length from him, the gang shouted in victory. Now at least a hundred strong, they raced toward him, pumping fists and screeching into the night.

      “Pretty formidable gang we’re building up, guys!” he said.

      “Sure is. It’s only a matter of time before this town is ours,” Gio said.

      Nathan smirked. It amused him that he was thinking the same thing. But in his mind, the statement was the town is mine—not ours.

      “Listen up, men!” he yelled. “This world we’re living in has changed pretty dramatically. But the biggest changes are yet to come. The police have been de-mobilized by the lack of power. The National Guard has was called in, but they can’t be everywhere at once. That is why this outfit, this army of mine, is going to take over!”

      They all shouted triumphantly.

      Just as the leader was about to speak again, Gio cut him off. “That’s right, guys! We’re going to take over! And the most important thing to keep in mind is that we are the leaders, Nathan and me. So you’d better listen to us if you know what’s good for you!”

      More ecstatic screams.

      But Nathan didn’t like it. Once again, Gio was using words like we and us in ways that made him uneasy. Did he think of himself as the co-leader of the gang? A co-general of the army? He wasn’t. At best, he was a lieutenant. Second-in-command.

      Worse yet, he hadn’t finished. “Nobody is allowed to move until we tell you! And that’s something you better all get once and for all, or you won’t be around long! Right, Nathan?”

      His boss was unhappy and didn’t pretend to be otherwise. He saw this as an opportunity, a chance to make lemonade from the lemons life had given him. “Gio makes some very good points, guys, but I have to disagree a little with him.”

      Gio turned, curious.

      Nathan went on. “He says the most important thing to keep in mind is that we’re the leaders, the two of us. That is wrong. This is the most important thing to keep in mind.” He reached into his holster and yanked out the revolver he’d stashed away, aimed it at Gio’s head, and shot him.

      His body jerked into a wild dance before lurching forward and dropping to the ground.

      A collective gasp fell over the guys. Mouths fell open in disbelief. “The most important thing to keep in mind is that no one—not even my second-in-command—is indispensable. Anyone can be killed once they fail the group. And there is no more certain a way to fail the group than to think you share the group's power with me. Is that understood?”

      He got a chorus of “yeah” in reply. Just what he needed to hear.
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        * * *

      

      After stepping inside, they spotted the two VVs engaged in labor, one mopping the kitchen floor, the other constructing a shelf. Jess greeted them, a homesteader at her side along with Tami.

      Within seconds, somebody had a question for Cecil. A tall, slender dude, clean-shaven, asked him, “We got any penicillin?”

      Puzzled by the question, the leader wrinkled his brow. “Everything we have is in the medical bag. You know that.”

      The guy turned to Jess. “I guess that means we don’t have any. What was that other thing we needed?”

      Jess said, “Well, you could use some kind of antibiotics. I see lots of swollen lymph nodes around here.”

      “What kind of illness does that suggest?” Cecil asked.

      “Well, it can mean lots of things. Most likely a cold, but you may want to check for other things as well.”

      “Darling, we’ve mostly made do with what we have. And so far, we’ve gotten by.”

      Jess said nothing more as Cecil, her husband, and her son walked past. But Hatfield knew his wife well enough to know the matter wasn’t done—at least not in her mind. He figured she was being diplomatic, and for a good reason.

      “Smells to me like we made it back just in time for dinner!” Cecil called. “I’m sure the Hatfields would be very happy to join us.”

      They all gathered around the table and took seats. Hatfield noticed his daughter’s wrist was now in a cast and properly wrapped.

      They said grace, Jess keeping her mouth shut about her preference for waiting until after the meal to do so.

      Cecil said, “Dear Lord, thank you so very much for our guests of honor, the Hatfields. May he enjoy this meal as much as we have all enjoyed the teachings of his wise father, the good Sergeant Ernest Hatfield. Amen.”

      When the lid off the centerpiece was lifted, it revealed two roasted chickens. In addition to the Hatfields and Cecil, there were five others at the table. Clad in vaguely military gear, they were in their late twenties, hard and lean.

      Mouth full of roasted chicken, one of them asked, “How is it we never met this Mr. Hatfield?”

      Hatfield mushed the awkwardness away with a grin. “I expect it’s because I’d moved away by the time you met.”

      “But you never found out about this homestead being built, then completed?”

      Unable to dodge any more, he said, “I was estranged from my family.”

      “For how long?”

      Then came the hardest words to say. “Until my father’s death. I corresponded with my mother after that.”

      An uncomfortable silence hung over the table.

      Cecil filled it. “Your father was a fine man. He oversaw the construction of our homestead and was very particular about its dimensions as well as its self-sufficiency.”

      That put a smile on Hatfield’s face.

      The leader then had a question for him. “Have you and your family given any thought to where you will head to after your meal?”

      Hatfield’s face soured. It didn’t seem like a good sign that he asked that question. To him, it seemed the man was hinting that he and his family needed to pull up stakes and leave after dinner. He exchanged a glance with his wife, then flatly answered the question. “I’m afraid we haven’t.”

      More uneasy silence followed. Jess tried to lighten things up by changing the subject. “So… how many live here in the homestead?”

      “Twenty-seven altogether,” Cecil answered. “We don’t all eat dinner at once because the table wouldn’t seat us all.”

      With a smile, Jess added, “I guess that’s why we don’t see our friends here—the good Samaritans that met us on the road out there.”

      Tension creased Cecil’s face. He stroked his beard, searching for words. Clearly, a nerve had been struck. “That’s not entirely true.”

      “What do you mean?” Hatfield asked.

      The leader said, “We understand the immense gratitude you must feel for those individuals—they did, after all, help you out of an unpleasant situation—but the plain truth is that they violated the rules. And that simply cannot be tolerated.”

      Hatfield watched his wife’s gaze fall to the table. He said, “That’s a little disappointing. I feel my father would have—”

      Cecil lifted a hand. “With respect, your father is not here. I am the leader, and as such, I must make hard choices.”

      Hatfield nodded. “I guess that’s why we’re being asked to leave as well.”

      “I’m afraid so. We have great reverence for all your father did, but he made it very clear that the only way to maintain an environment like this is to restrict our resources only to those who are essential.”

      Jess’s face grew sharp, perhaps with rage or maybe sadness. Her husband wasn’t sure, but he grunted. “We understand.”

      “Well, frankly, I don’t understand, Captain Payne,” his wife said.

      “Honey, what’s done is done,” Hatfield said. “Let’s just focus on plan B.”

      “But didn’t your daddy will this place to you?” she asked.

      Cecil answered for him, “I’m afraid not, Mrs. Hatfield. You see, at the time he made his will out, the Sergeant wasn’t sure if his son was living or dead. And he assumed the reason for his… let’s just say, early departure was unhappiness with the lifestyle of a survivalist. So it would have never occurred to him to will the property to your husband. Nor, to put matters bluntly, did it occur to him to make provisions in case he wanted to bring his family back to stay. Now out of the kindness of our hearts, we—”

      Hatfield lifted a hand in surrender. “Captain, we appreciate your hospitality. No more explanation is needed.”

      The captain nodded cordially. But Jess’s face remained blood red, eyes on the leader like bullets.

      After another tense moment of silence, three familiar sad-faced figures with backpacks stepped up to the table. They were Grace, Gary, and Andy. Cecil turned from his dinner and extended a hand. “Ah! I see you finished packing!” After a warm handshake with each of them, he added, “Perhaps the Hatfields can give you a lift to whatever destination you had in mind.”

      “Sure, guys,” Hatfield said. “We’ll be leaving in a second.”

      “It is deeply unfortunate that the seven of you must part with us on such unhappy terms, but—”

      Another camouflaged young man entered the dining room, barely able to push his words through a storm of coughs. “Captain, I’m… sorry to interrupt… but we’re out of cough syrup and—”

      “Is anybody else coughing?” Jess asked.

      “Just about… all of us,” the young man answered.

      “If you’ve used up all that cough syrup,” Jess said, “and the cough persists, this is something serious.”

      “What else can we do?” he asked.

      “You’re going to need more medical supplies,” she said. “You can’t get by on what you have.”

      “Is that hospital still there on Roberts Street?” Hatfield asked Cecil.

      “Yes, it is, but I can’t imagine it would still be in working order.”

      “It might be,” Jess said. “They have generators on reserve in case of outages and such. It would be worth a try.

      Cecil gave her a gentle smile. “Thank you so much for your help, Mrs. Hatfield. We’ll let the doctors and nurses take care of things from here.”

      She replied, “Captain Payne, there’s no way the hospital would still be in the kind of shape to take in new patients as overwhelmed as they probably are right now. The best you can hope for is getting your hands on the medicine you need.”

      The young man asked, “But what good is having… the medicine without somebody who knows… what they’re doing with it?”

      “Captain, my wife is a registered nurse,” Hatfield said. “Say what you will about the rest of us, but having her around would be a tremendous asset.”

      Cecil nodded, eyes at the table. After a deep breath, he said. “Let’s take a look at the hospital to assess the situation. Who’s with me?”

      Six volunteers stood, the Hatfield family plus two others.

      Jess told her kids, “Tami and Justin, it may be safer for you to stay here.”

      “We just want to help, Mom,” her daughter said.

      Hatfield kissed her on the forehead. “You will in time, I’m sure.”

      “Would you be so kind as to give us a lift there in your Humvee?” Cecil asked.

      “Of course,”

      “Let’s go.”

      As they headed out, Hatfield saw Gary, Andy, and Grace walking away, their gait slowed by sadness. He stepped away from the group, headed to the Hummer, and shouted, “Guys!”

      He discreetly raced up to them as they turned, “Look, maybe I can talk Cecil into letting you guys stay on—”

      “No, it’s no use,” Andy said, angry eyes trained on the captain. “It’s not your fault he can be so pig-headed.”

      “Besides,” Gary added, “There’s a barn down the road we can probably crash at safely. Not a sure thing, but it’s worth a try.”

      “But what will you eat?”

      Gary gave him a peek inside his backpack at some things wrapped in aluminum foil. “Don’t worry. We got some food and other goodies that’ll hold us for a while. If you like, we can save a little for you and your family when you join us.”

      “Well, I was hoping we could convince Cecil to—”

      Andy gave his head a violent shake. “No way. Knowing him, he’ll find a way to get all the help he can get out of your wife and still leave you and your family out in the cold. That’s just the way he rolls.”

      “Doesn’t seem like a bad guy to me,” Hatfield said.

      “He isn’t most of the time,” Grace said, softer than her friends. “He’s dependable and always a guy you can rely on.”

      Andy added, “That’s his problem. You can always rely on him to follow every rule every time. Break one and you're gone.”

      He took one final look then shook each of their hands. “Well, in spite of everything, our family appreciates you and the help you gave us. Good luck.”

      “You too,” they answered in unison. Andy’s eyes were still sending daggers at Cecil as they walked away.
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      From a block away, the hospital looked like an ancient ruin. No lights, no movement. Just a giant, lifeless, dilapidated building. Nothing changed as they drove closer. With Hatfield at the wheel, Jess in the passenger seat, and Cecil sharing the back seat with a young homesteader, the car came to a stop.

      “Looks like your hunch was correct,” Cecil said. “It appears not to be open.”

      Hatfield said, “Maybe we should take a closer look.”

      “Let’s go.”

      The four of them exited the car and raced up the steps. The front door was open, hanging there and nearly torn from its hinges. Gazing inside, they saw only more darkness and heard nothing at all.

      “What’s this?” Jess asked.

      A sign scribbled in pen on the door caught her attention.

      She read it. “Due to security concerns, St. Joseph’s Hospital has decided to suspend operations. Any emergencies should be handled at home.” She shook her head in sadness, eyes watering.

      “Looks like the place has been ransacked,” the homesteader called from inside.

      Cecil took out a flashlight and led the way with it. Each step they took was more dispiriting than the last. Boxes of pills were strewn all over the floor. Equipment smashed.

      Jess picked through the wreckage. “Feels awful just to take things.”

      Cecil said, “Understandably. But I don’t imagine anyone will be coming back for anything.”

      Jess said, “These look like—”

      Not far away, a crash rang out, metallic and loud. Jess leaped into her husband’s arms.

      “Guys, I don’t think it’s a good idea to be in here unarmed,” he said.

      “Agreed,” the captain said. “Let’s get gone.”

      They scrambled down the hallway and out of the building.

      After settling into the Hummer, they caught their breath as Hatfield started it up and took off.

      “Next time, we’ll bring everybody we can spare—armed,” Cecil said. “We didn’t count on having company.” And when the young homesteader coughed a few times, he leaned forward and addressed the couple. “Mrs. Hatfield, it seems we could very much use having your services at the compound. On behalf of all of us, I cordially invite you and your family to stay. I deeply apologize for waiting so long to reach this realization.”

      “Apology accepted and invitation accepted.”

      “Thank you. As for you, Mr. Hatfield, I have a question: are you handy with a rifle?”

      “Handy enough.”
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      “That’s it, sir! You’re getting better,” the guy said to his boss.

      Nathan put down his rifle and gazed at the target. “Look at that! I almost got a bullseye once.”

      “Yeah, nice shooting.”

      The leader sprang out of his crouch and walked toward the target, eager to gaze at his handiwork. “Look at that! One close to a bullseye, and I didn’t miss the target, not once!”

      Zan was shaping up as a nice second-in-command. He’d connected with the gang after breaking free from prison during the riot. Nathan didn’t ask what he was in for, but he got the feeling it wasn’t for parking tickets. He had a lean, scarred face, tattoos everyplace one would fit, and a frighteningly muscular body. He also knew how to take orders without thinking he was partly in charge.

      “Zan, I have to give you props, buddy. Taking this barn was a good idea of yours.” He turned and took a good look at the huge structure, laughing at all the horseplay taking place inside as the guys got a chance to take a much-needed break.

      “Well, boss, seemed like a good place to chill. Enough room for everybody. How long you figure we’ll stay here?”

      “Not long. Sooner or later, we’ll need a bigger place if we want to—”

      The second-in-command gestured for quiet, then slowly pointed at the bushes at the side of the door. He then drew his gun. Without knowing why, Nathan scooped his rifle off the ground, trained it on the bushes.

      “Come on out, whoever ever you are!” Zan called.

      Three heads popped out of the shrubs, faces Nathan didn’t recognize. They weren’t part of the gang, too innocent for that. Two guys—one redhead, the other a brunette—and a woman. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “We’re really sorry!” the woman cried. “We didn’t realize this was your barn!”

      A smile eased onto the leader’s face. “Zan, call everybody over! Tell them to stop whatever they’re up to and get here now!”

      “Yes, sir!” He shouted into the barn and gathered everybody.

      Nathan took slow steps closer to the trio. They said nothing, but the fear on their faces told him this was a chance to have some fun.

      Within minutes, the gang had gathered. They were perhaps as many as a hundred strong now. Larger and stronger than before—and also scarier. Nathan gestured for them to take a seat. “Looks like we found a few bandits, guys.”

      “We weren’t stealing anything, I swear!” one of them called.

      “Shut up!” Nathan answered. He turned to the guys. “Anybody with any idea on how we should handle them?”

      A slow chuckle emerged, building gradually into full-on hoots and hollers. He cocked his rifle but stopped when he noticed the eyes of his audience seemed to be glossing over and past him. He turned and saw somebody racing toward them. It was Kyle, carrying a big bag.

      “Got this from the hospital!” he announced, breathlessly placing it on the ground.

      Nathan took a look—food, medical supplies, battery-operated gadgets. “Nice.”

      Kyle went on. “A group of people came into the hospital. They came out of this big Hummer. I think they’re from that compound down the road I told you about.”

      Nathan’s eyes sparked to life. “Really? You know that for sure?”

      He shook his head. “Well, pretty much. I’ve seen the Hummer there, and one of the guys looked like somebody we’ve seen coming out of that place.”

      “We’ll deal with all that later. But for now, we need to figure what to do with our friends here.” He lifted his rifle at the three visitors once again. He turned back to the guys. “Fellas! Which one would you dies first?”

      They shouted a variety of answers—some demanded the redhead’s death, others the woman. Or the brunette. He stooped, looked each of them in the eyes. “I think we’ll let the woman live for a while longer.” Seeing her face bubble into horror like that brought joy to his heart. “There’s some fun we might want to have with her before she goes!”

      A round of elated applause rose from the men.

      Nathan poked the redhead in the chest with his rifle. “You, ginger! On your feet!” He shoved him against the wall of the barn, then slowly stepped back, raising his rifle.

      “Wait!” the kid yelled. “We can help you!” he shouted, his voice a terrified shriek. Everybody fell silent.

      “Help?” Nathan asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “You want to get that compound, right?” the redhead asked.

      “Yeah. What do you know about that?”

      “We came from that place,” he said. “The three of us. We used to live there.”

      He had the leader’s attention. “Keep talking. How can you help us take it?”

      “Open our backpacks. Everything you need is in there. We know that place inside and out, I swear!”

      Nathan grabbed their backpacks and tossed them over to Zan. “Open these up; see what’s inside.”

      The dark-haired one added, “We can help you plan whatever you need.”

      He stooped to gaze into the woman’s eyes. “You seem awfully quiet, snowflake. What can you add to the conversation?” She frantically wiped away tears. “Whatever you want, we can help you.”

      He stepped away, studied their faces. “And your willing to betray your former housemates. Why?”

      The redhead answered. “We were kicked out. We don’t have any loyalty.”

      Zan stepped to his ear, quietly said, “A place like that could be nice. I get the feeling it’s well-stocked inside there. Plenty of food, heating, air-conditioning.” He held up some articles from the backpack. It had pictures of the compound’s inside.

      Impressed, Nathan whistled. “Nice.” He turned back to the guys. “Sorry, fellas. No execution tonight.”

      As they unloaded and headed back to the barn, he turned back to the three visitors. “Okay, talk to me. What can you tell me about this compound, and how can we take it?”
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      Fueled by urgency, Hatfield and the others sprinted into the compound. Cecil said, “I’m gonna get everybody up and in gear. Then we’ll have a quick rundown of how we will proceed once inside the hospital. It should only take a good five, maybe ten minutes. You and your family can hang out in the den till we’re ready. Then we’ll need you, Hatfield, if you’re sure you want to join us.”

      “Like it or not, you got me, Captain.”

      Hatfield and Jess went into the den, dragging the reluctant kids. Justin and Tami—especially Justin—wanted to peek into the hallway when they saw Cecil barrel inside a large dorm room lined with ten, maybe fifteen beds. “Come on, guys! Our business is in here.”

      The den was a large room with a fireplace, a pool table, and a ping-pong table. A black vinyl couch lined the back wall, with a coffee table before it holding a pile of books, magazines, and board games. The ringing of an ear-splitting bell caught their attention.

      Justin whined, “Man, no fair! How come I can’t be in their army?”

      With a laugh and a head shake, Hatfield answered, “Unless you can talk them into lowering the age of their draft to twelve, you’re a little too young.”

      As Tami fumbled through the magazines, sneering her nose at those related to sports and hunting, she found a few novels that caught her eye, then curled into a spot on the couch.

      “Tami, I’m not sure they want us messing with that,” Jess said.

      Something snagged her dad’s attention. He opened a box and found several old snapshots on top of a stack of papers. After flipping through a few, mostly finding young faces of homesteaders he’d briefly met, he saw a face that caused his face go slack. The pictures fell from his hand, landing in a mess on the coffee table.

      His family looked up at him, puzzled. “What’s wrong?” Jess asked.

      “Nothing’s wrong at all,” he mumbled, barely able to push the words from his mouth.

      He then lifted a picture of five guys. A younger Cecil was one of them, his belly smaller, his beard black. He didn’t recognize three of the guys, but he couldn’t stop staring at the middle-aged guy in military fatigues as he sent a stern look into the camera.

      “Who is that?” Justin asked.

      Hatfield cleared his throat, then said. “Justin, Tami, Jess. That’s my father.”

      Jess grinned, stroking her husband’s arm.

      “Cool!” Justin yelled.

      His wife pulled closer, spoke softly. “Handsome man. Kind of reminds me of somebody.”

      Tami asked, “How come you never showed us a picture of him before?”

      He shrugged. “I never had any. When I left home, I didn’t bring any pictures with me. After all those years, my memory of what he and my mother looked like was kind of fuzzy.”

      Easing back onto the couch, he picked up the stack of papers. There was a series of written tutorials. Some of the titles made Hatfield grin. They reminded him of his father’s wish list. All the stuff he had talked about constructing but never had enough money or time for, such as installing an iron stove and adding a filtration system.

      He thumbed through the articles, recognizing the words' sharp, unyielding cadence as the way his father talked. By the time he’d reached the end of the tutorial on infrared installation, a smile had landed on his face. It concluded with words heard from the sergeant hundreds of times. Remember guys, if a job’s worth doing…

      Hatfield spoke the words out loud. “… it’s worth doing right.”

      The den’s door swung open. A young homesteader stuck his head in. “You’re needed, Mr. Hatfield.”

      He kissed his wife, hugged his kids, and headed out.

      “Go get ‘em, Dad!”
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        * * *

      

      As the others lined up and waited at the back door, Cecil pulled Hatfield aside. “Here’s how we’re going to take care of things. We will take two, maybe three trips there in the Hummer, taking just about all the men we have with us. That means I’m going to need you on car duty.”

      “Sure, whatever you want me for, I’m ready.”

      “Now, am I correct in understanding that you do not have a military background, son?”

      Hatfield hesitated. “Well, that’s true… but I’ve handled several guns at the range—mostly pistols and 45s, but I dealt with a few rifles, including an M-16 a couple of times and—”

      Cecil stopped him with a hand. “Okay, well, I can respect that. So what I need you to do for us…” he reached into his breast pocket, pulled out a holstered pistol, and handed it over, “is hang in the rear and hold down a strong backup in case somebody gets past the front line. Can you manage that?”

      “I’m sure I can.” That felt like a demotion to Hatfield. But he swallowed his disappointment and tucked the holster away.

      “Fantastic. Now, as I said, to the other fellas, if all goes well, there will be no need for combat. Hell, if our timing is good, we won’t need to fire a single shot. It may just be a matter of maintaining a strong presence to frighten away any troublemakers.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “But if the need for combat emerges, I’m going to have to insist you stay to the role I assigned you. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir, it is.”

      “Great, let’s go take care of business.”
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        * * *

      

      The earliest part of the plan worked without flaw. Hatfield drove the first group there, then headed back to the compound as the early arrivals set up formation at the hospital’s front door. The second time through went the same way. By the time he headed back to the compound to pick up the final group, the precision had begun to make the whole thing a little boring after all the build-up in his mind.

      Waiting in the Hummer as the last group of five guys left the house, Hatfield heard a murmur build behind him. He turned and saw nothing. But as the guys slipped inside, his antenna remained up. He didn’t move for several seconds.

      “Mr. Hatfield, shouldn’t we be on our way by now?”

      “Shh!” he demanded.

      A loud crash at the compound followed, bringing everyone in the car to alert.
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        * * *

      

      From the moment the Hummer pulled up outside, Nathan had a smile on his face that he couldn’t chisel away. He had a feeling his plan would work out masterfully.

      Zan was the first to notice the Hummer. He tapped his boss on the shoulder, and they all got into position. They crouched in hidden corners and squatted behind equipment, waiting in the dark shadows to strike.

      They were all armed and prepared. And they had the homesteaders outnumbered. Best of all, they had the information given to them by those three who had fled from the compound. Thanks to those outcasts, they had a basic sense of how the operation was run. Nathan could barely contain his laughter as he saw those camouflaged ducks fly right into their rifle scopes. It was going to be fun.

      He also relished the knowledge that these pathetic paramilitary dudes would get an even bigger surprise when they returned to the compound. That was where the real fire was about to be ignited.
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      Seconds after the loud crash at the compound, everybody in the Hummer had sprung outside and crouched into defensive positions. Hatfield crouched behind the open door of the Hummer’s driver’s side, his pistol trained—but on what?

      Without leadership, it wasn’t clear what the next move would be. It wasn’t even obvious what they were shooting for. Somebody needed to step up and take charge. They all waited, motionless.

      Hatfield gasped to himself, recalling who was inside the place. “My family!”

      A voice came from the front porch, amplified by the same source that greeted the Hatfields when they first arrived. But this message was very different: “We’ve got your place, man! It’s ours now! Try to come closer and you’ll regret it!”

      No movement from the homesteaders. No words, either.

      “Don’t believe me?” the voice asked.

      Seconds later, a greasy, tattooed thug emerged holding Tami by the neck, yanking her body out the door and into full view against her efforts at pulling herself free. Another thug came out the door, this one with Justin in his grip. Both kids fought back hard, hair and limbs flailing. Biting, scratching, kicking to be free. But against these muscled-up monsters, there was nowhere to run.

      Hatfield stood and crept closer. He quietly addressed the homesteaders. “Hold your fire, guys. But don’t step back. Stay right where you are. Guns up unless I tell you otherwise.”

      “Got it,” somebody answered.

      “Where’s their mother?” Hatfield demanded. “What have you done to her?”

      His son screamed a frenzied answer, “They’re holding her, Dad! They tied her up—”

      A thug's hand muffled Justin’s voice. “Shut up!” he yelled.

      With hands lifted in surrender, Hatfield slowly approached the fence. “Let the kids go!” he yelled. “If you need a hostage, take me instead!”

      The thugs greeted his offer with a round of belly laughs. “Two hostages for one? You think we can’t count?”

      “Take all of us if you need to! Whatever you need! Just leave the kids out of it!”

      They gave no verbal reply. Instead, Hatfield saw the one holding Tami give a slow and exaggerated shake of his head.

      Hatfield took slow steps closer, careful to keep his hands up, his body still. A number of questions raced through his mind in double time. What have they done to Jess? What do they really want? Are the homesteaders returning from the hospital?

      Each of those questions bombarded him as he stayed in motion, edging closer at a snail’s pace and hoping they wouldn’t notice it and object. They didn’t at first, so he tried again and again. Soon he was within a few feet of the porch. Not that he was sure what he’d do once there.

      Struggling to keep the kids under control, the thugs seemed amused by their efforts to wrangle free. And this amusement distracted them a little. Hatfield wondered if he could use this.

      “Keep still, you little shits!” one of them yelled, his amusement fading.

      Now only a yard or so away, Hatfield started to lower his hands in slow motion, hoping his body’s position would escape their notice. So far, so good. But he didn’t push his luck, keeping his hands at waist-level. From there, he could reach into his holster and pull his pistol free. It was clear how many shots he could take or how many he would need. But he was close enough to fire from point-blank range, putting his kids in no danger. All he needed now was more distraction.

      He figured it would be good to engage them, get them talking. “You guys can’t win this, you know.”

      Laughter from the thugs. “Looks a little different from our point of view, dude.”

      “Two guys. Going against all of us. Whatever damage you do, you won’t live to enjoy it.”

      “We’re not here to do damage. We’re here to take the place!”

      Hatfield answered, “And what would you do with it?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. You have no idea how to run things here. What would you do if your diesel generators went down or your draining system couldn’t survive the rain?”

      “You know what, dude? You’re right. We don’t know what we’d do with this place—but you know who does?”

      Stumped, Hatfield said nothing.

      “Those three you kicked out.” The thugs turned to each other, nodding and smiling.

      “Yeah, man. They know everything about this place. The plans. How to use the equipment. How to protect it. Everything.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I think you’re bluffing because you got no other choice. It’s two guys against an army, and you have to bluff your way out of it.”

      One of them shook his head. “Whatever. Believe what you want—”

      “Two guys?” the other one yelled, voice choked by a giggle. “Is that what you think? We got two more inside—”

      “Shh!” the other one shouted. “Dude, don’t let him know what’s happening inside.”

      A brief argument followed between them. Hatfield used the moment to drop his gaze. With his hands now at his waist, he gestured toward the ground. He wanted them as low as possible, safely away from any gunfire.

      Justin and Tami noticed the gesture, but they didn’t seem to understand it. When a moment of quiet came, he tried to clarify things for him in code. “Guys, don’t you realize that you will go down in history as a couple of cowards.”

      Neither face of his kids registered recognition. He tried again. “Did you hear me, guys? You will go down”—pointing to the ground on the appropriate words—"in history as a couple of cowards.” He checked the quivering faces of both kids. “Do you guys understand that?” He asked the thugs—but aiming his words at Justin and Tami.

      They both nodded, starting to drop their position slowly.

      A thug spat, “Dude, we understand perfectly well—” His eyes bulged when noticing what was happening. “Wait a minute!”

      But it was too late. Hatfield fired at the first thug, keeping his aim high and getting just enough of his forehead to send his head back violently and his body to the porch’s floor.

      The second shot was sloppier, coming just before the target could swing his gun around, but it nipped his shoulder and sent him down. His kids sprang forward and free, giving their dad two clear shots to finish the job. These were perfect, landing on the chest and chin.

      He waved the guys in with one hand, hugging Justin and Tami with the other, then telling them, “I need you two to get into the Hummer, lock the door, duck nice and low, and stay there no matter what. Okay?”

      They nodded their shaky heads, then sprinted away just as the homesteaders were on their way to the compound. The guys crouched into position outside the door, rifles trained.

      “What’s the next move, Mr.—”

      Hearing footsteps, Hatfield lifted a hand, then put a finger onto his lips, calling for quiet.

      “Who was that?” somebody inside asked, his voice soft and clearly aimed for somebody else inside. “I heard gunshots out there.”

      The other answered, “I hope it wasn’t our guys!”

      After taking a glance at the Hummer, he saw nothing—a good sign because it meant Justin and Tami’s heads were out of view. Nice and low, just like he told them.

      Racing in the door without knowing the positions of those remaining would be suicide, so Hatfield waited, took a few breaths, and poked his head as far inside as he could without inviting gunfire. With his hand raised behind him—telling the homesteaders to stand down—he swept the area with his eyes, seeing no one. But on a second sweep, he noticed something in the reflection of a well-polished vase on the shelf. The tops of two heads poked out from behind a reclining chair. Not knowing he’d spotted them, they took their time ducking back down.

      That told him exactly where to fire when he entered. He only had to make sure he got his shots off before the two inside did. He turned to the homesteaders, mouthed the words behind the recliner. Each of them nodded.

      He brought his gaze back to the interior of the house, then held up a single finger. Then two. After seeing no movement, he raised three fingers, then sprang over the threshold, firing three shots behind the chair.

      A hail of bullets rang out, filling the living room with chaos. A deep groan followed by a thump behind the chair told Hatfield he had hit one. Several seconds of uneasy silence passed.

      Hatfield held his position behind a turned-over table. Two homesteaders stayed behind him. The other two crouched behind a sofa, rifles poking through the cushions. Movement behind the recliner urged him into motion, so he leaped up, fired away, hoping to catch the surviving gunman’s head.

      But the thug had lifted the recliner’s rear with him as he fired away, shielding him from any bullets. He then scrambled back from the chair, running into a dark hallway.

      Hatfield and the homesteaders gave chase, but the thug had the cover of darkness, and every shot fired may as well have been made with blindfolds. They reached the hallway and saw nothing. No sign of where he could be.

      A bustle came from a side room, feet wildly scuttling about. Then came an adolescent giggle. That puzzled Hatfield, but the homesteaders backpedaled away when they realized where he was. “Get back!” they shouted in sloppy unison.

      “Why?” he asked.

      It took only a second or two to see the reason for alarm. A hand grenade was tossed from the room, landing just in front of them. They managed to brush it away in time for it to land elsewhere before an ear-shattering explosion.

      Seconds later, the thug raced out of the room, firing away wildly from a hip-high shotgun, his face blazing with kamikaze glee. With five guns against him, he went down, screeching to the sky, chest, face, and belly exploding in a sea of red.

      But his wasn’t the only screaming voice. A homesteader had taken shots to the shoulder, and Hatfield had a bullet graze his hand’s palm—nothing lethal, but enough to push a geyser of blood to the carpet. With no other options, he pressed his hand against his pants, hoping to stop the flow of blood.

      The shooter was dead, but the groans kept coming—from both Hatfield and the homesteader.

      “Any word on when they’re getting back from the hospital?” another homesteader asked.

      Through gritted teeth, Hatfield answered, “They’re probably waiting on me. We got no phone, so there’s no way to clear up the miscommunication.” He then climbed to unsteady feet and hobbled toward the den, guessing that was the place he could find his wife. He kicked down the door, and there she was—bound and gagged, two other women—also under restraint—beside her.

      He tried to tug them free but got nowhere. He searched the room for something to cut the ropes, found nothing, so he settled for a knife on his keychain. He freed the ladies, then smothered his wife with a hug. “Are the kids okay?” she asked. “Where are they?”

      “They’re fine, out in the Hummer.”

      “I’m going to check on them!” she said, sprinting out of the room.

      “Make sure you take one of the guys with you!” he called. “It may not be safe yet!”

      Exhausted, he turned to the other ladies, their faces unfamiliar. Hand-pressed against his leg and catching his breath, he said, “I know this is a hell of a time for introductions, but, ladies, I’m Trevor Hatfield.”

      The women’s faces seemed to be floating back to earth after a trip through hell. They both managed smiles. “I’m Julia. This is Amy. We live here on the homestead.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      The ladies nodded, then looked past him. He turned and saw why. His son and daughter greeted him with horrified faces; they hung on to a group hug with their mom as they moved toward their dad.

      “Dad, you promise we’ll never have to have a day like that again?” Tami asked.

      “I wish I could, Tami,” he said, roping all three into a hug. “I wish I could. I’ll do the best I can to make sure we don’t,” he said. “How’s that?”

      She lifted her lips into a half-smile.

      He went on. “If we ever do have a day like that, though, you promise you’ll be as strong and brave as you were this time?”

      That time she could only nod. It was as if she didn’t have enough left for words.
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      Nathan and the guys waited, guns ready. The guys in camouflage began by marching inside exactly as the three strangers at the barn predicted they would. They knew the formation, the rhythm they’d be locked—even the order they’d be coming in.

      So when the gunfire began, Nathan could barely stop himself from laughing.

      The spray of ammo caught them off-guard, rocking their bodies into wild motions and haunted screams. Nathan watched in the back, safely away from the storm of bullets, his face on fire with amusement. Nothing brought him joy like witnessing the suffering of his enemy. And each body that hit the hallway floor lit up his face like a pinball. The rain of bullets brought down three guys right away. Closer to the rear, a few others caught a wound but backed away in time to avoid serious injury. The gang had instructions to aim for the fat guy in the back—the white-bearded one. That wasn’t easy. The troops were lined up in such a way to shield him. He was, after all—according to the strangers—the leader.

      In the rattle of gunfire, it wasn’t easy to count how many had fallen, but it was at least five and many others getting grazed.

      

      The homesteaders tried to recover from the storm of bullets by finding shelter as well, ducking behind equipment and squatting low. But it was too late. Too many had fallen already, and more combat only promised more casualties.

      The white-bearded guy barked out orders, his voice frantic and breathless. They grabbed some of the equipment and pulled away in retreat. But the storm wasn’t over yet. The shots kept coming, taking down two or three more guys from behind.

      One by one, their bodies dropped lifeless, slapping the hard floor as howls echoed through the hallway. They were howls of victory.

      When the homesteaders reached the door and scrambled free, Nathan laughed again, knowing the onslaught wasn’t over. It was now on to phase two.

      Phase two was a sprint to the second floor where they could see the frightened losers scurry away and fire more shots. From that angle, there were no barriers. The only challenge came from the distance. Some of the men were good shots. Some of them weren’t.

      A few more bullets connected, mostly glancing blows. But the good news was that the fat, bearded one was one of them. They giggled as his flab-ridden belly shook and he struggled to stay on his feet, running away from battle like a sissy. Nathan loved every second of it.
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield stayed huddled with his family and the captured women, their collective breath racing in anticipation of more combat. Three homesteaders remained at the den room’s doorway, ready for anything.

      “What do we do now?” Jess asked.

      “We wait for Cecil and the others to get back.”

      “If they get back,” a homesteader added. He dropped his eyes in shame seconds later as if the thought frightened him.

      Frantic footsteps approached the compound, bringing everybody’s eyes to alertness. Hatfield sprang to this feet, scooping up his pistol.

      But he’d forgotten about the wound on his hand, and the gun slipped from his grasp and clanged to the floor, leaving his hand stinging. “No, no, no!” he yelled as the footsteps drew nearer. Taking the gun in his left hand, he joined the homesteaders in the doorway.

      A breathless voice in the hallway called out, “Hold your fire, guys. It’s us.”

      Around the corner and into the hallway, Cecil hobbled closer, blood dripping from his ribcage. Roughly fifteen more homesteaders followed him, many nursing wounds of their own, a few carrying equipment.

      Jess gasped. “My God, what happened!”

      The captain started to speak, voice strained now, out of energy. He clutched at the wound and collapsed to the floor amid horrified screams.

      “They got us good,” a homesteader said. “Too good.”

      Noticing the bag garnered from the hospital, Jess ran down the hallway, face twisted by multiple emotions. She knelt next to Cecil first, then pulled the bag closer to her. “What did you guys get?”

      “Don’t know the names of everything, ma’am, but if it looked like medicine, we grabbed it.”

      “Good,” she said, picking up pill bottles and reading the labels. She also pulled out bandages and other stuff from the bag. “Yeah, this stuff should be helpful.”

      “When you get done with the serious stuff,” her husband said, “I got a little scrape that needs tending to.” He lifted his hand, showing his palm.

      “That looks pretty serious to me,” she answered. “You sure it doesn’t hurt?”

      “It hurts like the devil. But this doesn’t seem like the time for crying.”

      Jess bit her lip and gave him a soft smile. Then she looked down, saw something fading in the captain’s eyes. “You still hanging on there, big guy?”

      He chuckled weakly. “Doing the best I can.”

      She reached into the bag and found two white rubber gloves. After slipping her hands into them, she pulled out a bottle and held it up to the light to read the label. “This is gonna sting a little, Captain.”

      “I’m ready, ma’am.”

      A cough down the hallway caught her attention. She reached into the bag and pulled out another bottle. After checking it, she tossed it to the homesteader, who coughed. “Anybody still coughing, give this a try. If that doesn’t help, see me. I’ll see what I can do.”

      She poured from the bottle, dousing Cecil’s wound. The leader sucked air through his clenched teeth, swallowing a scream. “That’s your idea of stinging a little?”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, no, don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

      “Need any help, Mom?” Tami asked.

      “Yeah, honey. You and your brother go into that dorm room and do everything you can to clean things up. Make sure there’s no dust around.” She looked around at other wounds. “The rest of you injured guys, go ahead and wait for me in there.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” one of them said on his way out of the hallway.

      Hatfield asked, “You want me to help get Cecil in there, too?”

      “No, I suppose this is just as good a place as any for him. If we’d waited any longer, he might not have—” She stopped herself before finishing her sentence. Then she added, “He might not have done so well.”

      Cecil said, “Mrs. Hatfield, you can be as blunt as you need to be. If you want to say I would have had my hefty behind carried off to the great beyond, you have my full permission to say just that.”

      A smile leaked out from beneath her stone-hard face.
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Hatfield waited outside the makeshift hospital room, peeking through the door’s crack to get a glimpse of what was happening. His hand continued to throb, but as he’d said himself, this wasn’t the time for crying. He stared at the wound, noticed the blood was hard and dark. Jess had told him to wash it out as thoroughly as he could, but it wasn’t easy. It would only start to bleed seconds after any kind of contact.

      Clamping his fingers together was also a problem. He could curl each finger to within about a half-inch before the pain was too much. And pressing anything against his palm was agony.

      From inside, Jess called, “Come on in, honey!”

      Stepping in, he chuckled, “I assume I’m the honey you had in mind.”

      “The one and only,” she said, her voice muffled by a scrap of cloth covering her face. “Make yourself comfy right here,” she said, patting the mattress to her right as she tended to Cecil.

      Before getting onto the bed, Hatfield took a look around and saw bandaged and sleeping bodies. The damage they’d sustained was huge, and it wasn’t clear if they could realistically survive.

      He took a seat on the mattress, watching Jess smooth out a bandage on the captain’s torso. His face remained rock-solid throughout, but Hatfield knew it had to hurt.

      “Trevor,” Cecil slurred, his eyes growing bleary. “I want to talk to you about your father.”

      Jess said, “You’re going to have to make it a brief talk, Captain. Once that Vicodin kicks in, you’ll be eight miles high—at least.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She gave her husband a playful shove to get him on the mattress, face-up, then started patting his palm with something that stung as Cecil went on.

      “Your father, Trevor, was a man of great integrity. Courageous, wise, selfless.” His voice began to fade in volume and intensity. “And from what I’ve heard about your conduct when the compound was under siege earlier today, he would have looked up to you. You were exactly the man he wanted to be.”

      “He wanted to be?” Hatfield asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Well… “ Cecil whimpered, his voice growing dim, indistinct. “As you know, he was, by all means, prepared for battle but never actually had to fight. So he was never really tested. But I’m sure if he had been…”

      “If he had been what?” he turned, waiting for a reply. But the captain was out.

      Jess nodded to him as if she knew the end of the sentence. She bandaged his hand in silence. Afterward, she pressed a thumb against his palm, then stopped when she noticed the hard clench of his teeth.

      “You think my hand will be okay?” her husband asked.

      “Should be. But to be honest, I can’t make any promises. These aren’t exactly the best conditions to perform medical procedures.”

      “Is it the medicine? What else do you need?”

      “Well, we could always use more of everything just in case. But the main issue is germs. In a place like this, we can’t prevent cuts from getting infected.”

      He stared at his hand, tried to clamp his fingers once again. More pain.

      “Now we’re going to need you to find another room to recover. We really could use this bed.”

      “Okay.” He dragged his exhausted body off the mattress, then kissed her on the forehead before moving away.

      “Watch those germs, honey,” she said. “And thank you. I needed that.”
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield opened the door to the den and saw his son and daughter engaged in a heated ping-pong match. No arguments yet, but he figured it was only a matter of time. The competitiveness was live in their scowls.

      He took a seat on the couch, watching them, happy to see some aspect of his family drifting back to normality. “You guys did a great job in the room, keeping everything clean and whatnot.”

      When a ball slipped past his daughter, she sighed. “Thanks a lot for the distraction, Dad.”

      Meanwhile, Justin celebrated his win with a series of fist pumps. “Yes, yes, yes! Victorious again!”

      “Sorry, Tami,” her father said.

      His kids took a seat next to him on the couch. Justin said, “That dude really seemed like he knew what he was talking about.”

      “What dude?”

      He pointed to the stack of articles. “Your dad.”

      Hatfield couldn’t contain a laugh at the idea of someone referring to his father as a “dude.” That had to be a first. He picked up the stack and started reading in a random place. The first article he landed on was leadership, mostly a condensed speech he’d heard before. The kind he’d simply ignore. But somehow, the words resonated and mattered more than before.

      The best way for a leader to lead, the sergeant had written, is by example. A leader doesn’t demand those under him do anything he won’t do—or can’t—do.

      He looked at his hand, trying again to ball up his fingers. He failed once again. The words felt like an indictment. Am I a leader? he asked himself.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Hatfield walked into the living room. The homesteaders gathered there, taking the idle moment for chit-chat. Figuring this was as good a time as any to get to know the guys, Hatfield shook some hands and introduced himself.

      It was nice to see how much he had in common with them—even the ones whose path he’d never crossed. The very fact that they were familiar with his father’s tactics and teachings meant they could relate like long-lost half-brothers who shared a father from their past.

      After a while, the guys started a round of poker, with Hatfield learning to his surprise that the beloved sergeant was a fan of the game. He scooped up his first hand and took a look as a grin slipped onto his face. “Hard to imagine my dad doing anything for fun, especially gambling.”

      From behind, an unfamiliar voice sounded off. “Oh, you’d be surprised, Trevor. That fellow was capable of all kinds of fun.”

      He turned and saw a heavy-set, bearded homesteader, his face warmed by a smile as he walked to the poker table with a large rectangular box in his hand. “Of course, he always made sure the work got done before the fun began. And speaking of the old man, I came across this a few hours ago.”

      “What is it?”

      “Letters. To you. I expect he intended to mail them at some point but probably didn’t know where to send them.”

      “Thank you.” He took the box, then gave the man’s face a closer look, noticing traces of gray in his beard, wrinkles in his face. He was slightly younger than Cecil. “You knew my dad?”

      “Sure did. As a matter of fact, I served with him. He was a good man. A man of honor.”

      The two men shook hands. “Trevor Hatfield, nice to meet you.”

      “I’m First Lieutenant Stallworth. Call me Vinnie. You may want to finish playing before you check those letters out. Looks like a lot of reading.”

      “Sure does.” Hatfield nodded and placed the box under the table, then tried to get his head back into the game. But he only lasted another five minutes before he had to scoop up the box and dash out of the room. “I’ll be right back, guys.”

      In the den, which was doubling as the Hatfields’ bedroom, he saw his wife teaching his daughter how to knit while Justin read a magazine.

      “What ya got there, honey?” Jess asked him.

      “Letters. From my dad.”

      Every head looked up as he opened the first letter.

      

      Dear Son,

      

      I hope you somehow get this letter. It’s taken a long time to write it. Your mother urged me to do so for several years, but if you know anything, you know how bullheaded and stubborn your father is.

      I’m not sure how to begin this. There’s a lot to say, and I may not have the right words to say everything. You may have noticed I wasn’t great when it came to having the right words. And sometimes, when the situation demanded an emotional reaction, I didn’t have any words at all.

      The best I can say at this point is to accept the sense of regret that I feel. It shouldn’t have surprised me to learn that you’d eventually get sick of the lifestyle your mother and I had. It’s not the kind of life any teenager would want. It was a sad day when we looked up and saw that you’d gone. I feared something had happened to you, but your mother knew differently. She could see something in her son’s eyes that told her he wasn’t happy and would never be happy that way. But I was naïve. I didn’t understand. It wasn’t until I saw your stuff gone in addition to your backpack that I realized that you had taken off.

      By the time you will read this, I’ll be dead. And you’ll be a grown man, hopefully, a family man of honor.

      

      Ernest Hatfield, Sergeant First Class, US Army.

      

      Reading the letter’s salutation, he grunted out a laugh.

      He then noticed a hand on his shoulder, stroking it gently. “What’s so funny?” Jess asked.

      “The Sergeant First Class, that’s what. Nobody but Dad would sign a letter to his son that way.”

      “Not the warm-and-compassionate type, huh?”

      He turned to his wife. “Come on. You’ve heard the stories.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve never met the man. It would have been nice to. It would have been great to see where you came from.”

      Hatfield bit his lower lip and nodded. His head swirled with all kinds of thoughts, most of them troubling. “Do you think I’m a man of honor?”

      She laughed at the question, then gave him a playful slap. “Of course you are. You work hard, help raise the kids right. Always treat people well. If you’re not a man of honor, I don’t know who is.”

      As she stepped away, he brought his eyes back to the letter and mumbled an answer his wife couldn’t hear. “I do. Sergeant First Class Earnest Hatfield, that was a man of honor. A man I’ll never be.”
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      The morning air was calm and eerily quiet as Hatfield stepped out of the compound. When he heard steps come up behind him, he turned to see a homesteader whose name he didn’t know, rifle strapped to his back.

      “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you like that. Just coming out a little early to do my guard duty,” the young guy said. “Thought I’d get some target practice before my rounds.”

      “No, that’s fine. I’m Trevor, by the way. Trevor Hatfield.” He reached for a handshake.

      “I’m Jespersen. Cody Jesper—” he started to say, giving his hand a firm shake.

      But Hatfield had to pull his hand away, mid-shake. “Ow. Keep forgetting about that!”

      “Hand still bothering you?”

      “Yeah,” he said, staring at the palm. “Maybe I need to join you for target practice, make sure I can still shoot.” He pulled the pistol from its holster and did his best to clamp his fingers around the gun’s butt. With a pained grunt, he was able to hold it—barely.

      As Cody squatted next to him, firing at a haystack roughly fifty yards away, Hatfield raised his gun and aimed at the same target. But even the act of squeezing the trigger was beyond him. When he tried, the bullet flew astray, and the gun flew from his grip, landing in the tall grass.

      He tried again and did no better the second time, unable to even hold it steady this time.

      Cody sent him a soft and sympathetic look, saying, “You know, maybe you’d be better off trying a rifle.”

      “Yeah,” Hatfield said, forcing about a laugh. “That might be a better idea.”

      He shouldered the rifle, squatted into position, and reached his hand toward the trigger. But clamping his fingers around the trigger guard and on the trigger was something he couldn’t handle no matter how he tried to angle his hand. With a long grunt, he surrendered, then pulled back from the rifle and stared at it.

      The homesteader sent his eyes to the ground, seeming to avoid uneasy eye contact. “I’m sure your hand will get better soon anyway.”

      Hatfield nodded, then took a look at his fingers, noticing his forefinger had started to darken a little. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before—”

      Cody held up a hand, nodding toward a figure in the distance barely visible in the tall weeds. “You see that, Mr. Hatfield?”

      “Looks like something out there. Not sure what it is. You know if there are wolves in any part of this area?”

      The young man shook his head, not daring to pull his gaze away from whatever it was in the distance.

      Hatfield saw the figure duck, then disappear in the weeds. Cody reached for his rifle, then shouldered it. After a glance through the scope, he pulled away, searching for something. When he spotted a table five feet away, he turned it to its side and perched himself behind it. “Might be a wolf, might be something else.”

      Before too long, both men had found barriers to get behind. They watched the seemingly empty landscape and waited. Minutes passed with no movement. Cody came out of the crouch, looked across the field. He stepped closer, leaned against the fence. “If there’s something out there, it must be—”

      A shot clapped through the air. Cody reached down, grabbed his ankle. “Ahh!” he groaned.

      Hatfield reflexively started out from behind his barrier, then stopped himself and gave the landscape a scan. He spotted a shooter ten feet before the fence, loading his rifle for the next shot.

      Hobbling, Cody lay there, clutching his ankle, a pained grunt coming through his gritted teeth. Hatfield quickly added things up, tried to figure out his next move. He could run after Cody, try to pull him behind a barrier. But the shooter would get away.

      So he chose another plan, slowly raising his pistol to the shooter who clearly couldn’t see him. With his right hand wounded, he used both hands, gripping tightly and using the forefinger on his left hand to place on the trigger. After locking the shooter in his view, he gave himself a mental pep talk. You can do this. You can do this. You can do this.

      Then he squeezed the trigger.

      The gun clumsily snapped out of his hand. A split second later, the shooter took another shot that ended with a geyser of blood and Cody screaming.

      Hatfield scooped the gun from the ground and tried again.

      The shooter took three more shots. They all connected and splattered blood over Cody’s chest and belly as his body curled into a disaster, limbs flailing, spine arched. He then tried another shot but only produced dry clicks.

      As Hatfield kept fumbling with his gun, the shooter raced away. It was too late to save Cody. As footsteps raced toward him from behind, he heard his wife’s frantic voice. “Oh, no! Please, please, please! What happened, honey?”

      He turned, saw three or four homesteaders, most of them in bandages around Jess, rifles drawn. Shattered, he couldn’t find the words at first. Instead, he just lifted his hand. After swallowing hard, he said, “I couldn’t shoot.” He dropped his head, not wanting anyone to see his eyes water.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan stood in the doorway of the barn, watching bedlam unfold. Inside, there was fighting, screaming, guys throwing haymakers, and guys pulling guns on each other. The gang leader just stood there, shaking his head and wondering how long this kind of madness had to continue.

      He turned to the three former homesteaders and said, “Real colorful bunch, wouldn’t you say?”

      Andy nodded. The other two kept their eyes down, afraid of saying the wrong thing.

      Grace asked, “You think you could maybe undo our shackles? My wrists are starting to hurt.”

      “Mine too,” Gary added.

      “Shut up!” Nathan exploded. “You will be released when I can fully trust you.”

      Andy said, “Look, we’ve cooperated with you every step of the way. We’ve given you all the info you need, and we—”

      “I repeat, you will be released when I can fully trust you. Is that understood?”

      They each mumbled, “Yeah.”

      He pointed to the guys in the barn. “For all I know, the three of you might be just as untrustworthy as these animals!”

      “To be honest,” Andy said, “can you blame them for being a little ornery? We’re running out of food here.”

      Nathan heard footsteps and turned.

      A breathless gangbanger, rifle strapped to his back, spoke, “It worked! It worked! I took one of them out!”

      A crowd gathered around him as he went on. “I snuck up on them and took one of them out.”

      The gang shouted their approval.

      Nathan said, “Great, now is the time we strike!”

      “Let’s kill ‘em!” somebody yelled from the crowd.

      “No, no, no,” the leader said, a grin spreading across his face. “What we’ve got prepared for them is worse than death.”
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield leaned against the window, face pressed to it. The landscape seemed more dangerous than it ever had before. There was a menace out there that could wipe the compound out, and what happened to Jespersen was just one example of it.

      “You sure you okay, honey?” Jess asked.

      “It’ll take a while to get back to okay,” he said, his voice hollow. He turned to face his wife, watched her pull the captain’s bandage open and take a peek at his wound.

      She grimaced and squinted her eyes. Not a good sign.

      “Cecil doing okay?” Her husband asked.

      “Well… he’s still got a pulse. That’s the best we can hope for under these conditions. But the bad news is my hunch may have been right.”

      “Your hunch about what?”

      “Germs. Infections. That would explain why he’s not recovering so well.”

      Hatfield leaned closer, took a glance at the dull shine in Cecil’s eyes.

      Jess added, “That Vicodin should be wearing off pretty soon. That means if we’re going to operate, we’ll have to do it within minutes.”

      “Operate? You sure you can handle that?”

      “No, I’m not sure. But unless somebody’s hiding a doctor somewhere here in the homestead, I’m the closest one to a qualified person to operate.”

      The moment filled Hatfield with sadness. He stretched his hand to the captain’s face, but before it got there, Jess said, “Germs, honey! Germs!”

      “Sorry,” he said, yanking his hand back.

      “Wait, hold on a second,” she said. “Let me see your hand.”

      He reached out, held it before her eyes palm up. “What’s wrong?”

      “How long has it had that purple-ish color?”

      “Just a few hours. Why?”

      She gave him soft eyes. “Honey, we might have to amputate.”

      “Amputate my hand!”

      “Let me deal with Cecil first,” she said. “I’m going to try to remove the bullet, see if that stops the infection. In the meantime, you need to wait in another room.”

      “Got it.” He watched his wife get to work, feeling an odd kind of envy for her.

      The compound needed her. The homesteaders would never be able to function or even survive without a nurse—in this case serving as an emergency doctor. But Hatfield—especially with one hand—wasn’t.
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      Sitting alone in the den and scanning across the pictures of his dad, Hatfield tried to blot out the last day. It was a series of nightmares, nothing less than that. Multiple homesteaders lost—possibly including Cecil—and attacks coming from a gang that outnumbered them.

      On top of that, he faced the real likelihood of losing his shooting hand.

      Cecil paid him the big compliment of saying his father would have been proud of the man he’d became when the homestead came under siege. But things were different now. He’d be tested again and again and again. He stared at the images blankly, not knowing how to react.

      Gazing into the eyes of his father’s face and imagining his demanding baritone yelling out orders, he wondered what his dad would think of him now.

      “A leader doesn’t expect his men to do anything he won’t do—or can’t—do.”

      He repeated the words over and over again as if engaging in a kind of self-torture, reminding himself that he was no longer a leader now and not just because of his shortcomings as a shooter. It was everything. The new circumstances. The dangers they now faced. His doubts, the uncertainty of his role. Everything.

      Flooded by mixed emotions, he returned the pile of pictures to the box. Right now, his father’s unyielding voice—imaginary or not—wasn’t what he needed. He’d had enough of that as a teenager.

      He turned and saw the door of the den open slowly with a creak. His daughter—dour-faced and sheepish—poked her head through. “Dad, Mom wants to see you in the dorm room.”

      “Sure, honey.”

      Hatfield stepped down the hallway, bracing for bad news about Cecil. Jess slipped out of the dorm room and dropped her scarf. “Well, I did the best I could.” She pulled a tiny bullet from her pocket, face glowing with a weak smile.

      “Honey, you’re amazing! That’s great news.” But he noticed the smile fade. “Isn’t it?”

      “Getting the bullet out is a good start, but it’s no guarantee I stopped the infection.”

      “Anything else we can do for him?”

      She smirked. “You’re talking to a pastor’s daughter. So you know the answer.”

      “Prayer, prayer, and more prayer.”

      She shrugged. “Nothing else left.”

      “Long as he still has a chance. Can I talk to him?”

      “Sure.” She reached for her husband’s hand, carefully pulling it to her face. “This is more what I’m worried about. Come on in, and let’s see what we can do.”

      A grin immediately spread across Hatfield’s face when he saw Cecil sprawled across his mattress, sporting the leisurely demeanor of someone who’d just had a tooth pulled. “Well, look who’s still going strong! Glad to have you still around, Captain.”

      “Come on now. You should have known it would take more than a bullet to bring down this old bull.” With his big body shaking into a chuckle, he started to reach up for a handshake.

      But Jess stopped them. “Germs, guys. We have to be careful in here.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Cecil said. “I trust there is no danger of the exchange of germs when I tell your husband how proud I am of the way he conducted himself”

      “We’re all proud of him,” Jess said. She pulled down her mask just long enough to dampen his cheek with a kiss.

      He turned and gave her a sly grin. “Not worried about germs?”

      “I outrank you.” She gave him a pat on the butt, then said. “Now, let’s get you on that mattress and give me five minutes to get everything sterilized—or at least the best we can do under the circumstances.”

      As her husband lowered himself to the bed next to Cecil’s, the captain propped himself up to the elbows and addressed him. “You know, Trevor, your father used to say, give me ten men with steady hands on their guns and we’ll take down an army.”

      Hatfield glanced over, the smile fading from his face as he looked at the graying fingertips on his shooting hand.

      Cecil went on. “And although I didn’t witness it with my very eyes, from what I heard, you have a steady gun hand.”

      “Thank you.” Hatfield chose not to share his anxiety about his shooting hand. With any luck, he’d heal before it would become an issue. “So… Cecil, there’s something I’m wondering about.”

      “What’s that?”

      “One of the guys holding my kids the other day on the porch said something about the three homesteaders who left.”

      “What about them?”

      “He said they’d joined up with this gang. And they’re now able to give them inside information about us. How we operate and all that. In fact, that might have been the reason for the sneak attack at the hospital. Also, that might have been the way they knew the guy on guard duty would be there—”

      Cecil stopped him with a calmly-lifted hand. “You let me handle all that.”

      “Well, what I’m saying is, we might want to change things up a little. You know, to make sure they don’t know—”

      The captain shook his head. “I know we’ve sustained big casualties, but as long as we have enough to hold things down, we should be fine.”

      “But we don’t actually know how many of them—”

      The leader’s face hardened into a threat. Hatfield knew that any more words would be a challenge he couldn’t make. “Trevor, I need you to stay in your lane, as the kids say. And that lane is an important one. We will need good shooters, and a good shooter you are.”

      Hatfield and his wife gave each other a look. They knew something Cecil didn’t. They knew the steady shooting hand was in danger.

      “Open wide for me,” Jess said. Then she slipped a pill on her husband’s tongue and gave him a glass of water. “This won’t knock you all the way out, but it’ll keep you from feeling any pain.”

      He swallowed the water and pill. “I’m ready for you.” The syringe she then pulled out made him a little less ready.

      Noticing her husband’s widened eyes, she said, “You never were too fond of needles, were you?”

      With a half-grimace, half-smile, he shook his head.

      “I’ll need this to apply a local anesthetic. You’ll need it, but you don’t have to look at it if you don’t want.”

      They shared a grin, recalling a memory from years ago.
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        * * *

      

      “Honey, can you help me practice my needlework?” asked a nineteen-year-old Jess from the bathroom.

      Hatfield lifted his eyes from a magazine just long enough to glance at his wrist. Even the word “needle” made him uneasy. But he tried to play it cool anyway. “Sure. You need me to be your guinea pig for poking?”

      Jess stepped into the room, carrying a small bag. Taking a seat in front of him, she rolled her eyes, putting on rubber gloves. “Needle poking? The correct term is phlebotomy.”

      “Excuse me, Miss Registered Nurse.”

      She held up crossed fingers. “Not yet, but we’re a month away.” As she pulled out the needle and raised it to his arm, she noted the look on his face. Tense, eyes sharply focused on his arm. “No rule that says you have to look at it,” she said. “Unless you just don’t trust the phlebotomist.”

      “No, it’s not you that I don’t trust. It’s the needle. Never been a fan.”

      “Well, just train your eyes somewhere else.”

      He did, and when she saw where his gaze landed, she gave him a playful slap on the wrist. “Not there.”

      “Well, looking isn’t the same as grabbing, is it?”

      She smiled. “I suppose you’re right. Just make sure it stays at looking.”

      He groaned.

      She mocked his groan and said, “That’s what you get for dating a pastor’s daughter.”

      When he finally brought his eyes back to hers, Jess said, “We both know a way you could fix the situation.”

      “In time,” he said, looking down at the lump in his breast pocket. “Until then, why don’t you empty my pockets to help me get more comfortable.”

      “Very funny.”

      “No, I’m serious. I insist that you check my pockets before you perform this procedure.”

      “Why? So you can pounce over me while I’m trying to focus on your arm?”

      He sighed. “Look, There’s something in one of my pockets I think you need to know about.”

      “I bet there is, you horndog.”

      Pointing to his breast pocket, he said, “Seriously. Isn’t that a rule? Make sure the patient’s pockets are all empty so they’re nice and comfortable while experiencing the lobotomy.”

      “It’s phlebotomy and—” Her eyes landed on the lump in his breast pocket. She tapped it, pulled it out, and opened it, her mouth wide open as she gasped. “Trevor!”

      He’d spent months saving up for the ring, and it brought Jess to exactly the place he’d been hoping. “It’s yours if you’ll have me.”

      She smothered him with a hug, screeching out an answer that sounded close enough to “I do” to make him happier than he’d ever been.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jess’s face was still glowing with the grin decades later as she pulled the needle from his arm. “That’ll do it.” His field of vision grew blurry, and the room seemed to be spinning.

      A voice from his side yanked his attention away. “Come on, boy! Can’t you handle a little needle?”

      Hatfield turned and spotted a familiar face.

      “Hi, Dad,” he grunted to the sergeant.

      “Don’t hi Dad me. Answer my question! Are you really expecting your men to follow you if you can’t endure a little pain in your hand? What kind of leader are you?”

      “It’s not my job to be a leader,” he answered drowsily. “That’s the captain’s job.”

      “You’re right about that. You are no leader.”

      “Why not?”

      His father leaned in closer, bringing his loud baritone to his son’s ear. “Because you will not lead!”

      “I told you, it’s not my job!”

      “Bullcorn! If you were a leader, you’d have the courage to tell the current leader you don’t agree with him.”

      The conversation ended there with Hatfield’s eyes dancing on a distant wall. He had no comeback for his father’s words, no justification for his retreat.
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      Hatfield wasn’t sure how many hours had passed, but it seemed like days since his hallucinatory chat with his father when the room snapped back into focus. The smiling face in front of him had been talking for a while, but her words were lost in echoes. Now the echoes were gone, and the face was familiar again. “You back with us, stranger?” Jess asked.

      “Huh?”

      “You seemed a little lost there for a while.”

      He gave his head a vigorous shake. “I suppose I was.” He lifted his hand, saw it fully bandaged now. “It’s… still there. You didn’t have to amputate?”

      “Not completely, no.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She nodded toward his hand. “Go ahead, take a peek.”

      He pulled the bandage partly off. The palm was scarred and a little tender but otherwise felt normal. He kept going, releasing a relieved breath when he saw all fingers there—mostly. The upper half of his right forefinger was gone. His trigger finger. “You amputated my finger.”

      “The tip, yes,” his wife answered. “And you’re welcome.”

      He looked up, met her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound—”

      She lifted a hand and nodded. “No, that’s fine. I understand how much that trigger finger means to you. You men and your guns.”

      “Jess, it wouldn’t be a big deal ordinarily. But we need—” He stopped himself before running the risk of coming across ungrateful again. “Thank you. My wife the doctor, huh? Who knew?”

      They shared a tiny laugh. He turned and took a glance at the Cecil in the bed next to him, snoring as he slumbered on his back. His father’s imaginary rant reverberated through his head as the captain dozed.

      The voice was part encouragement, part nag. Something was deeply wrong with Cecil’s approach to things, his insistence on staying the course despite the dangers. “I’m sure you’re going to need the bed back soon,” he said.

      Jess answered, “Well, not right away—”

      But her husband was already on his way out.
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      Hatfield stood in the front doorway, watched the guard bring a cigarette to his lips. He looked back and nodded when he noticed he was being watched.

      He nodded back but said nothing, every gear in his mind shifting. The guards had worked in shifts, according to Cecil’s schedule. The three VVs must have leaked that schedule to the others.

      Other things caught his attention. He stepped over to the guard, extended his hand. “How are you? Name’s Trevor Hatfield.”

      They shook, and the guy laughed. “Come on, we all know who you are. After the job you did with the pistol.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m Jake. Jake Stillwell.”

      “Jake, why are we using a chain-link fence?”

      He shrugged. “Gives us good visibility. That’s what the captain says.”

      “Yeah, but the visibility goes both ways. We can see, and we can be seen.”

      “Well, that’s never been an issue. Well, until—” Jake lowered his eyes as if afraid to address a sensitive topic.

      “Yes, Jesperson’s shooting. I understand. But it seems to me that it’s never been an issue because you’ve probably never faced a serious threat out there before. Or have you?”

      “Sure we have. We’ve had all kinds of crazy people trying to get inside the compound. We even had some looters during the riots. And in the end, they didn’t do us any harm.”

      Hatfield said nothing, staring out into the landscape. Cecil’s thinking had begun to make sense. But what made more sense were the reasons it had to change.

      In the past, the only dangers the compound faced came from crazed individuals, desperate, hungry, disorganized. They never before faced a group—let alone an organized group who had inside knowledge about the homesteaders and their goings-on. “Look, Jake, we’re going to have to adapt to the changes around here.”

      “You mean the fact that we lost so many men?”

      “That’s part of it. But we’re up against new dangers, smart people who have us outnumbered. The old ways won’t work.”

      Jake nodded, but there was a hollowness to his gesture. It wasn’t clear how convinced he was.

      “We can start by varying the schedule of the guards. Make it so that nobody knows when the new one is coming on. In fact, you can start by taking off a little early. I’ll hold things down until the next guard gets here.”

      “But Cecil has given us specific orders—”

      “I know what Cecil has done. If he has a problem, you tell him to come to talk to me.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jake handed his rifle over, then walked inside.

      “We adapt, or we die,” Hatfield said. The words rattled through his head for several seconds. They kept on rattling as he lifted the gun to the target, planting a knee onto the ground.

      He hefted the rifle into place the same way he always did, but it soon became clear that it wouldn’t work. He raised up from the crouch, looked at the target again, and smiled as if the target had changed positions. “We adapt, or we die,” he said to himself, then dropped to the ground again and placed the rifle onto his left shoulder.

      The first few shots were clumsy, crashing into the dirt a few yards ahead of him, the others knifing into a nearby tree. He tried again, still not quite near the target but no longer bringing up the soil. “We’re getting there,” he groaned to himself.

      After lifting himself off the grass, he pulled the pistol from his holster and held it in his left hand, fighting off the sense of awkwardness. After taking a few deep breaths, he fired away, doing better now. He had a ways to go before matching the mastery he’d reached with his right hand, but he soon discovered that the enemy wasn’t the uncomfortable use of his left. It was his inner panic. He needed to stay calm, tell himself that shooting was shooting.

      He also needed to ignore the voice. His father’s voice, the same one that had haunted him as a kid. It was still there, reminding him that he wasn’t good enough. But now, it spoke in a single sentence. A leader doesn’t ask of his men what he won’t—or can’t—do himself.

      The more shots he took, the more the voice faded into the backdrop. It was a whisper now, no longer a scream. And it was a relic from the past that demanded attention. But he didn’t have to give it the attention it wanted. He could move on.

      Maybe someday, he’d win the approval from his father. He wasn’t yet there. But for now, he settled for what he could get. A calming ripple enabled him to shoot.

      The bullseyes returned right along with the confidence. Shot after shot found its intended mark.

      A different voice called from behind him as he heard footsteps through the tall grass.

      “Very nice,” Cecil said. “Versatility is always what you want in a shooter.”

      He turned and nodded. “Morning, Captain Payne.”

      “Good morning to you, Mr. Hatfield,” he answered. The emphasis on “Mr.” was clearly intended as a dig, a reminder that Cecil was a man with a rank, a military background that made him more qualified as a leader.

      Hatfield took it in stride, offered a smile.

      But the captain had more. “Of course, being a strong shooter—however versatile—doesn’t make one able to lead.”

      “True.”

      “Now it has come to my attention that you deliberately instructed one of the homesteaders to disobey my orders.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Would you care to share why?”

      Hatfield chose his words carefully before speaking. “With respect, sir. I feel that under the circumstances, a change was necessary. You see, it occurred to me that the homestead was—and is—up against a group that is more organized than any that had in the past. And that much of that organization revolves around inside knowledge that they have gained.”

      “Hatfield, I believe we’ve had this conversation before.”

      “But I don’t feel we’ve completed it.”

      “I beg to differ with you.”

      “Captain…” while seeking the right words, his gaze landed on the landscape.

      He spotted a few lumps in the distance. One of them moved, creeping closer. It wasn’t clear what they were up to, but there was no time to figure that out. “Get down!” he shouted, dropping to his belly and gesturing for Cecil to do the same.

      They lay in the grass, eyes sharply aimed at the horizon.

      Cecil asked, “Hatfield, would you mind telling me why we are doing this?”

      “They seem to be approaching us.”

      “Who is approaching us?”

      Hatfield pointed, prompting the captain to widen his eyes. “I see. And you feel that whoever it is represents a threat to the compound.”

      “I do. My hunch is that they are waiting for the guards to change—because they’ve been told when the change usually takes place.”

      Cecil said nothing. With his sightline fixed in the distance, he turned. “And you feel the best course of action is to vary our routine, keep them guessing.”

      “Yes, long-term. But for the here and now, that’s a little less clear. I’d say if we take one or both of them out, we’ve got a good chance to send the message we want to send. Let them know that when they approach the compound, they do so at their own peril.”

      Once again, Cecil remained quiet. He nodded to himself.

      Hatfield went on. “Right now, we need a few of our best shooters. If we can catch them off-guard, we can take them both out.”

      “I’ll get you those shooters.” The captain crawled in reverse, then slipped back into the compound.

      Seconds later, two more homesteaders joined Hatfield at the fence, heads low enough to hide them in the tall grass. They fell in line on either side of him.

      “We ready to go?” he asked them both.

      They nodded.

      “Okay, we’re going to move toward them at ten o’clock and two o’clock, keeping as low as you can. I want you both to lift a hand when you’ve locked onto your target. After that, you’re going to listen for my shot. When I take a shot, you both take shots. Got it?”

      “Got it,” they whispered in unison.

      “Let’s go.”

      The three of them spread out, bodies crawling forward in slow motion. At roughly fifty yards away, Hatfield could tell the enemies weren’t ready. They sat there, smoking cigarettes, checking their watches. The two of them passed a pair of binoculars back and forth briefly.

      At twenty yards away, Hatfield could read the confusion on their faces. They didn’t know why they couldn’t see any guards. Nor did they seem to have a clue that they were being advanced upon.

      He was close enough to lock on both of them, rifle a little uneasy on his left shoulder, but he was fine with it. He took unhurried breaths, ignored any sounds slipping into his aural field. It was time to execute.

      Looking to his left, he saw a hand briefly go up, then back down again. On the right, he saw the same. From this distance, he heard his targets gasp and point. He fired, once at the target to his left, missing. But another shot followed, tagging him on the crown of his head.

      More shots echoed through the morning sky. The targets didn’t have a chance. They grunted and groaned, taking a few more desperate shots but hitting nothing.

      Hatfield gestured for the homesteaders to move on them. They did, getting there just in time to see two bodies soaking in blood and sucking in frenzied gasps.

      Without a word, the two at his side rose to their feet, but Hatfield knew better. Fifty feet off to the side, he spotted a rifle poking through a bale of hay and shouted, “Get back down!”

      The homesteaders obeyed, but it was too late. One of them caught a glancing blow to his shoulder and dropped to the ground. With the other homesteader, Hatfield crept forward, gun raised, but everything else hidden in the grass. He fired several shots at the bale, only stopping when he saw the rifle fall and heard a guttural grunt.

      He looked back to the fallen homesteader. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, he just nicked my shoulder.”

      “Cool.” He slowly lifted a hand in the air, checking to see if that drew more gunshots. He heard and saw nothing. “All right, guys. Let’s get back to the compound, but don’t let down your guard. Guns up and eyes open, got that?”

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      It took about five minutes to return to the homestead. Once there, Hatfield helped the wounded homesteader hobble inside. Gasps filled the hallway as they ushered him into the dorm room.

      Inside the makeshift hospital, Cecil lifted himself off the bed and moved out of the way. He gave Hatfield sharp eyes and gestured him to the side. “Gentlemen, I need to see this man out here for a second.”

      In the hallway, they found a quiet corner. “Mr. Hatfield—”

      “I know what you’re going to say, Cecil, and I assure you, you have every reason to be concerned.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes, but trust me. We took out three of their guys. The only trade-off was a flesh wound that should be easy to treat.”

      Cecil turned, stole a glance at the young man in the dorm room, then returned his gaze to Hatfield. His face slowly eased back to calm. “That’s good to hear. Look, it took a lot of guts to challenge me out there, but in the end, it may be a good thing that you did. You were right; we need to change things up.”

      “Glad you feel that way.”

      The big man released a smile. “Yeah, sometimes even a grouchy old captain needs to be challenged from time to time. Just don’t make it a habit.” He turned and lumbered down the hallway.

      Hatfield got the feeling the captain was joking with his last line. But he couldn’t be sure. Clearly he didn’t like having his authority undermined—even if it was necessary.
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      Nathan crouched in the tall grass, staring at the two bodies, their uniforms soaked with red and their faces twisted into horrifying masks. He and Zan both gazed toward the compound, eyes on fire. “The guys at the barn still hungry?” the leader asked.

      “They sure are. What’s the next move, boss?”

      “First, we need to find out how this happened,” he answered, nodding toward the dead bodies. “I’m beginning to think we can’t trust our three friends.”

      “You think they sent us into a trap?”

      As he pulled a pistol from his pocket and loaded it, a devious grin landed on Nathan’s face. “Only one way to find out.”

      The two men headed back to the barn. Zan kept his distance, knowing that whenever he saw that demonic look on his boss’s face, things would soon become very unpleasant for somebody.

      The two men said nothing as they marched to the barn. Once there, they heard the structure echo with shouts and howls. Stepping closer, the reason for the ruckus became clear: A fight had broken out with three gangbangers beating a fourth with a thick steel rod.

      The hollering continued even as their leader stepped closer to the fight, arms angrily crossed, gun out.

      “What’s going on?” Zan asked somebody in the crowd.

      “Dude was holding out! Hiding a sandwich while the rest of us were sharing our tiny rations.”

      Hearing this, Nathan shook his head, watching the sandwich smuggler get his final breaths stomped and struck out of him. He casually lifted his gun to the ceiling and fired two shots. The screams stopped immediately. All eyes came to him. “Guys, this is a bad, bad idea! It’s bad enough we have guys getting shot approaching the compound. But now we’re losing more men in some stupid fight.”

      “Well,” a gangbanger said, “the guy was holding out on us, hiding food while the rest of us are starving!”

      Nathan nodded. “Look, guys, here’s the thing. Right now, we’ve got those guys in the compound outnumbered—at least two to one. But you keep beating each other to death and we’re going to lose that advantage!”

      One of them stood up, addressed his boss. “What good is an advantage if you have no food?” A chorus of “yeah” followed.

      “You’re right,” Nathan said. “We have a problem. And you know who’s going to get us out of it?”

      No answer. Their boss lifted his pistol and pointed to the three former homesteaders.

      Hands shaky with fear, Andy asked, “I don’t understand.”

      “I do!” Zan said. “You got us into this mess by giving us bad information on how to take out the guards! I say you don’t get any food for the next week—even better, no more food at all!”

      Excited “yeah” came next, but Nathan lifted a hand and shook his head. “No, no. Like them or not, we need those sons-of-bitches.”

      “Or maybe we don’t,” Zan said, leaning back, half-grin on his face.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe that bad information was given to us on purpose!”

      Nathan’s face sharpened. He leaned closer to Andy. “Is that right? Were you three trying to sabotage our mission?”

      “No, not at all!” the redhead shrieked.

      “I bet he’s lying!” Zan said.

      “He might be, but I can tell you one thing: if they blow their chance at redemption, they’re dead—all three of them.” With sadistic glee, Nathan watched the three of their faces buckle with twitches.

      “Look, sir,” Grace said, “We’ve been totally honest with you, I swear!”

      “Shut up!”

      “Um… Nathan,” Gary said, “What chance at redemption are we getting?”

      “Your last one,” he said. “You are going to tell us how we’re going to get access to their food.”

      “We told you, all you have to do is get inside the compound and… you know, defeat them.”

      “The problem is that would require the kind of mind most of these Cro-Magnons don’t have! So we need a plan B to get food!”

      Nathan leaned back and waited. “You know, guys, I’m not exactly known for having an endless supply of patience. You make me wait more than a minute, and the redhead gets it. Then the brunette. Then the girl. And I count fast.”

      “Um… well, you can go after the guards and—”

      He made a game show buzzer sound. “Wrong answer. We tried that before and lost three men. Forty-five seconds left.”

      “You could just attack the place!” Grace said.

      “Another no-go. If we don’t find a way past the guard in the yard, we can’t get in. Thirty seconds!”

      With quivering lips, Grace said, “You’ve got the three of us!”

      “What good is that?” Zan asked.

      “Three hostages,” she said. “You can threaten to kill us if they don’t give up their food to you.”

      “That could work,” Zan said.

      “Maybe or maybe not,” Nathan said. “If these guys are helping us, they might figure the three of them are better off dead than alive.”

      Grace frantically shook her head. “Trust me, it will work. I promise you!”

      “Time’s up,” Zan added.

      Nathan paused, his gaze shifting from face to terrified face. Could they be trusted? Would this idea work? He didn’t know, but they needed a plan B. “Okay, guys. Let’s try this. We threaten to put a bullet into each of their heads if they don’t surrender every scrap of their food. But if this plan fails and we wind up with so much as one casualty, we will make good on that threat. Let’s go!”

      The gang shouted and screamed their way out of the barn, pumping fists and waving rifles. Nathan turned with his finger on his lips. As the volume dropped, he pointed to the ground. The guys crouched and moved forward, slipping just below the level of the grass and creeping up slowly.

      Nathan had to clamp his mouth shut to conceal his laughter. He loved where this was going.
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      The ringing of the perimeter bell brought the compound to immediate silence. Although he’d been told about it, Hatfield had never heard it before or been involved in a situation where it was deemed necessary. So he knew this was serious.

      Within a fraction of a second, the scramble of feet against a hardwood floor soon replaced the quiet among the homesteaders. Orders were loudly shouted, and the clank of weaponry echoed everywhere.

      He raced to the hallway, barely avoiding the stampede of the homesteaders on their way out. “Okay, guys!” Cecil yelled. “You know the formation. As we’re missing some guys, we’ll have to make adjustments, but we’ll make those on the fly. Just get out there the same way you would ordinarily. If you need to change body positions, you change body positions! Everybody got that?”

      The answer was a collective “yes, sir!” that nearly rattled the floor. Lost in the maze of bodies, Hatfield wasn’t sure what to do. The captain headed toward him. “Trevor, I’m going to need you as my rover.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That means you rove around in the rear, acting in a backup capacity.”

      “Cool, let me get a rifle—”

      Cecil shook his head. “Your pistol still loaded?”

      “Only two shots left.”

      “Probably won’t need more than that. Let’s go!”

      “Captain, you think it’s a good idea to go out with the same formation as usual—especially when these guys out there may know exactly what we’re up to?”

      “Yes, I do. We don’t have time to get cute.”

      “What I mean is, perhaps if we—”

      “Mr. Hatfield, what the compound needs right now is not a contrarian but a leader. As long as I’m here, that’s my role! Is this understood?”

      Choking back his objections, he answered, “Yes, perfectly.”

      “Then let’s get out there and execute.”

      With a nod, he waited for the guys to get into formation. But before getting there, two shots rang out, followed by pained yells.

      During a barrage of profanity and scurrying bodies, Hatfield pulled out his pistol and crept toward the injured guys as they writhed in the grass, one clutching his elbow, the other, his foot. He grabbed one of them by the waist and started to drag him toward the compound. “No, no! I’ll be okay.”

      “You sure?”

      “It hurts like hell, but I can still shoot,” he hissed.

      He screamed toward the one holding his foot. “How about you?”

      With gritted teeth, the wounded homesteader glanced at the other who’d been injured. After a series of pained grunts, he said. “I guess if he can make it, I can make it.”

      The silence beyond the fence caught Hatfield’s attention. A voice from thirty-five or forty yards soared through the sky. “Guns down, hands up! Now! Or you get more casualties. We’ve got way more men than you! And we have three more you may have forgotten about.”

      As the gang moved forward, their advantage became all the more evident.

      “If you expect us to surrender the compound, you are mistaken!” Cecil yelled. “We are prepared to fight to the finish, but we suspect you are not. Because you are a bunch of cowards!”

      A smattering of chuckles fell across the gang. That was the sound of people who knew something Cecil didn’t. As the gang marched toward the fence, Hatfield spotted three familiar faces, all of them red and creased with fear. Gary, Andy, and Grace had guns to their temples as they were prompted forward. The leader moved to the front, then addressed the homesteaders. “I repeat, hands up, guns down.”

      A tense pause, then Cecil groaned, “Do what he says, guys,” his voice defeated, passionless.

      The homesteaders complied, slowly dropping their rifles to the grass, then reaching upward.

      “So here’s the story,” the leader said. “We don’t want the compound. We want food and want it as soon as possible. If we don’t get it, these three are dead.”

      Hatfield gazed at Cecil’s face, watching the life drain from it.

      “This should not be a complicated decision,” he added. “But on the off chance that it is, we’ll give you some time. If I don’t get enough food for all of us to last a month, these three will die slow, horrible deaths. And trust me, we will enjoy that nearly as much as we enjoy food. Right, guys?”

      The gang howled in delight.

      He went on. “You’ve got twelve hours. If the food isn’t here by then, you’ve got a very big problem!” The gang backed up slowly, guns still raised, faces as stern as before.

      Once they’d faded into the horizon, Cecil lifted a hand, then waved backward. When the guys all backpedaled to the compound, Hatfield understood this to mean “retreat.”

      Stepping inside, tense, fragile faces greeted them. There were ten or twelve of them there, four women and roughly eight injured men. “What happened out there?” Jess asked.

      “They made an offer,” Cecil said. “Food or have the blood of those VVs on our hands.”

      Jess gasped. “You mean they’re going to kill them?”

      “That’s correct,” Cecil said. “But I wonder what they’re really up to.”

      “What do you mean?” A homesteader asked.

      “I mean, the whole thing doesn’t make sense. If they wanted the compound, why not just take it? Or at least attempt to?”

      “If I had to guess,” Hatfield said. “I’d say they just didn’t want to kill the golden goose. They want us alive and well so we can keep giving them food. Meanwhile, they can continue to ransack the neighborhood without having to do any of the heavy lifting or take care of the compound.”

      “I don’t buy it,” the captain grunted. “With those three VVs, they shouldn’t be worried about running this place. Those three know the compound up and down. There’s a crack in their armor that is preventing them from attacking. And that is why we should go ahead and call their bluff.”

      One of the women said, “You can’t be saying they should just go ahead and kill those three.”

      Cecil took a deep breath and scanned the room in the face that had never been more serious. “Look, everybody, I understand what’s happening here. We are letting our emotions get the best of us. Now I don’t want anybody to be killed—least of all innocent individuals. But if we’re really being honest here, those three are not fully innocent. They violated the rules we have here at the compound, and they chose the fate they later got trapped into. None of this would have happened if they’d only stayed put and followed the rules.”

      “That poor woman!” one the female homesteaders said.

      The captain stared at her long and hard. “It does me no pleasure to see a woman harmed like this, but Grace chose her fate just like the two fellas. Now like it or not, this is the way we are going to handle the situation.”

      Hatfield stepped forward. “With respect, sir, I don’t agree.”

      Without words, Cecil aimed his eyes at him like a pair of ice picks.

      But he went on anyway. “Right now, we are in no position to fight them. We’ve suffered some awful casualties, and just now, we’ve had two more wounded that won’t be ready for battle for at least another couple of days.”

      Heads nodded in agreement, which only pushed the captain into a darker mood.

      Now addressing the room like a candidate in the middle of a stump speech, Hatfield went on. “Now, if we do what these people say, that will buy us some time, and we’ll be able to fight them at full strength.”

      Cecil shot back, “But how can we fight them at full strength if they’ve got those three turncoats right there informing them of our every step! They know our playbook, Trevor!”

      “No, they don’t. They know our old playbook. They know the moves we used to make, our old formations, the times we’d change the guards, the ways we’d train. But we can change, Cecil! We don’t have to walk right into the traps. We don’t have to make mistakes like the one we just made when you told us to—” He had gone too far with that one.

      The flare of the captain’s nostrils could be seen from several feet away.

      After a brief standoff, a homesteader said, “I’m sorry, Captain, but I’m with Trevor on this one.”

      More nodded heads and affirmative grunts.

      Another homesteader added, “Agreed, we need time to lick those wounds and figure out the next step. Taking these guys head-on right now would be a bad move.”

      “Nobody said anything about taking them on head-on!” Cecil spat. “The offer is that if we meet their demands, they won’t harm the three VVs. That’s it. Nothing is saying they won’t attack us immediately afterward!”

      “Okay,” Hatfield said, “So we stipulate that if we meet their food demands, they leave us alone. We dole the food out daily—but only if they come to us one at a time, hands high, no weaponry.”

      By now, the room was rumbling with agreement.

      Cecil surrendered, taking a seat on the couch with a sigh. Rolling his eyes, he said, “Okay. We’ll try it Mr. Hatfield’s way.”

      More upbeat rumbling as handshakes were excitedly exchanged. Something in the room’s temperature had changed. The younger man had emerged, and the older man wasn’t happy about it.
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      The whimper of Nathan’s stomach was hard to hide. As the gang lay in the tall grass, watching and waiting, there was no question which way the leader was hoping the compound’s decision would go.

      Gary crept up behind him, saying, “So… if they should reject this offer, I would say the best way to attack would be—”

      “Shut up!” Nathan shot. “When I want your opinion, I’ll torture it out of you. And for now, the three of you should be busy anyway, getting on your knees and praying they accept this offer. Because if they don’t, we have every intention of carrying out our threat.”

      He didn’t look back to see how his words were received, but the silence spoke volumes. He wasn’t messing around. Those three refugees from the homestead had to know that.

      Zan approached from his other side, pointing down the horizon. “See that, boss?”

      Nathan squinted and spotted a hand in the distance waving him forward. “Okay, guys! That’s our cue. It’s time to take care of business. Remember, guns out and ready to blast away until I tell you otherwise. We won’t know if we can trust them until the deal is complete. Let’s go!”

      The gang charged forward, their famished bodies less energetic than usual but loping along just the same. Their guns were out as they reached the fence.

      The homesteaders stood there in a formation Nathan didn’t recognize. He sent a scowl to the refuge homesteaders who hadn’t told them about this new look. Then he brought his scowl to the guys behind the fence. “Okay, what’s it gonna be? Do we kill your friends, and eventually you, or do we kill nobody because we’re too busy savoring the delightful food you’ve prepared for us?”

      The fat guy with the gray beard stepped front and center. He looked exhausted and annoyed, and when he spoke, it sounded like a beleaguered dad surrendering to his pain-in-the-ass kid’s demand. “We got your food, fellas. But we’ve got some stipulations along with it.”

      “Nobody said anything about stipulations.”

      “Well, I just did. No agreement, no food.”

      Nathan turned to the captured homesteads, grabbed the woman by the hair as she unloaded a shrill scream, and placed a gun to her head. He gestured for the others to do the same. “I’m not sure if your friends would agree with your insistence.”

      But the fat guy’s face remained unmoved. A standoff took place.

      Scanning the others' faces, he found a little more panic in their eyes, but not enough. Maybe they were bluffing, maybe not. But either way, calling their bluff would mean no food until they could somehow find a way into the compound. And if they did, good luck running it without the homesteader hostages.

      Faces hardened. Eyes grew sharper, angrier.

      But in the end, Nathan waved the white flag first. “Okay, what’s the stipulation?”

      The fat guy shook his head. “No, no. Not stipulation. Stipulations—plural. We’ve got a few.”

      “What are they?”

      There was a pause as the fat guy waved a younger man toward him, who whispered into his ear. “Number one—”

      “No, we’re not doing that. I talk to one guy at a time. If he’s the brain of the operation, he’s the one I deal with.”

      “As you wish,” the fat guy said, stepping back. He kept his poker face on as he said, “Mr. Hatfield, you’re up.”

      The other guy said, “Number one, you come and pick up your meals one at a time, one day at a time.”

      A grumble from his stomach floated over the silence that followed. Everyone pretended not to hear it, but there was no way it could have slipped under their radar. It signaled their desperation. Nathan figured they needed to wrap things up before their desperation would become all the more apparent. “We can do that.”

      “Two, when you come, you put your weapons down.”

      “Sure.”

      “And three, you agree to no more attacks. More attacks—of any kind—mean no more food.”

      “Fine. Is that it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Okay, what’s on the menu today?”

      From behind, a voice called, “Chili and cornbread.”

      Another rumble shot from Nathan’s belly, this one almost violently loud. “Let’s eat up, guys. Me first.”

      Zan elbowed through the crowd and found his boss’s ear. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Well, they may choose to poison the food. It might be better to let our captives eat first. If they survive, we all eat.”

      Hoping to keep his tough negotiator’s face intact, he swallowed a grin. So he nodded and turned back to the guys behind the fence. Grabbing the woman by the hair once again, he yanked her forward. “Here’s the first dinner guest. If you’ve decided to get cute and she winds up not surviving the meal, that means the deal’s off. And that means we come after you all guns blazing.”

      Nathan backed away slowly, scanning the faces of the homesteaders. Nothing in their blank stares gave anything away.

      Someone from the middle of the crowd stepped forward with a steaming hot plate, the chili and cornbread looking tasty. “Like we said, guys,” he called. “You come one at a time, no guns.”

      “Okay, guys,” Nathan called. “Let’s back away and wait our turn, guns down.”
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      It took over an hour to make sure all of them got fed. Hatfield stood there at the fence next to the guard on duty, watching as they backed away, heading for the barn.

      “How long you think the peace will last?” the guard asked.

      “Probably until they find another food source,” he answered. “And as they don’t seem like the most resourceful guys in the world, that may take a while.”

      “That’d be my guess, too. What happens after that?”

      Hatfield paused. “I don’t know, but we’d better have a plan B in place for when they do.”

      “The way I figure it,” the guard went on, “if they simply get impatient with the whole thing, they could just—”

      But Hatfield spotted something in the distant weeds. He dropped to the ground and yanked the guard with him, pulling his pistol from the holster.

      “What do you see?”

      He pointed at three moving figures, their bodies unsteady, maybe elderly. They moved closer to the compound. Within seconds they were well within view. A woman and two teenage kids. “What the hell?”

      “Looks like a mother and her kids. Not sure what that’s all about.”

      Hatfield gestured to the bullhorn near the compound wall. He said, “Why don’t you get on the horn? Let them know this isn’t the place for them to be.”

      The homesteader crawled over, scooped the makeshift bullhorn out of the grass, and announced. “Please stop at once. This is private property.

      The three figures—now fifteen, maybe twenty feet away—stopped and raised their hands in surrender. “Please!” the woman in the center shouted. “We need your help!”

      “I’m sorry!” the guard went on. “I’m afraid this is private property, and you will be—”

      Hatfield stopped him with a lifted hand. “Let’s just hear what’s going on. They’re not going to hurt us.”

      The homesteading guard nodded, dropped the bullhorn to the grass, then waved them forward.

      The two of them rose to the feet, guns still in their hands but aimed at the ground. The closer the trio got, the sadder their story seemed to be. All three of them seemed frail and weak, bones nearly poking through their skin. The woman in the middle held the frightened hands of the kids that flanked her. Both seemed somewhere between twelve and fifteen—just like Hatfield’s kids. Also, one was a boy, the other a girl. In this case, the ages were reversed, with the boy seeming to be older. The woman spoke, her voice fragile. “We’re so sorry. It’s just we’d been watching you for a while, seeing you handing out food. I suppose we just assumed you’d be able to help.”

      “No, ma’am,” the guard said. “That food was in service of a special purpose. Our policy is that we cannot—”

      Hatfield pulled him aside, keeping his voice low. “Do we have any food leftover from the exchange?”

      “Probably a little, but Cecil told us—”

      “Do we have enough for three more plates?”

      An uneasy pause. “Probably.” But he gave Hatfield a glare.

      “Come on. What could it harm?

      “All due respect, sir, it could harm plenty. The way the captain explains it, with every meal we give away, we get another hand out coming to the compound expecting theirs. We can’t afford that.”

      Hatfield turned, saw the three faces, slack, hoping for the best. “Go and get three more plates of food.”

      “But Cecil—”

      “If Cecil has any questions, he knows where he can find me.”

      The homesteader huffed away as Hatfield moved back to the fence. “Where are you staying?”

      “Well, sir, we’ve got a bunker. Well protected and everything. My husband was very meticulous about putting everything together. He was military, in charge of weaponry and whatnot, so we’ve got plenty of everything we might need—although I sure hope we never need those missiles because I sure couldn’t imagine ever firing them at anybody. But yes, the place is well-stocked.”

      “Then why no food?”

      “Things in the bunker have been in disrepair.

      “And your husband isn’t able to…” As soon as the words came from his mouth, the woman’s face went ashen, eyes red.

      “I’m afraid he didn’t make it,” she said. “He went out for one final trip on the night of the storm and…”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Footsteps from behind told him the guard had returned with the plates. He turned to see Cecil, a bag of food in his hands. The captain’s face remained casual as he hefted the bag over the fence and let it drop to the family.

      “Thank you so much!” The woman gushed. “If you don’t mind, we’ll just eat it here.”

      “Go right ahead, ma’am,” Cecil replied.

      As the family squatted in the grass, the captain pulled Hatfield away for a quiet word. “You do know that was a break in policy, don’t you?” he said.

      “I do, and I’m prepared to accept whatever you feel I must accept.”

      Cecil’s icy face melted into a smile. “Mr. Hatfield, you have some integrity. It takes intestinal fortitude to challenge a man in authority when he disagrees with him, and it does indeed seem you have your share of that.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But,” he went on, “intestinal fortitude is not enough. I’m prepared to make you my first lieutenant. Now I know you’re not a military man, so that means—”

      “It means I’m next in charge after the captain. I may not have served, but believe me, all those years under my dad taught me enough.”

      “Good. From now on, I’ll respect what you have to say and I’ll listen. There will even be times when I sense we’re involved in an area that is more up your alley than mine, so I’ll step back and let you take the reins. But none of this will happen if you don’t understand the protocol around here. If you wish to question me or challenge my word, you pull me aside privately and discuss it. You undermine me once, and… well, you may well end up where your friends the VVs wound up.”

      Hatfield laughed a little but then looked over to see the Captain wasn’t. “Yes, sir.”

      “Very good. And one more thing. With respect comes responsibility. That means we know where to look when your call sends things astray. You have a good night.”

      “‘Night, Captain,” he said. The phrase echoed in his head for a while. “With respect comes responsibility.” It sounded like something his father would have said, making it a little scary.

      The family sat and ate in silence, faces glowing and eyes at peace for the first time Hatfield had taken a look at them. He stepped to the fence, asked them, “Everything okay?”

      “It’s just wonderful!” the woman called. “Thank you so much.”

      Within a few minutes, they were finished, handing over the bag and their plates with face-splitting grins. “What do you kids say to the generous gentleman?”

      “Thank you,” they chimed in unison.

      “Children have to be reminded to show gratitude,” she said. “I’m Jade. These are Kenneth and Dawn.”

      “Hello, Mr….”

      “Call me Trevor.” He looked back at the woman. “So, what exactly was the problem you were having with the food storage?”

      “Well, it’s mainly that we got confused about where certain things go. I don’t recall all the details, but we just made some bad choices, put some food in the wrong containers, and didn’t remember to keep stuff covered. By the time we remembered, it was too late. And all the food went bad. Do you know where things go if they’re intended for long-term storage?”

      Hatfield searched the darkest cavity of memory to retrieve the answer. He recalled hearing his father say something about which kinds of items can be placed in storage and which others don’t need to be.

      From behind, the guard said, “A lot depends on how much storage space you have. How much do you have?”

      Jade shrugged. “I haven’t measured it. I can’t say for sure.”

      A pained looked spread across his face. “I can’t really answer your question if I don’t know exactly what the problem is. You have any pictures of it so I can take a look?”

      “I don’t have any pictures. But our bunker’s just a few blocks down the street, by the Takahoma. Next to the red house that had its roof blown off in the riots.

      He turned to Hatfield. “Can you take over for me while I go take a look at it?”

      “Go right ahead. Just make sure you’re safe out there. It’s getting close to nightfall.”

      “No worries,” he said, jumping the fence, rifle strapped to his back.

      Hatfield watched the four of them trail off into the distance. It was a sweet image, but in the back of his mind, he wondered if there was a danger to it that none of them could see. The four of them alone, only one of them armed, drifting into a world that had fallen in chaos.

      He scanned the landscape, seeing no red flags. But the danger was out there, just waiting. Moments like this made him think of his father and made him wish he were more grateful for his upbringing. His father understood how dangerous and unstable a place the world really was, and he understood exactly how to prepare for it. He’d prepared his son—his only child—to be armed against it. But his son had let him down.

      As he watched the setting sun fade behind the wreckage and debris of the city, he hoped for a chance to redeem himself. But for the time being, he was still groping for answers.
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      The gangbanger stayed crouched in the weeds, waiting. Niko was there to take a shot at the guard if one was available, but he didn’t have one. He was close enough to hear the conversation between this guard and the one who took off for the woman’s compound, but taking a shot would be risky. Too many people would come after him before he could have made it back to the barn.

      But what he had now was more valuable than a shot at a guard. He had knowledge that Nathan needed and might possibly reward him for. That woman had missiles within her bunker. That would be something the leader needed to know.

      Before racing back to the barn, Niko waited for the guard to move away from his spot. It took a while, but eventually, he did, giving him just the time to scurry back to the others, barely able to keep himself from giggling like a high school prom queen.
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        * * *

      

      The noise of revelry and shouted joy could probably be heard for miles beyond the barn. Being well-fed put the gangbangers in good spirits. Nathan watched them dance and fire pistols into the air triumphantly, but he didn’t share their sense of triumph.

      The exchange of food was, at best, a truce, not a victory. If they wanted to have full access to everything those homesteaders had, they’d need another plan. The fact that they didn’t want to endure the day-to-day pain-in-the-ass struggle involved with running the compound didn’t mean they had to settle for a half-ass win. Free food would only get them so far. They needed to take that place, but they needed to do it in a way that worked for them, a way that didn’t demand that they had to know what they were doing in that place.

      Zan was in the middle of an arm-wrestling match when Nathan called him over, causing the grin to disappear from his face right away. Panicked by the urgency in his boss’s face, he leaped up from his seat despite being seconds away from a win.

      “You wanted something, boss?”

      “Yes, a few things. Number one, tell those idiots to stop firing shots into the air. We’re going to need every bullet if we want to stay ready at all times.

      Zan started to race away, but Nathan grabbed his shoulder, tugged him back. “But first, we need to get an inside look of what that place looks like.”

      “You mean the compound?”

      “Yeah, we need to know if we can realistically run it and how.”

      “You want me to torture those homesteaders for info?”

      He shook his head. “Come on, dude. You know I do all the torturing myself. I can’t let you guys keep all the fun for yourselves. Give me that whip, and let’s go.”

      With a subtle wave, he gestured for the three homesteaders to be yanked to the center barn. “Okay, you three! It’s time for you to tell us what you know about the inside of that place.”

      Their faces stretched into terrifying masks. “We’ve told you everything we know!” The woman sobbed, “Please don’t hurt us anymore!”

      He stooped to meet the woman’s face. “I will hurt you as much or as little as I feel like! It's that clear! And right now, I feel like hurting you a lot. Besides, you don’t have much to complain about anyway. You’ve been spared the worst of it because we don’t want you all scarred up. Not for what we’ve got in mind for you!”

      A gangbanger in the middle of the crowd growled, “To be honest, long as it’s been since we’ve been with a woman, I’m thinking scarred or unscarred don’t really matter much in the grand scheme of things.”

      Nathan intimidatingly lifted an eyebrow. “The man’s got a point. With that in mind, let’s see how you look with a few scars on you.”

      “Hold on a second!” shouted a voice from the side. It was the gangbanger sent on a mission.

      “What is the problem?” Nathan yelled, his voice heavy with annoyance.

      “We’re wasting our time with these three. I found out about this new place we should be thinking about.”

      “What place?”

      “I don’t know the address exactly, but it’s a bunker down by the river.”

      “And?”

      “Well, the place is stocked with missiles and missile launchers!”

      “Missiles? And missile launchers?” Nathan hissed. “Can somebody even have that kind of stuff in their home?”

      “I don’t know, but look, maybe she meant to say grenade launchers or something else, and she said missiles. That’s not the point. Whatever it is she’s got in there is worth getting ahold of.”

      “Why? We have all we need right now to get control of that compound. Our problem is it would be a pain in the ass to have to run everything.”

      “No, no, you’re not listening to me! You’re still talking about taking over the compound, but we could be thinking a lot bigger than that. We could take over the whole city! I mean, if we’ve got actual military weaponry—”

      “Look, we don’t have time for bullshit—”

      Zan—ever the diplomat—found a gentle way to interrupt his boss. “Actually, Nathan, he may have a point. If we can get our hands on a bunker with that kind of weaponry—even if she’s exaggerating what it is exactly—we could seriously take everything over. We could totally be in charge of the whole city, what’s left of it, at least.”

      Nathan stayed silent for a second, giving his head a slow shake. “I’m beginning to like the idea the more I think of it. If we get control of that bunker, this city is ours; this city is ours! Every square inch. We get our hands on some weaponry like that, and we take this place and be powerful enough to run everything. Unlimited access to food. Total control of the people. That will be our goal. But first, we have to take it. So let’s go!”

      They rounded the guys up and sent them creeping forward in the weeds, heads down, guns up. Once there, it didn’t take long to find the bunker. It was a slightly sunken concrete structure covered mostly with grass.

      From this distance, it looked damn near impenetrable. “Any chance that we can get into that place?” Nathan asked Zan.

      “Doesn’t look like it,” his second-in-command replied.

      “We may not have to,” Niko added. “The guy who went in wasn't planning on being in there all night. So really, we just have to wait things out until he comes out, then we charge the door and get inside.”

      “All right, guys,” he said as they neared the place. “Step one is we wait for some to leave the place, and then we pounce.”
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        * * *

      

      After nearly an hour passed, the gang started to grow restless, with some even threatening to head back to the barn. But when the back door of the bunker swung open, it was clear things were right on track.

      They charged the door as the homesteader fumbled to get his rifle into his hands and fully trained, but he couldn’t get there quickly enough. He was shot down as the woman filled the nighttime air with a horrifying screech.

      She had never fully walked out, so when the gangers began firing away, she was able to fall back inside. From outside, the gangbangers could hear her stumbling to her feet, and when they tried to shove the door open, they could feel her weak efforts to push the door shut. She whimpered as they shoved harder and harder, sending her to the floor in a matter of seconds.

      Once inside, they saw her body scurrying to her feet and racing into the next room. The guys jumped after her, but Nathan stopped them. “No, no, no. I want to take this myself. You guys have had enough fun already.”

      He laughed maniacally as her hysterical cries grew wilder and louder. When she clumsily picked herself up off the floor and scampered out of the kitchen and down a dark hallway, this only brought more joy to his eyes. He liked a good game of hide-and-seek. And as he tiptoed after her, gesturing for the guys to stay at the door, he said, “Come out, come out wherever you are!”

      No answer.

      He crept into the dark hallway, actually just an elongated tube, like the kind that connected the plane to an airport terminal. He kept going, no idea where she was. But that only made the game more fun. At the end of the long tube, he found himself in a compact cube-shaped room. There were three doors, two at the sides, one straight ahead.

      He flung the one at his side open. This revealed nothing but more darkness. The game was getting to be a challenge, but he liked that.

      “Marco!” he yelled. After another minute of creeping forward and hearing nothing, he screamed, “Hey! You’re supposed to say—”

      Out of the next door, a hand jabbed out, spraying something in his eyes, mace or maybe something worse. “Arrgh!” he howled as three small bodies raced out of the doorway, shoving him to the floor.

      Eyes in agony and vision blurred, he could hear their footsteps tap away into the distance. “What the hell happened?” somebody called into the room.

      “She maced me. That’s what happened!”

      “She got out?” Zan asked. “Shit, let’s go!”

      “No, no,” he said, climbing to his feet. “Let her go. We got what we came for. We came to get ahold of this place, and now that we’re here, we just have to make sure that damn missile is here. And Niko, wherever the hell you are,” he said, groping around, vision still impaired, “You better hope it is here if you don’t want to get shot in the face.”

      They all split up as Nathan leaned against the wall, eyes slowly coming back to focus, the pain still sharp but fading slightly. He laughed to himself, not remembering the last time he’d had this much fun.
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        * * *

      

      Hearing that bell in the middle of the night, waking up everybody, wasn’t something that had happened before. So Hatfield knew it must have been alerting everybody to something serious.

      “What’s going on, Dad?” Justin asked.

      “No idea, Justin, but I get the feeling it’s something we better pay attention to.” The Hatfield family jumped into their clothes and left the room, meeting everybody else gathered in the living room.

      Jade—the woman he’d seen earlier, was there, her small body shaking with tears. Her kids—also distraught—were there too. The three of them were huddled together as if they’d just experienced something horrific.

      A group of homesteaders gathered around her, watching her, waiting for her to catch her breath and find enough of her bearings to speak. When she finally pushed words from her quivering mouth, she said, “They got him. They killed him!”

      “Who, ma’am?” Cecil asked.

      She couldn’t bring herself to say his name, but Hatfield knew who she was talking about—even though he never knew the man’s name.

      “Ryan!” she said, the name buried in desperate sobs. “They came out of nowhere and started firing as we left the bunker. They must have been waiting for him, waiting for us.”

      Cecil’s face was creased by confusion. “Hold on a second, ma’am. You’re talking about Ryan? Ryan Hasselbeck? One of our homesteaders? What was he doing in your bunker? I was under the impression he was out on guard duty.”

      Hatfield stepped forward, answered the question the woman couldn’t. “He was assisting her some food storage problems, Captain. He asked if I could cover for him while he went over to her bunker to help, and… well, we see what happened. I take full responsibility.”

      Cecil’s expression was hard to read. The confusion on his face was lingering. He took a deep breath and asked her, “I understand if you’re in too upset a state to answer any of these questions, but was there anybody else harmed during all of this?”

      “Not as far as I know,” she replied. “The three of us hid in a closet, then ran out and left once they attacked.” She spat out a small laugh. “I remember Mike—my husband—saying something about adding an escape hatch, but he never got around it. So we had to use mace and—” She collapsed into tears.

      As the woman was ushered toward the living room couch, along with her kids, Cecil said, “I would like to speak with Mr. Hatfield alone.” The crowd dispersed, and the two of them were alone, with nothing protecting Hatfield from the captain’s laser glare.

      “I know what you’re going to say, and yes, I made a bad call,” he said. “And it cost a man his life. You have no idea how bad I feel about all of that and—”

      Cecil stopped him. “Trevor, you feel bad enough as it is. I didn’t come over here to browbeat you. I just anticipated that you may have some objections to the course of action we have to take here.”

      “What course of action are we talking about here?”

      “Don’t make me say it. We have to turn this woman away. We’ll let them stay for the night, but by morning, we’ll have to let them go.”

      “But, Captain—”

      “I’m afraid that is my final word. I just felt I’d tell you this now so you didn’t attempt to blindside me as you did the last time.”

      “Captain, we need to get that woman’s bunker out of these people’s hands.”

      “You want us to risk the remaining troops we have fighting for the bunker of some family we don’t know? Trevor, that’s madness.”

      “No, no. Our reasons for getting that bunker back have nothing to do with this woman. She’s got things there that could put us all at risk if put into the wrong hands.”

      “Such as?”

      “A missile.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “She didn’t seem entirely clear what the device was, but whatever it was, we need to be concerned. These are not people who should have access to that kind of weaponry.”

      “Trevor, they have us outnumbered. If they’d wanted to attack, they would have done this by now.”

      “It’s not us I’m thinking about. They could take full control of the city, maybe more.”

      Cecil’s voice softened. “It pains me to say this, but it’s not our job to save the world—or even the city or neighborhood. The world is already in chaos. It will stay that way regardless of what we do. The best we can do is protect ourselves, and dammit, if you look around at all the men we’ve lost recently, we haven’t been doing a great job of that.”

      “But this woman’s family—” Hatfield stopped himself before launching into a rebuttal. “Okay, I understand.”

      After a tap on the arm, the captain stepped away, leaving his honorary lieutenant with a headful of troubling thoughts. He glanced across the living room, catching sight of Jade and her family, their faces showing polite smiles. But it wasn’t clear what kind of panic may have lurked beneath them. His mind raced in circles, looking for a way to make things happen.

      But it wouldn’t be easy. As much as he wanted to help this woman and her family, he knew in his heart that Cecil was right. The world was now a different place, a dangerous place that was awash in chaos and insanity. The question wasn’t just should they save the world, but could they?
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      After the middle-of-the-night interruption and the intense episode that ensued, more sleep was hard to come by. Hatfield stepped out of the compound without a sound, not sure what he was hoping for. An idea to help Jade’s family? A way to crush the gang at the barn? Any of these things would have been nice. But he’d happily settle for an encouraging word.

      He approached the guard out front, hands up so as not to startle him. The guard turned, rifle waist-high. “I come in peace, brother. Lazenby, right?”

      Lazenby chuckled. “Yeah. Didn’t mean to draw on you, buddy. Just a reflex.”

      “No worries.”

      “Out here for a smoke break?”

      “No. Can’t sleep. Through about getting some target practice, but after all the drama lately, gunshots in the middle of the night may not make me the most popular guy around here.”

      Lazenby looked at him. “So… I overheard that conversation you were having with the captain about the family.”

      Hatfield studied the young guy’s face, wondering if the two of them agreed on it. “Tough call, isn’t it?”

      “You’re right. I get where the captain’s coming from. I mean, we are limited in our recourses here but, there’s got to be something we can do.”

      “There is.”

      The guard squinted his eyes. “Like what?”

      “Stick with me tomorrow morning. I’ll give you the details then.”

      Lazenby’s puzzled look remained.

      “You are with me on this, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, completely. I mean… long as it doesn’t get me into any hot water or anything.”

      “No hot water. You won’t do anything that isn’t ordered by me. I’m the one risking hot water, understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s not to say there’s no risk at all with my plan. Just not a risk of you getting into trouble with Captain Payne. Are you ready for that?”

      “I am, sir. It’s not like the risk is something that can be avoided these days anyway. It’s just a part of the scenery.”

      Hatfield scanned the landscape and nodded.
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        * * *

      

      At breakfast, the kitchen was hopping with so many bodies moving in and out. And all that commotion meant nobody would notice half a canister of rice missing as well as a few eggs and a little wheat.

      He knew Cecil’s point about limited resources was well-intentioned but misguided. Yes, food was always in danger of running low, but it wasn’t truly scarce. The plants and chickens were still around and still adding to the supply. Also, as unpleasant as it was to think about, the death of the recently killed homesteaders made food supplies less limited than they ordinarily would be.

      After stuffing a few things into his backpack and tossing it into the bedroom, he stopped Cecil in the hallway and pulled him aside. “Captain, about Jade and her family.”

      “Yes?” he answered, arms crossed, face stern.

      “Would it be possible to escort the woman home—just to make sure there’s no danger waiting for her there?”

      “Long as you don’t do it alone. You recall what happened the last time someone made that mistake.”

      “I understand. And yes, Lazenby is joining us, and we plan on taking every precaution.”

      “I hope so,” Cecil said. “We’ve lost some good men. We do not need to lose any more.”

      Hatfield nodded, then ducked into the room, scooped up his backpack, and waited at the door for Jade’s family. He saw Lazenby step out of the kitchen, sharing a subtle nod with him, then, after strapping on his own full backpack, joining him at the door.

      “Ready to do this?” Hatfield asked him.

      “Sure am.”

      “Looks like you’re forgetting a couple of things.”

      Lazenby looked at his empty hands. “Sorry, be right back.” He moved into the artillery room and emerged with two rifles.

      Hatfield lifted his, held it in his left hand for a second, still feeling a little uneasy with his hand. But perfection wasn’t possible or needed. “Lovely. Now, all we need is the family we’ll be escorting home and we’re ready.”

      Within seconds, Jade and her kids were there, ushered to the door by Cecil. The leader said to them, “We wish you all good luck.”

      “Thank you so much for the help in our time of need,” the woman said.

      “I believe you have Mr. Hatfield to thank for that,” he answered.

      The group of them headed out of the compound, alert eyes on the landscape as they opened the front gate and stepped into the tall grass.

      Noticing a tightening of her face, Hatfield said, “Don’t worry. We’ll make sure the place is secure before we take off.”

      She faced him and sobbed, “Thank you so much,” her voice too weak to fully push the words through.

      Lazenby said, “The captain has a good heart, ma’am. He really does. It’s just that… well, he’s not the most flexible individual in the world, is all. Far be it for me to speak ill of him, but it wouldn’t hurt him to adapt to circumstances a little. He’s old school military, everything strictly by the—”

      Spotting something in the distance, Hatfield lifted both arms to stop them all in place. “Everybody down,” he said, voice hushed. The five of them lay in the grass, squinting into the horizon, trying to discern the images several yards away.

      “Looks like a group headed to the bunker,” Lazenby said.

      Jade gasped. “No, no, no,” she whimpered.

      “Not the best timing in the world,” he added.

      “No,” Hatfield said. “It’s perfect timing. It lets us know they're in there. All we have to do is wait them out.”

      “Maybe we can ambush them while there in there. There are only about four or five of them. With the element of surprise with us, we can pick them off.”

      “But that place is impenetrable, right, Jade?”

      “It is when the door is properly locked,” she answered. “But it won’t close if you don’t have the proper code.”

      Hatfield turned to Lazenby.

      The younger man asked, “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      He didn’t reply right away. The last time a homesteader went to the bunker, the result was a nightmare, not to mention the risk to Jade and her kids. He took a deep breath, weighed the options. “Let’s get a closer look, make up our minds when we get there.”

      The five of them crept through the weeds, bodies low, rifles trained on the distant silhouettes that strolled toward the bunker—not that they could have much accuracy from this angle. As they got closer, Hatfield could feel and hear the pounding of his heart. Gazing at the kids, he reminded himself how important it was to things right.
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        * * *

      

      The bunker’s door was open when the gang got there. They strutted inside, guns out. “Anybody home?” Nathan called, provoking laughter. A quick check revealed the place was all theirs. “Okay, guys. We got a couple of those flamethrowers, but where were those big guns you were talking about?”

      Zan led everybody down a dark hallway until they reached a compartment under the floor. After wiping the dust from the left side, a door handle became visible. They tugged at it, and after some effort, the door snapped free and swung open with a long creak.

      Nathan whistled long and low when he saw what was inside. Flame throwers, assault rifles and—underneath everything, dug well into the dirt—the gigantic turret of what looked to the leader like a long, narrow cannon. “I do believe that is our missile launcher.”

      “Actually, it’s a howitzer,” a bearded gangbanger said.

      His boss shot him a glare.

      “I’m ex-military,” he said, his voice softer, more humble, probably sensing Nathan didn’t like being corrected. “I’m not sure if it can operate after the attack, but I guess we’ll find out.”

      “So the plan is we get out of here and come back with the rest of our stuff. Let’s go!”

      They howled their way out of the bunker, the feeling of victory already buzzing through their veins.
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield wasn’t prepared to risk anything. He counted the gangbangers as they left, making sure there couldn’t be anyone remaining. Any surprises would be bad surprises. After waiting for them to get far enough from the bunker, he gestured for everyone to follow him inside the open door.

      Once inside, they weren’t done being cautious. He gestured for the family to remain tucked in a protective corner while he and Lazenby gave the place a sweep. Happy to see they were alone, he shut and locked the door, then pulled the smuggled food from his backpack as his fellow homesteader did the same.

      “Oh, bless your hearts, you gentlemen are so generous.”

      “I believe you have the captain to thank, ma’am,” Luckily, he doesn’t know it.

      “We’ll be back with more, provided we can sneak away.”

      “You know, we can repay if you like,” she said.

      “No offense, ma’am, but your money’s no good here. In fact, nobody’s is.”

      “No, no, I don’t mean with money. I mean medicine.” She pointed to a cabinet over his head.

      He opened up and took a look. It was stocked with bottles with names he couldn’t pronounce or grasp the purpose of. “Maybe later. If we need something, we can come back and trade, if that’s okay with you.”

      “It’s more than okay. I insist. Jake always felt one of the most important things to teach the kids is self-reliance. Begging for help just won’t do. That was really important to him.” Her voice cracked a little on the last few words.

      Hatfield squatted to the family. “Now, are you completely sure this place is impregnable?”

      “Trust me,” Jade answered, “when the door is properly sealed shut, there’s no way in. We’ve had a number of people who’ve tried.”

      “Okay. Just make sure you don’t open that door for anybody—except us. And we’ll have a special knock.” He demonstrated on the floor. “Can you remember that?”

      “I got it.”

      “How about you, Lazenby?” he called down the hallway. “Is that something you can remember?” He got no answer. “Lazenby?”

      “Holy Toledo Ohio!” Lazenby gasped. “Check out what this place is insured by, Mr. Hatfield.”

      Once there, he saw the door wide open and the giant hole underneath it. A turret poked through a pile of various military artillery. “Nice.”

      “Yes, that’s the missile I was talking about.”

      “Actually, ma’am,” Lazenby said, “that would be a howitzer. Although, you get too close to that little rascal, and I don’t suppose the difference matters much.”

      “There was more,” she added.

      “Excuse me?”

      “There were more guns, especially more of those weird-looking, thick things.”

      Hatfield lifted up a flame thrower. “One of these, you mean?”

      Jade nodded, eyes wide as if taking a close look at it for the first time.

      “Not great news,” Lazenby said. “The last thing we want is those dudes packing fire.”

      “I’d say that makes stopping these guys a pretty big priority. And that means making sure they don’t get their hands on anything else.” He turned to Jade. “I know we’ve been through this, but let me repeat it: Do not open that door for anybody unless it’s us. Keep it locked and shut at all times.”

      Lazenby asked, “You think maybe we should do something with these—just in case… something happens?”

      Rapidly approaching laughter from outside got the attention of everyone inside. “We might have a better way to handle this.”

      “What do you mean?” the younger man asked.

      Hatfield lifted a hand, crept to the door, and stole a peek from it. The gang was a good distance away and taking their time to reach the target. “Jade, does this place have a panic room?”

      “Kind of,” she said, her eyes getting restless and scared. “There’s a closet we can hide in. Um… do we need to hide? Please say we don’t need to hide!”

      He gave her shoulder a gentle stroke, keeping his voice low and unhurried. “No, no, settle down. If Lazenby and I do our part as we should, there will be no need to do anything but stay away. I know you and your children have been through hell, but if all goes well, this is the last time you’ll need to be strong for your children. I promise.”

      She took the shaky hands of her kids and raced toward the closet as Hatfield took glances through a sliver of the front door. Lazenby took a few peeks himself, then asked, “You’re not looking to take these guys on, are you?”

      “It’s not as crazy as it sounds.”

      “I hope not!”

      “Here’s how this works. These guys come back to the bunker, see the door open just the way they left and walk inside, not a care in the world. They are not expecting us. We are expecting them. If they have more than one functioning brain cell between them, they will know how stupid it would be to continue to charge inside blindly.”

      “And if not? If they really are the idiots we think they are, and they keep charging in?”

      “Then they’ll get wiped out one by one. That good enough for you?”

      Lazenby’s breath grew loud and out of control. “It’s a tricky plan.”

      “Let’s look at it this way: If they come back and the door is closed, they may think somebody will soon be on their way out—just like before. And they’ll do just like before: wait for him to come and gun him down.”

      Lazenby shook his head slowly, mouth wide.

      “So really our options are—face them now with the element of surprise or later without it.”

      “I guess so. Let’s do this.”

      “Great!” Hatfield opened the front door, making sure it was positioned similar to the way it was before. “You’re going to be here.” He grabbed Lazenby by the shoulders and moved into position behind a protective pile of rubble. “I’ll be next to the door firing away. The second things get too hot, I’ll slam the door shut, got it?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Don’t need you to suppose; I need certainty.”

      “Okay, yes, I’m certain. Whatever you need.”

      “All right, let’s go!”

      The two of themselves sat there in position, waiting for the gang to pull up. Once they got an open shot at several of them at the door, they’d start firing. But they needed to be careful. If Lazenby was off, he could hit Hatfield. Anything else could seriously endanger things as well. It was a risky plan, with no plan B.

      The gang approached the door, drawing closer. They were now ten feet away, then five.

      Not quite there…

      One of the gangbangers gazed into the doorway, his face frozen into an odd look. Not the one Hatfield was looking for. “What a minute…” the gangbanger called. “What the hell’s that backpack doing there—”

      A bad sign, but it was too late to turn back. So Hatfield yelled, “Go! Now!”

      The two of them fired away, getting a few of them to drop in the doorway. A third managed to squeeze through and into the hallway, getting riddled with bullets as he staggered into the kitchen.

      Hatfield turned his rifle around and clubbed him with the butt at the back of his head, sending him clattering to the ground. With no more open shots of any of them at the doorway, it was time to shut the door, but he could now see several of them scampering away. He couldn’t resist taking one more series of shots, so he lifted a hand, gestured for Lazenby to stop firing, and stepped out into the doorway, easing out slightly. He fired a few times, connecting two or three times—but he got something unexpected: someone was waiting for him, hiding at the side of the door, shoving a knife toward his head. He jerked back, catching a glancing blow at his jaw and grabbing the guy’s arm and tugging him back into the doorway.

      The two of them grappled one on one, the gangbanger shoving Hatfield’s face to the ground. From the corner of his eye, he could see Lazenby aiming his rifle, probably unable to get a clean shot that would only hit the gangbanger.

      They grappled more, with Hatfield losing the grip on his rifle, then the handgun on his waist. He reached down with all his strength and grabbed the back of his opponent’s head, yanking it hard against the concrete floor until his forehead met hardwood. His body then dropped, motionless.

      With the door slammed shut, he jumped to his feet and raced down a dark hallway, with Lazenby following behind. “Jade?”

      He heard nothing, then called again. And again. Finally, a whimper leaked from behind a door, her words smothered by tears. He pulled the door open and saw her clutching her kids, all three of them shaking, eyes uneasy. “Yes. I’m here. We made it, didn’t we?”

      “Yes, you did.” From behind, Lazenby passed her three jars of food. “The three of you held up very well. From now on, you should be fine as long as you keep that door shut.”

      Jade wiped her eyes dry and cleared her throat. “Don’t worry. This place will be sealed tight as long as there is danger out there.”

      “We’ll be back when we can. I promise.”

      She nodded, then pulled herself out of the closet and led the two men to her front door. “You two have no idea how helpful you’ve been to us. We can’t thank you enough.”

      “You guys, take care.” He looked to the kids. “Don’t let your mother work too hard.”

      The kids managed grins. “Yes, sir. We won’t,” they both said.

      Hatfield and Lazenby headed away, rifles strapped and heads on swivels, checking for any dangers on the horizon.
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      Hours after running from the gunshots from the bunker, the baleful stare on Nathan’s face remained. Everybody else was in a playful mood. In the time following the bunker incident, they’d knocked over a convenience store and didn’t even have to fire a single shot. Simply walking in, brandishing flame throwers was enough to get the owner to put down his shotgun and surrender.

      They now had plenty of food, good food, stuff they all enjoyed. No more need to humiliate themselves at the compound on a daily basis—at least for a while. But still, Nathan was unsatisfied. Something felt wrong, incomplete.

      From behind, he heard a voice. “Check it out, boss!” Zan held up a portable propane stove. “We can cook now! All we had to do was pull those flame throwers out. Amazing, huh?”

      His boss said nothing. “Sons of bitches!” he spat. “Shooting at us and we run like a bunch of rats.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know what I’m talking about! You were there! They started shooting at us, and what do we do? We took off like rats deserting a sinking ship!”

      “Look, that’s old news now! We don’t even have to think about those guys anymore.”

      Still, Nathan glowered.

      Zan ignored him and set the stove up. “You know how to work this?” he asked the leader.

      His boss sighed, turned to look for the three homesteaders, then waved them over. He snapped his fingers and pointed to the stove. “Dinner, for everybody! Get to it!”

      The three of them started cooking, not bothering with questions. They just dove directly into the meal.

      “Ordering people around must be pretty fun, huh?” Zan asked him.

      Nathan said nothing. Instead, his eyes locked on the three cooks as they busied themselves with pots and pans. Something about Zan’s questions caused it to echo in his head for a while. Ordering people around was pretty fun. But it was more than that. It was a brilliant idea. And it was the way they were going to get some much-needed payback.
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield and Lazenby walked slowly toward the compound to see a strange sight. The place was surrounded, gangbangers aiming flame throwers at the homesteaders who stood there, hands held high. “What the hell’s going on?” Lazenby asked.

      “Looks like we just missed something. Come on!”

      They raced to the gate to find Cecil in the midst of saying something. They didn’t catch his words, but his face told them all the story they needed. There was no fight. Only a surrender.

      “They got, Hatfield.”

      Their leader turned, his small face split by a grin. He aimed a rifle at the two new arrivals. “Well, looks like you two got here and missed all the fun. Not that you could have changed the outcome anyway. Now, why don’t you join the party and put those hands where we can see them.”

      With reluctance, Hatfield and Lazenby complied.

      The leader went on. “Luckily for you, I decided you were worth more to me alive than dead. You see, alive, you can serve me, run this place and take care of everything so we don’t have to figure out anything. That way, we don’t have to rely on your runaway friends for help. Now get inside and get to work. And trust me, there will be way more work to follow in the future—for all of you.” He buckled into laughter as all the homesteaders stepped inside, their faces hanging in defeat.

      Hatfield sidled up to the captain on his way inside. “I wish we could have gotten back sooner. And maybe we could have—”

      Cecil shook his head. “Wouldn’t have made a difference. With all that weaponry, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. If it were just us, I’d say let’s fight to the death, but with women and children involved… well, that changes the priorities.”

      Hatfield nodded.

      “We might as well just do as they say. Don’t try to get cute. The last thing we need is to lose more men out of foolish pride. Better alive to make sure these monsters don’t get too out of control than dead.”

      “I’m with you all the way.” But inside, Hatfield was looking for a plan B, watching these men closely, and hoping he could find a crack in the armor, something that could give the homesteaders the freedom they’d enjoyed less than an hour earlier.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Hatfield had woken up the next morning, the realization of the homesteaders’ capture had taken hold. The bell woke his family up before sunrise, with his kids reaching immediately for a supporting clutch seconds later.

      “Dad, this is really scaring me,” Tami said, her voice frail.

      “Don’t worry,” he answered. “The key is to stick together. As long as we do that, there’s only so much they can hurt us.” But his words rang hollow, not fully convincing. He wasn’t even sure if he believed it himself.

      “What are they planning on doing to us?” Justin asked.

      No answer.

      After a hard gulp, Jess said, “We don’t know yet, but I’m sure whatever it is—”

      The door swung open with a loud, violent clang.

      Tami shrieked, her body trembling as a gangbanger charged inside, rifle at his hip. “Everybody up!” he barked. “You’ve had enough sleep. Time to get to work. Now!”

      The Hatfield family snapped into place, on their feet with their hands up. “Sir, if you don’t mind,” Jess started, “what kind of work will we be engaged in?”

      “We’ll figure that out when you get into the kitchen,” the gangbanger said. “All I know is we’re hungry and ready for breakfast, so get to it!”

      “Yes, sir,” Hatfield said.

      “If the four of you ain't in the kitchen in three minutes, I’m coming back with this thing blasting anything in its way,” he said, nodding toward the rifle in his hands.

      The family scrambled out of their pajamas and into their clothes. Reading the panicked gazes on their faces, Hatfield said, “Whatever we do, we stick together,” his voice as calm as he could manage. “Got it, guys?”

      His only reply was a bunch of nodding heads. It was as if nobody else could find the strength to find words. Within less than a minute, they scrambled to the door, getting another shriek-inducing surprise when it swung open.

      “Hello, everybody!” their leader called.

      By now, they’d heard him called Nathan, and it was clear that he was capable of plenty of ruthless behavior. So the harmless grin on his face when he stormed into the room did nothing to pull their fear away. “Just what I like to see,” he said with a cackle. “A wholesome family working together. Isn’t that sweet?”

      Hatfield noticed the gun dangling from his hand. His impulse was to slap it to the floor, then assail the man, rendering him helpless. The man was clearly not an experienced shooter. His grip on the handgun was unsteady.

      As Nathan continued to buckle in laughter, his gaze drifting about the room—providing Hatfield with enough time to take him out—he had to remind himself why that wouldn’t be a good idea. They were held captive now, and that meant even if he could take this man out, there’d be others outside the room who would pose a threat, both to him and his family. Instead, he brought his voice to a deferential tone and said, “Sir, if you don’t mind, we need you to step aside so we can get to the kitchen—”

      “Yes, I do mind! I will step aside when I want to, and not a second earlier! Do you understand that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      After taking a deep breath and waiting at least a minute, Nathan stepped aside, his face still stone-hard. As the rest of his family walked outside, he grabbed Hatfield by the shoulder, yanked him back into the room. “I’m watching you,” he said.

      With his eyes down, he answered. “Yes, sir.”

      “I know you used to lead these pathetic people, but now you don’t. And I can tell you that if you get any cute ideas of ways you can play hero, you will die nice and slow. But before that, you will watch your family die nice and slow—one after the other. I’ll make sure of that.”

      He nodded, then walked out, trying to keep his breath under control. This guy was dangerous. He might not have been great at keeping his gun steady, but he was a menace, somebody who could and would commit acts of despicable violence if he needed to—or just wanted to. Hatfield could see that in his empty eyes.
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        * * *

      

      After walking into the kitchen, Hatfield found the homesteaders slaving away as laughter rang out. The gangbangers seemed amused by the idea of having captives. They held their guns high, aimed at heads.

      Justin and Tami worked at the stove, pouring pancake mix into a pan. “You guys okay?” he asked them, his voice just low enough to go unheard with the loud laughter ringing out.

      They both nodded, eyes alertly aimed at their captors.

      In the corner, he spotted Cecil crouched, one knee on the floor as Jess rubbed his shoulders. At first, the captain seemed to be sobbing, but after a step closer, he could be seen clutching his stomach in pain.

      “Everything okay?” he asked them.

      His wife sent him sad and weary eyes, then shook her head.

      “Just a little trouble in my belly,” Cecil said. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Jess said, “We really should take a look at you just in case.”

      The captain said, “I can’t imagine our friends would allow that.”

      “I’ll tell them it’s a matter of life and death.”

      Aiming sharp eyes at the gangbangers behind him, Cecil answered, “Do these folks look like the compassionate sort to you?”

      Nathan yelled, “Shut up over there! And you, fat man! Get back on your feet and back to work.”

      Cecil grunted out a compliant “Yes, sir,” then struggled to find his footing.

      After a glance behind her, Jess said, “I’m worried about him. Looks like it could be an infection. You saw me operating without sterilizing anything. I’d say anything I put the knife in could be at risk.”

      Hatfield took a reflexive look at his hand, noticing nothing unusual—for now.

      “I remember seeing some medicine at Jade’s bunker.”

      “Lot of good it does us here.”

      “We’ll see if there’s something I can do to change that.”

      Nathan yelled, “You lovebirds over there better stop with all that whispering and get to work!”

      “Yes, sir,” Hatfield answered, looking back with his head respectively low but his eyes searching for a way out.

      The stern leader waved someone over. “Zan!” He whispered something into his ear.

      The man obediently marched over, grabbed Hatfield by the collar, and yanked toward the door, his pistol trained on his temple. “We’ve decided to break up this happy family! You come with me!”

      Once outside, he shoved him down into the garden, then reached to the wall, grabbed the spade leaning against it, and tossed it to him. “Start digging now, and don’t stop until you’re told to stop, got that?”

      Hatfield nodded, then got to work.

      The guy stood against the wall, arms crossed as the digging began. “Can I ask a question?”

      “One question,” he groaned. “That’s all you get.”

      “What am I digging for?”

      “You are digging because I told you to.”

      “But what I’m saying is the garden doesn’t need any more digging, so I need to know why I’m digging so I can get proper—”

      The guy pulled the spade from Hatfield’s grip and gave him a hard thwack on the spine, sending him to his knees.

      “No more questions and no more talking! Now get back to digging.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, grinding his teeth hard as the pain rippled through him. As he dug, he caught a peek of the gangbanger who was serving as a guard. He sat, leaning against the fence, his head snapping back every few minutes or so. It was hard to tell from this distance, but he seemed to be nodding off. As with many other things about his captors, Hatfield made a note of that.
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        * * *

      

      After roughly an hour or so of digging, Hatfield was permitted back inside. He sat at the dining table with the other homesteaders, their faces hanging down. No words were exchanged, only a series of troubled glances.

      Jess and his kids were dispersed at various places at the table. Vomiting sounds came from the bathroom.

      After five or six minutes of silence, a gangbanger stepped into the room with a few plates of food. He tossed it to the center of the table. “Eat up, you losers!” he said with a cackle. On the plates was a few pieces of roasted chicken, a few baked beans thrown over it.

      A few reached forward and took some food, then returned it to the center. One of them asked, “Anybody seen what happened to Taylor?”

      No answer.

      The image saddened Hatfield. He recalled a time when there were enough homesteaders to require two or three seatings in the dining room for a meal. Now there were slightly more than could be seated at a time. He counted everyone. Including his family, there were fourteen left. Then he realized Cecil would have made the count fifteen. Panic came over him. “Anybody seen Cecil?”

      “That’s him in the bathroom,” Jess said. “Poor man. I’m really concerned about him.”

      Minutes later, the captain hobbled out of the bathroom, and Hatfield stepped over, catching just after leaving.

      “You doing okay, Cecil?”

      The big man grimaced, choking back pain. “Things are getting a little rough on the belly, but you know me. It’ll take more than a little indigestion to bring this ornery SOB down.

      From behind, Jess charged forward and said, “Captain Payne, I don't know how to tell you this, but I get the feeling this could be something more serious than indigestion.”

      He held up a hand. “Whatever it is, this too shall pass.” With a cautious glance around, he lowered his voice. “Besides, at this point in time, my focus shouldn’t be on matters related to my health. I need to be concerned with getting us out of this.”

      “If that’s possible,” Hatfield added.

      “This isn’t the time for ifs, Hatfield. This situation we’re living under cannot hold. We cannot accept it under any—” A pained clutch at his stomach interrupted his words. He doubled over, his face folded with agonized wrinkles.

      “Oh, my God!” Jess cried.

      “Captain, are you sure you’re going to—”

      From behind, a commanding baritone called, “Perhaps if the three of you aren’t in the mood for eating, you might want to step back outside to get some work done.” They turned and saw a gangbanger, big and bearded, tattooed like a biker.

      “The man is in pain!” Jess shouted.

      “Who cares? The three of you come out to the backyard now!”

      With the captain still bent at the waist, they went to the backyard and had shovels tossed to them. As with Hatfield earlier, their task was to dig and not stop until told to.

      The man left in charge leaned against the wall, his detached, loopy demeanor hinting that he was high on something and not able to fully pay attention.

      Sensing that, Hatfield carefully stood next to his wife and the captain, keeping his voice low. “I’m going to make a run for Jade’s bunker to try to get some medicine for you.”

      Between coughs, Cecil asked, “What’s… the plan?”

      “Simple. I wait for that guard to doze off, then split, come back with the medicine, and give it to you.”

      The captain shook his head. “Too much risk. You come back with those pills on you, then try to find a discreet place to give it to me. No, it wouldn’t work.”

      “What other option do we have?”

      “I’ll go alone, come back alone. Whatever I need to take, I’ll take there at the bunker. So I come back with nothing on me. Worst-case scenario, I just slipped out for a second for some fresh air.”

      “No,” Hatfield said. “One man alone is too risky.”

      “You were planning to go alone!”

      “One healthy man is different. I insist on going with you—just in case.”

      Cecil sighed. “If you insist.”

      “Yes, I do. We’ll wait till the guard’s head down, and his eyes are shut, then make a run for it.”

      The captain tried to reply, but coughing halted his words. He spat on the ground below.

      Aghast at the black bile that landed at his feet, Jess said, “My God, how long has that been happening?”

      “What, the coughing?”

      “No, that color! Cecil, this is serious, you really need to—”

      But she had raised her voice a little much and attracted the attention of the gangbanger. “You are here to work, not talk,” he said, his voice calm but sharp. “That is your last warning. Next time, I have this for you.” He lifted his gun into the air.

      The three of them nodded. “We’re very sorry, sir,” Jess said. “It’s just that he’s dealing with a medical emergency and—”

      The gangbanger shook his head slowly. “I thought I made it clear that we’re not here to play doctor for anybody. He could drop here and now for all I care.” He walked away, leaving Cecil, Hatfield, and his wife in compliant silence.
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      It seemed to take forever for nighttime to arrive. But in the end, Hatfield and Cecil were patient. They had more digging to do in the garden, so they did just that and waited, keeping their eye on the area where the guard was.

      The good news was that it was the same as before on duty. The bad news was that he seemed more well-rested than before. Fortunately, that wasn’t true of all the others. Within three or four hours of nightfall, nobody else was up except the three of them. The guard, the captain, and Hatfield.

      After another hour of digging, they could see the man’s head starting to bob, his eyes occasionally closing then opening again. Cecil whispered to his second-in-command, “I believe he is only up for our sake. Perhaps if we give the impression that we’re no longer around, he’ll feel comfortable going to sleep.”

      Hatfield nodded, then the two of them drifted off to the side, peering back to the gangbanger every five minutes or so. After a while, he was out, and the two men jumped the fence and took off, making no sound except for the odd cough coming from the older man.

      They both looked back to see the guard stir awake a little, then turned back and launched into a full-on sprint.

      But Cecil struggled. The coughing began a few strides in and made it impossible for him to keep up. Hatfield turned and spotted the guard leaping over the fence, fifty, maybe sixty yards behind them. The two of them ducked behind a pile of rubble. “Come on, Captain! You can do it!”

      “I’m afraid I can’t,” he said, waving the younger man on. “You go on ahead without me.”

      “Are you crazy? You’re the reason I’m going to trade food for the medicine in the first place.”

      Cecil shook his head. “It’s me now, but it’ll be somebody else who needs it later—and why waste medicine on somebody who’s not going to make it anyway. Besides, Jade and her family will need the food. Go on without me!”

      Behind them, the bell sounded, signaling that there would soon be a whole cavalry after them. Hatfield pulled out his gun. “We may go down, but we don’t go down without a fight.”

      “Dammit, Hatfield, are you that stupid! Don’t you see what I’m doing here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This is a kamikaze mission, man! I’m here to act as a decoy for you!”

      The words stunned him, left him nearly speechless. “Why?”

      “Because if these people are going to get from under the grip of these animals, they will need a leader! A leader not on his deathbed! Now get out of here! That is an order!”

      With the gangbangers charging in from behind, Hatfield tried to take one more look back before racing away. But even that was cut short by the big man waving him away, his face as wrinkled by annoyance as pain.

      With no other choice, he turned and ran. He didn’t have much of a head start, but Cecil would make sure he had a bigger one. As he sped away like the wind, Hatfield felt himself swimming in too many emotions at once. Sadness, fear, rage. But also gratitude. He’d find a way to make sure the captain didn’t die in vain. It was the very least he could do.

      With his head low and his strides long and rushed, he scurried through the bushes and trees on his way to Jade’s bunker, hoping to keep from getting spotted. He didn’t dare look back, but the fact that he couldn’t hear anything behind—footsteps, breath, gunshots—meant he’d live long enough to make it there.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan didn’t like being roused out of sleep for a late-night runaway—and an old one at that. After getting there, he wondered if it was worth it. The guys had him surrounded as he stood there, hands on his knees, black substance falling from his mouth, eyes drained of life. “Okay, old-timer. You dragged us out of bed pretty early. For that, you’re going to pay.”

      The guys said nothing and did nothing. With his head down, he started back to the compound.

      Zan walked up to him, stooped to meet his eyes. “Who else was with you, old man?”

      The old guy said nothing, keeping his face stoic.

      Nathan also stooped. “You know, Grandpa. I was going to kill you here and now, but I think it might be a good idea to wake everybody up and make an example of you. And when I say everybody, I mean everybody. The kids in that place, the women. Everybody. I think they all need to learn what happens when you try to escape.”

      The old man tightened his jaw, eyes on fire. He clearly didn’t like the idea of exposing kids and women to a gruesome session of torture. But this only intensified Nathan’s desire to do it. He leaned in closer and spoke with an exaggerated pout. “What’s the matter, Grandpa? Don’t want to expose those delicate creatures to something… untoward?”

      The old man spat on him, getting his weird-looking black spit on his chest. In a fit of rage, he shot the man twice. His elderly body shook for half a minute, then curled up into nothing. Nathan wasn’t happy that he had wasted the opportunity for public slaughter, but he couldn’t stop staring into the guy’s eyes. Something about the hardness of his face seemed calm, prideful. He shook his head, puzzled by it.

      “Son of a bitch,” Nathan said casually. “I kind of liked this shirt, too.”
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      When Jade let Hatfield inside, her face seemed horrified, confused.

      “I’m sorry to come back, seeking a favor so soon, but I’m prepared to make a trade.” He pulled out a packet of rice and a few containers of condensed milk.

      “Anything you need is yours,” she said. “As always, we appreciate the help.”

      “Great!” he said, moving through the dark hallway toward the cabinet where he spotted the medicine. “We could really use anything you could spare.”

      “We can spare quite a lot,” she said. “It’s only the three of us, not like all of you in the compound.”

      “Good.” He stashed bottles of medicine away, then headed back to the door, opening it to a sliver and stealing a glimpse outside. “Are your kids doing okay?” he asked, not taking his gaze away from the sliver.

      “Yes, they’re just fine. They’re asleep right now, of course, but yes, they’re doing just fine,” she replied, her voice loaded with a little panic. “Were those men—those bad—after you? Is that why you’re being so cautious?”

      He turned, wondered if she could take the awful news, then decided she could. “They’ve taken over the compound, Jade.”

      She gasped. “My God!”

      “They don’t know I’m here. And I’m not sure how I’m going to get back without them knowing what happened.

      “Maybe you’re better off just staying here. That seems to me to be a lot safer than risking everything back there.”

      “No. It’s safer, but I have to go back. The place needs me.”

      “Well… good luck to you, but just understand that if you change your mind, we’re here. The food may have to be stretched a little, but we’re fine with that. We’re always ready to bring people in who need it.”

      He gave her shoulder a soft stroke, then turned back to the door, taking another peek out. “That’s good to hear, thank you.” It was hard to tell with nothing but moonlight illuminating the horizon, but it seemed his path back to the compound was clear. He said, “Take care, Jade,” then jetted outside, ducking low in the tall grass before he could hear her reply.

      He kept moving quickly and quietly, seeing and hearing nothing between him and the compound. Once there, he crept closer, paying particular attention to the guard by the fence.

      It was the same guy as before. He looked exhausted and not happy to still be on duty, but for the moment, he was wide awake. Hatfield was stuck, unable to find a way past him. Climbing the fence without being noticed wasn’t possible. It was too loud and too difficult to do without being seen. He’d need another way.

      In the distance, straight ahead and far to the guard’s other side, there was a tree that hung just over the fence. If there were any way he could get there without being spotted, he could probably climb it, then hop the fence and get inside the back door. But he’d need something to pull his attention away.

      Hatfield pulled out his gun, thought about firing into the air to distract him. But the idea seemed less clever the more he considered it. The guard would probably be able to tell roughly where the shot was coming from. He needed something that could serve the same purpose but without the tell-tale noise.

      A fist-sized rock bumping against his knee gave him the answer. He lifted the stone, aimed it for the compound roof near the front, far away from the tree hanging over the backyard, and threw it.

      The toss wasn’t a strike, but it was close enough. It tagged the roof with a clank and—as he’d hoped—yanked the guard’s attention toward the front of the compound. When the guy scrambled over to see what that sudden sound was, Hatfield raced toward the tree. He climbed it faster than he’d ever climbed anything and swung himself over the fence, landing with a muted thunk.

      From there, he sprinted to the back door, guessing it wouldn’t be locked because the gangbangers wouldn’t have bothered with the endless exchange of keys. He had guessed right. Hatfield slipped inside, then darted down a hallway into the bathroom, catching his breath.

      Now came the biggest challenge. Getting back to the bedroom without being seen or heard. This would be tricky because he wasn’t sure who was up and who was asleep. It didn’t seem possible that the entire gang could be asleep so soon after they’d sent everybody after the captain.

      Outside there were voices. They closed in quickly.

      With the violent swing of the door, a new face was revealed. It was Nathan, their leader, his face stern as usual. A few others stood behind him.

      Hatfield tried to stay calm, groping for words to explain his presence in the bathroom.

      But it turned out he didn’t need to. Nathan said, “Here he is, guys! I guess this is where he was all along.”

      Shrugging his shoulders, Hatfield said, “Where else did you think I was?”

      “Don’t worry about that. You just make sure you keep doing as you’re told. We’ll always have more work for you. And as for your wife and daughter… we’ll make sure they have plenty to do as well. And I don’t mean digging in the garden.”

      The rage ate at him. Nathan’s face suddenly looked like it needed a face buried in it. He got close to him and seethed, “What have you done to my family?”

      “Nothing. Yet. But the more trouble you cause, the more likely you are to push us in that direction,” he said, sending Hatfield’s rage back to him. “Is that understood?”

      No answer. It wasn’t easy to choke back his anger.

      Nathan asked again, his tone mocking. “Is that understood?”

      Hatfield held back his vitriol and nodded obediently, then watched the thugs march away.

      Without delay, he raced into the bedroom, finding Jess, Justin, and Tami asleep. But there was something about their body language—an uneasiness in their position, the way they tossed about—that suggested their sleep wasn’t restful.

      And he got no sleep at all.

      Instead, he stared at the ceiling all night, with his head invaded by way too many thoughts. Things were spiraling out of control. Hatfield found himself in a situation where it was his job to make everything right.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, everyone woke up with faces dragging. Before getting out of the bed, Jess turned to her husband gingerly and asked, “Honey, did you hear about Cecil?”

      He nodded. “I was there right before he got captured.”

      They embraced without another word on the subject.

      As was becoming their custom, the gangbangers charged inside the room, loudly demanding the family get into the kitchen and get to work. When they stormed out, Hatfield gave everybody’s face a scan.

      They seemed nervous, but not their spirits hadn’t yet been broken. They were strong, and they had each other. It made him proud to know it took more than a little intimidation to break the will of the Hatfields.

      Still, he had concerns. “Has everybody been okay for the last few days?”

      No immediate reply, then Justin said, “Well… not really, but we’re still alive, right? I guess we should be grateful for that.”

      With a wry grin, he told his son, “You don’t look so grateful.”

      “I’m trying, Dad,” the kid answered. “We’re all trying.”

      He stroked Justin’s hair. “Look, guys. I’m in charge of this compound now, but I haven’t forgotten that my first duty is to you all, my family. What we’re going through is no picnic, but I promise you, one way or the other, it won’t last. Do you hear me?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Right now, what I need from you is to show me how strong the Hatfields can be. And I promise you, we will be free.”

      The kids nodded again, this time with more spirit. But Jess tilted her head, unsure what her husband had in mind. He gave her a slow nod that said, Trust me. We will get out of this. She nodded back, her eyes still a little uncertain.

      Another series of angry pounds at the door startled everybody again. This jolted the family up and out into the kitchen, where they got to work right away.
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      The kitchen work that morning was even more grueling than the previous day. Today, they all seemed preoccupied with getting everything clean. It was clear that there was no real purpose to the work being tasked to the homesteaders. The work was assigned for the sake of cruelty. Nothing more.

      A gangbanger—the big, bearded one—waved Hatfield over to the stove. He pointed to it. “I want that spotless. You hear me?”

      “But it was just cleaned a few days ago,” he protested. “It doesn’t need cleaning.”

      The guy sent razor-sharp eyes to him, then took off his left boot, reached it inside the oven, and banged it against the sides until all the caked-in mud tumbled to the oven floor. He casually slipped the boot back onto his foot and said, “Looks like it needs cleaning to me.”

      Hatfield swallowed hard, struggling once again to keep his rage under control. “Yes, sir.”

      As the gangbanger stormed off, he got to work.

      With his family out of sight, he kept his ears alert, checking if he could hear anything to let him know all was well. But he couldn’t detect anything.

      From behind, he heard a soft voice. “Hi,”

      He turned, finding Grace, scraping away at a dish. “Hello, Grace,” he said, making sure to keep his voice low. “Good to see you again.”

      “You really mean that?” she asked. Her demeanor seemed fragile, like a child approaching her dad with an admission of guilt. “The three of us weren’t really sure how the rest of you would receive us after everything that happened.”

      “We don’t blame the three of you if that’s what you mean. You did what you had to do.”

      She nodded, then managed a weak smile.

      “Besides,” he added. “If it’s redemption you seek, you’ll have a chance for that soon.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, her voice soaring to a dangerously high volume that attracted the stare of the gangbanger on duty.

      “Shh! Just wait. I’ll give you all details later.”

      With the gangbanger in charge a little distracted by a friend stepping toward with a steaming test tube of liquid. Hatfield didn’t think anything about it, figuring it was just some kind of homemade alcohol. But with the distraction in place, he ducked down another hallway, hoping to see what his family was up to.

      At the end of the hallway, he found Jess backed into a corner. The bearded gangbanger had her boxed in, his hands firmly planted against the wall as he pressed against her ear. She tried to push him away, but he wasn’t budging.

      Hatfield’s instincts balled both hands into fists. He charged into the corner, seeing his wife give him head frantic shakes. This was a warning to her husband not to be so impulsive. “Uh… sir.”

      The gangbanger turned, rolling his eyes as if he didn’t appreciate the interruption. “What is it?”

      The impulse to push an angry fist deep into this guy’s skull hadn’t fully faded. He took a deep breath and paused. Finally, he spoke. “I’m done cleaning the oven.”

      “Bullshit. You couldn’t have finished that quickly.”

      “I did, sir. I’m a fast worker,” Hatfield said. He didn’t mention that his reason for working so quickly related to his family’s safety. No way would he trust his wife and kids around these animals.

      “Wait here!” the guys yelled. Then he stormed away.

      Once alone, Hatfield leaned closer to his wife. “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head no, but her eyes said something different.

      “Are you sure?”

      “He scares me. All of them do. But no, they haven’t hurt me… yet.”

      He embraced her, easing her head under her chin. He could feel her desperate sobs rattle both of their bodies. His mind was working overtime now, devising a way out, a way to never have to deal with these people again. “Just remember what I said. I need you to stay strong for the kids. Can you do that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. It won’t be long.”

      She yanked her head away, brought their eyes into contact as if trying to read him. “What does that mean?”

      “It means just what it sounds like. This won’t last forever.”

      “Honey, I don’t want you to do anything crazy. We need you. The kids and I need you, and now that the captain is gone, the compound needs you.”

      “I understand that.”

      They embraced again, and another question snapped into his head. He pulled some pills out of his pocket, held them up discreetly for her to see.

      “What sort of impact would these have on a body?”

      Once again, she gazed into his eyes, worried now. “Why?”

      “I just need to know.”

      “Well, this one,” she said, indicating a large bottle, “is an anti-bacterial medication. The other two are sedatives.”

      “Sedatives, that means it puts you to sleep, right?”

      “With the right dosage, yes.”

      He nodded, his eyes dancing with a plan.

      “Trevor, even if you were trying to use it to poison these people—number one, you’d need a lot more than one bottle to have enough for everybody.”

      “What could one bottle do?”

      “Well, it could—”

      From behind, a stern voice sliced into their conversation. “The oven looks like crap! Get back there now, and keep cleaning!”

      Hatfield said nothing, quickly angling his body to conceal the drugs he and Jess were looking at. Speaking his mind obviously wouldn’t be a good idea. Then he noticed something in the bearded gangbanger’s hand. The same thing he saw the other guy drinking in the kitchen. A long test tube containing a steaming liquid. He turned, discreetly tucking a bottle into his wife’s pocket and covering the action by pretending to hug his wife. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to give my wife a little embrace before I—”

      “I do mind! This is not a honeymoon suite. Now get out of here and get back to work.”

      “Yes, sir.” He gave his wife a subtle nod and got one in return. Then he was back to the kitchen working on the oven and not sure how concerned he should be about what was happening in the hallway.
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        * * *

      

      As he finished cleaning the stove, the need for a plan became clear. So he began to construct one. First, he compiled a list in his head of the best shooters at the compound, based on the observing he’d done of various guys taking turns at target practice. He’d need good shooters, and he’d need reliable help. And more than anything else, he needed people who were as determined as he was for the situation to change.

      Once again, he took note of another gangbanger guzzling the homemade brew. An idea began to take root.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later in the evening, the Hatfield family gathered at bedtime. Jess had nothing to say about problems created by the bearded gangbanger. But the vaguely remorseful look on his wife’s face told him everything he needed to know. She could always handle herself in tough situations, no question about it.

      The family shared a brief prayer, then went to be in darkness and silence, an ominous pall hanging over them. Out of nowhere, he said, “This place isn’t safe for you all.”

      “It’s not an ideal setting,” Jess said, “but we’ll survive. Just like you said. We just have to be strong, and we have to know that we have each other.”

      “Yes, but don’t forget what else I said. This can’t last forever. And it won’t. I’m going to try to arrange things so the three of you can wind up in a safer place.”

      “What are you talking about?” his wife asked.

      “I’m talking about the bunker. Jade has made it clear that she’s comfortable with having more people join her and her family.”

      “But how can we get out of here?”

      “You let me take care of that. I just need to know if you all are with me. Can I count on each of you to work together and play your part in the plan?”

      “Sure can, Dad,” Justin said with no hesitation in his voice.

      Tami added, “Sounds like it could be a little scary, but then life right now is a little scary. So yes. I’m in.”

      It warmed him to see his family was with him, that they’re were afraid but not paralyzed by the fear. “Good to hear this. I’ll have the plan together by tomorrow morning. Goodnight all.”

      When his family answered, there was a life to their voices he hadn’t heard in weeks. The spirit was still there. Hatfield went to bed, knowing they’d need every ounce of it if they were to make it out alive.
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        * * *

      

      The morning came too quickly. Hatfield had hoped he’d have every step of the plan set in his mind by sunrise—as if he’d naïvely assumed his dreams would help them take shape. Instead, he just dreamed of his dad, face as stern as ever, words as harsh as ever.

      “Are you proud of me, Dad?” he asked a ghostly figure in a ceremonial uniform.

      He answered, “Son, I am proud of men and women who work hard to make life better and safer for their families. I’m proud of people who are brave, strong, stoic in the face of danger, wise in the face of challenges.

      The answer didn’t satisfy young Trevor, mysteriously clad in the clothes he would wear as a grown-up. It was all fine and well to assert the qualities he admired and respected. But his son needed to know if he had lived up to those qualities.

      Just as the sergeant parted his lips and began to speak, a loud clank startled Hatfield and his family out of sleep.

      The bearded gangbanger charged in, rifle poised, face angry. “Everybody up! Time to get into that kitchen and get your work done.” Then he pointed to Jess. “You will have a different task. I’ll meet you in our sleeping quarters!”

      Hatfield studied the guy’s moves, noticed that he occasionally got sloppy with his gun. As the guy launched into smug laughter, it occurred to him he could have lunged out, stripped the gun from his hand, and killed him.

      But he had to consider the big picture. And if all went well with the plan, there would be a seismic shift in the big picture within a few hours. He dragged himself out of bed as the bearded guy took off with a violent slam of the door. He needed a plan, and it was time to deliver one.
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        * * *

      

      After reaching the kitchen, Hatfield saw Jess ushered away and down the hallway. Before getting there, she flashed her a confident grin as well as the reason for her confidence. Pulling back the tail of her blouse, she revealed a bottle of pills. So far, the plan was working to perfection.

      The next stage demanded a distraction, and Hatfield wasn’t sure how to get it. From behind, he heard loud coughs and saw a homesteader start to heave. “Hey!” the gangbanger in charge yelled. “Take that to the bathroom! We just cleaned the floor in here!”

      The homesteader hobbled away, bent at the stomach.

      That troubled Hatfield. He glanced at his hand, noticing the dark-blue tinge of his finger had spread a little. Meanwhile, this homesteader seemed to have the same symptoms Cecil had dealt with.

      Minutes later, a second homesteader similarly clutched his stomach and buckled into a coughing fit. Scanning the kitchen, Hatfield looked for any others who may have been ill. He didn’t see any right away, but that didn’t stop his hands from trembling with worry. It seemed that many people had been infected. Within seconds, his fit got so awful, he had to race to the bathroom before vomiting on the floor. A bad sign.

      But, good sign or not, it was an opportunity.

      Amid the distraction caused by the ruckus that followed, Hatfield slipped across the kitchen and whispered to Grace. “In five minutes, you’re going to get a fit of coughs, then go the bathroom.”

      “Huh?”

      “Shh!” He repeated, “In five minutes, you’re going to get a fit of coughs, then go to the bathroom. Tell the other VVs to do the same and meet me there.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will when we get there.”

      She nodded, her eyes shaky.

      As instructed, she waited five minutes then began pretending to cough. Her make-believe fit was convincing enough for the gangbanger in charge to casually nod toward the bathroom when she dropped to her knees and looked around for help.

      Grace then hobbled to her feet and headed to the hallway. On her way there, she discreetly whispered to the other two VVs. They both looked around the kitchen, seemingly puzzled by the order.

      When their eyes landed on Hatfield, he gave them a subtle nod as if to confirm what they were supposed to do. After a few minutes, they did as they’d been instructed. The gangbanger, now accustomed to so many bodies drifting in and out of the kitchen, waved them away with a roll of his eyes.

      After those two disappeared, Hatfield was next. He waited until he could plausibly get away with it, then stepped away, hunched over and gripping his belly as if about to give birth.

      Once in the bathroom, he searched the door for a lock, finding none. The space where the lock would be had been hollowed out. To maintain privacy, he had to press the heel of his right foot against the bottom of the door. Then he stood with his head flush against it, checking for the tell-tale signs of a sudden intruder.

      He looked up to find three bewildered faces. “What the hell was that all about?” Gary asked.

      “Here’s what it’s about,” he said, gathering with the other three in a circle and keeping his voice low. “And just so you know, what I’m saying stays here and goes nowhere else—for now. I’ll be bringing more people in when I get a good sense of who I can trust.”

      Andy twisted his face. With a laugh, he said, “You sure you can trust us? I mean, we’re the three who deserted the compound, remember?”

      “Yes, I do remember. But I also remember saying something to Grace about you three craving redemption. Now maybe you are, maybe you aren’t. I don’t know. You are under no obligation to do anything I say. In fact, you’re free to desert this plan just as you did the compound before. But deep down, I know that’s not who you are. It can’t be. You didn’t connect with the homestead to be a bunch of quitters when things got tough, am I right?”

      They all nodded.

      He went on. “You connected with these people because you are strong. You are survivors. And you’re not the type to give in and fold when faced with adversity. Here’s what I need from the three of you. I need you to create a distraction later today when my family and I slip out of here.”

      Grace unloaded a horrified gasp. “Slip out of here? You can’t leave this place. We need you!”

      “No, no,” Hatfield said. “I’ll be back. Later.”

      A series of hurried footsteps charged to the door. The four inside the bathroom froze in panic. The door swung open, and in rushed a homesteader, doubled over in agony and covering his mouth. Once inside, he aimed his vomit at the toilet and shook as it poured out of him.

      The sight of it made Hatfield both disgusted and frightened. It resembled the bile that tumbled from Cecil’s mouth. He gave the kneeling homesteader a gentle pat on the shoulder. “You take care of yourself, dude. Hold yourself together as well as you can, and we’ll try to make sure we can do something about that illness.”

      The guy turned, climbing to his shaky feet. He nodded. “Yes, sir. Although, to be honest, I’m not sure what can be done.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll do the best we can.”

      The homesteader nodded again, then moved out of the bathroom.

      Hatfield put his ear to the door a second time. When he was satisfied they could continue, he pulled away.

      Andy asked him, “What exactly are you going to do for that illness?”

      “Well, I can’t make any promises, but there’s some medicine at the bunker my wife and kids will be staying at. There’s some excess ammo as well.”

      “That’s great!” Gary said.

      “Maybe,” Hatfield replied. “We’ll have to wait and see what good it will do. Also, it can’t do us any good at all if we’re all sick.”

      Grace asked, “Are you sure that medicine can help us with what these people are suffering?”

      “Truth be told, no. I’m not sure. But you let me worry about that. I just need the three of you to create some kind of distraction, loud enough to be heard throughout the compound. When we hear it, we’ll know it’ll be time to take off. You got that?”

      They nodded, but there was a tension to their nods. Hatfield could sense these three knew how high the stakes were. They knew that failure wouldn’t just be a disappointment. It would be a catastrophe.
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        * * *

      

      After the four of them left the bathroom and returned outside, Hatfield stepped down the hallway, paying close attention to everything he spotted. The homesteaders doubled over in pain. The gangbangers guzzling the mystery alcohol in a test tube. The three VVs slipping back into place in the kitchen. Every time he spotted a homesteader with a long face or crippled by pain or uncertainty or fear, he provided a pat on the back or an encouraging wink. If they were going to win this, they’d need strong, deeply encouraged troops. And it was now his job to get them there.

      At dinnertime, the Hatfields shared furtive glances at the table while nibbling at the scarce food available. A faint smile crossed his lips when he looked at the faces his family made. For a split second, he was transported back to the ordinary world, a world that hadn’t yet exploded into violence and disorder.

      He remembered how funny it was that he could always tell what Jess was thinking simply by a wordless glance. Over the years, he’d learned the difference between the look that said, “don’t touch me” and the one that said, “touch me now, handsome.” That glance told him that she’d performed the task she was assigned to do. She had to slip some of the sedatives into the alcohol of the guard outside. All they needed now to pull things off was good timing on the part of Andy, Gary, and Grace. With luck, their distraction would take place roughly the same time the guard would be zonked out. Bad luck would be bad news for everybody.

      Gary and Andy slowly rose from the table; an unnerved twitch in their eyes told Hatfield things were about to go down. He took a deep breath and scanned the dinner table for his family’s reaction.

      Jess was tense but unhesitant. She nodded to her husband.

      Justin sat on his hands, probably in an effort to hide his shaky hands.

      Tami swallowed hard, reaching under the table—probably ready with a backpack of food—with her eyes wide and constantly shifting.

      Out of nowhere, Grace released a scream that hit everyone’s ears with violent force. Gary lunged at Andy, and the two of them rolled around on the floor, engaged in a “fight” that looked authentic enough to draw the eyes of the homesteaders around the table.

      Three gangbangers charged inside, guns drawn. When they spotted the “fight,” their reaction, far from horror, was amusement. They shouted things like, “I like the redhead’s odds against the other one!” to each other.

      Within four or five minutes, nearly all of the gangbangers had gathered around Gary and Andy, tumbling on the floor. So they didn’t notice when the Hatfields slipped away from the table and through the door on their way to the fence.

      As they crouched in the weeds, checking for the guard, they could still hear the noise inside the compound. If anything, the volume had risen. There was more shouting, laughing, and placing of bets on the outcome of the “fight.”

      At the fence, the guard outside turned toward the commotion indoors, his face folded in confusion. What the hell is going on in there? He seemed to be asking himself.

      Jess leaned toward her husband, whispering, “It may not have been enough time since I slipped it into his drink. Maybe if we give it a few more minutes…”

      But it soon became clear that time was running out. The guard narrowed his eyes to slits as he bowed toward the Hatfields. He saw something. It just wasn’t clear what. His cautious steps forward suggested he wasn’t sure himself what he was seeing in the tall grass and weeds. His eyes stayed trained on the family, prompted gaps from Jess and Justin. Hatfield unholstered his gun, fearing that his accuracy with his left hand would soon be tested.

      It wasn’t easy to pull it out silently. He had to move slowly, but in time he got there.

      The second challenge he faced was the grass. Aiming above it would make his gun visible. This would be a problem. A missed shot would not be good news, and with his rifle now shouldered and aimed, the danger was increasing.

      Another possible problem slipped into Hatfield’s head. A dead guard would give them something to explain—especially if anyone noticed they were missing from the dinner table. A tense minute passed as the guard crept closer, finger on the trigger.

      Hatfield followed suit, lifted his gun as high as he could without risking it getting spotted. But he noticed something odd. The guard’s face grew bleary and slack. After a pause, he dropped into the tall grass.

      The Hatfields raced forward, standing above the man’s prone, lifeless body. “It took a while, but that medication did the trick,” Jess said.

      “Of course it did,” Hatfield said. “I’ve been married long enough to know better than to doubt my wife’s word.”

      The two of them shared a brief smile while hugging their kids. Justin and Tami ran toward the fence, but their father stopped them before they started to climb. “No, no!” he whispered, then gestured to the part of the fence he’d climbed over before. That was the part next to the tree they could climb down, making less noise.

      Getting over the fence was easy for the kids, a little harder for their dad and a challenge for their mom, although it might have been hilarious under less dangerous circumstances. Once at the top, she reached for the tree but couldn’t quite get there.

      Her husband stood beneath her, arms wide. “Just let go!” he whispered. “I got you.”

      She let go and landed in his arms, then raced away from the compound, soon catching up with the head start her kids enjoyed.

      While running, Hatfield turned to see if they were being followed but saw no one at the compound fence. After turning back, he could see the bunker was now within reach, maybe a football field’s length away. But hearing wheezing from his wife wasn’t a good sign.

      She stopped, stood there with her hands on her knees as her kids—unaware of their mom’s struggle—kept scurrying on.

      “Hold on, kids!” he shouted to Justin and Tami.

      Soon, Jess wasn’t only out of breath. She was coughing, clutching her belly in agony. Panicked, her family scrambled to her side. “You okay?” her husband asked.

      Unable to push words past her clogged throat, she shook her head, then dropped to her knees, ready to vomit. Nothing came out. She was coughing now, her voice growing rougher and more strained. More troubling yet, the result of her coughs was a pitch-black gob that resembled the kind Cecil produced in his last days.

      Justin asked, “Mom, are you going to be okay?”

      After a few more throat-rattling coughs, she composed herself enough to say, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. It’s gonna take more than a cough to keep your mother down.”

      But, to her husband, this sounded like the bravado that came from Cecil shortly before his passing.

      Jess looked up at everyone, eyes heavy with strain. “What’s wrong, everybody?” she asked. “Never seen a woman fight for her life before?” She laughed, but nobody else did.

      Hatfield said, “Kids, you go on ahead of us and knock on the bunker door, and when you do it, knock like this.” He demonstrated with a clap of his hands.

      But his kids didn’t budge. “Are you sure?” Tami asked. “We don’t want to leave the two of you alone like that.”

      “Yes, we’re sure,” he answered. “Go on. Let your mother catch her breath. That’s an order.”

      Justin and Tami nodded, then raced through the tall grass to the bunker. Their parents watched them all the way there. Jess turned. “What did you do that for? Scared they’re going to watch their mother die or something?”

      He swallowed hard, finding the words uneasy. “I just felt if the two of us didn’t make it, there was no sense in all four of us… you know, not making it.”

      Her face sharpened. “Trevor, I told you, I’m going to be fine!”

      “Honey, that’s bile! The same thing Cecil was coughing up.”

      She laced her words through more cough. “Are you… forgetting… you… are… talking to a… nurse? I know what bile is.”

      “I’m just scared, that’s all.”

      She hugged him, then pulled back and studied his face. “Well, that’s a club I joined when you took that run to the bunker last night. Welcome to it.”

      He helped her to her feet, and the two of them ran the rest of the way, coughing fit and all.

      Holding her hand and leading her through the weeds, he said to her, “Promise me you’re going to hang on long enough to survive me?”

      “Sure. As long as you promise the same.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      By the time they reached the bunker, the door was cracked open, with Hatfield spotting his kids’ faces inside. The five of them—Justin, Tami, Jade and her kids—greeted the couple with hugs. “Tami, give the nice lady that food we smuggled out for her family.”

      “This is wonderful!” Jade said. “A true blessing.”

      “Well, I wish we could have come with better news,” Hatfield said.

      “Well… you’re still alive. That’s about as good as the news gets these days.”

      “Alive for now,” Jess said.

      “What’s wrong, dear?”

      Jess hunched over at the door, hands on her knees as she launched into more coughing.

      “That’s what’s wrong,” he said. “I’m sorry to do this, but we’re going to have to take another dip into your medicine if you think you can spare any more.”

      “Of course! Let me take a look at what we have.” She went through the cabinet, finding a few bottles and held them close to her face to read the fine print on them.

      “Anything… anti-bacterial would… probably… help,” Jess said between coughs.

      Hatfield leaned in and studied his wife’s reddened face. “I just don’t understand how she could have acquired anything. The rest of us were undergoing surgery with unsterilized equipment. It makes sense that—”

      His wife gasped, her widened eyes aimed at his hand. She grabbed his wrist and held it up. “Honey… I didn’t know… your skin… had darkened… like that.”

      “Look, worry about yourself,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”

      She shook her head. Maybe… but we’ll have to… do something… before that infection spreads. Trevor.. that thing could get to the rest of… your body and—” Jess stopped when she raised her eyes to all four of the kids, probably not wanting to share morbid news.

      “I’ve got some sterilized syringes,” Jade said, fishing through her cabinet. “Back here somewhere…”

      Hatfield stared at his hand longer before finding his wife giving him sad eyes.

      “I didn’t mean to worry you,” she said.

      “You didn’t. The world worries me all the time.”

      “Here they are!” Jade shouted, holding up a container of syringes, at least fifty of them. “You can take as many as you need.”

      “Right now, just a few,” Jess said. “Although, if you don’t mind, we could use a few more back at the compound.”

      “Sure, take as many as you need! But let’s get the two of you taken care of here and now.”

      Jade injected both of them, and everyone waited. Within a few hours, the medication seemed to work. Jess’s coughing had stopped, and the bile she was unloading slowly shifted colors back to normal. Her husband saw no immediate recovery, but it was understood that it would take longer to notice any difference.

      As Jess and the kids busied themselves with board games, Hatfield took the woman into a quiet corner and said, “All of us really appreciate the help you’re giving us. I’ll do what I can to make sure my kids aren’t a burden—”

      Jade stopped him by holding up a hand, her eyes suddenly heavy. “Not at all. We always wanted a bigger family and now we have one.”

      They shared a gentle smile. “That’s great to hear.” Before stepping out, he walked down the long, dark hallway, then lifted the compartment he’d seen on his previous trip. All the weapons were still there and ready to be used. Without looking up, he said to Jade, “Yes. At some point, I’ll be coming back, and when I do, I’ll need to borrow some things from your husband’s collection of toys.”

      As he tested a few of the weapons, he heard a gasp from behind. “Please tell me you’ll be using those in self-defense.”

      He turned, watched her face go slack with worry.

      “That’s the reason they wound up here, you know. The weapons.”

      “How so.”

      “Well, he always had a sense that things could go bad, so he planned it out so that if they did, he’d be able to shelter the weapons in our bunker. It wasn’t easy. But the thought of evil, horrible people getting their hands on him made him risk everything to make sure he got them here. A court-martial, a prison term—even his…” She tried to hold back tears but couldn’t stop them in time. “I’m sorry.”

      Hatfield and his wife smothered her in a gentle hug.

      She pulled away and said, “That’s why he didn’t make it back, you know.”

      Meeting her eyes without joining her tears was tough. It seemed like something his father would do. “Jade, your husband was an honorable man. Makes me proud.”

      She nodded and mouthed the words “thank you,” launching into tears a second time. She laughed a little. “But you didn’t know him.”

      A smile found his face as he thought of his father. “Actually, in a way, I did.”
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        * * *

      

      Saying goodbye to his family wasn’t easy. He didn’t know exactly how long it would take before he’d see each other again. It started with a long hug as both kids didn’t want to let go.

      “Promise we’ll see you again, Dad?” Tami asked.

      “Of course, you will, honey. You all will. All I need from you is—” He looked down at the medicine bottle in his hand, his attention dragged away. He completed the next sentence with his eyes locked on the fine print.

      Jess seemed to know exactly what he was thinking. “Still thinking about using that as a weapon, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe. Just reading the side effects. Causes drowsiness, dizziness.”

      “I’ve told you already why it’s not a good idea.”

      “Yes, I know. It’s scarce. We need it for emergencies.”

      “Imagine I’d done this,” she said, lifting his amputated finger before his eyes. “without any anesthetic.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Very much so. And next time, it might be on somebody’s throat or chest. That’d be even worse.”

      “Okay,” she sighed. “I’ll make sure there’s plenty of this stuff for future needs.”

      “You promise?”

      He lifted two fingers. “Scouts’ honor. I’ll stay alive, and I’ll make sure we have plenty of anesthetics.”

      He surrendered another hug, then took a long look at his family before turning toward the door.

      Jade stopped him. “Actually, do you think you can take a look at the escape hatch before you take off?”

      “Sure!” He headed over and took a look, fumbling with the latch that had been pulled off its hinges. “You just need to get this back in place here,” he said, angling his arm so he could work.

      But his hands didn’t cooperate with the plan. He was too clumsy with his left hand, and his right was hampered both by the missing finger and numbness that lingered after taking the anesthetic. After a frustrated sigh, Hatfield turned and found disappointed eyes. “Sorry, guys. Unless you want me to wait until the numbness goes away, I don’t think I can—”

      “It’s fine,” Jade said. “We’ve made it this long without it functioning, so I guess we’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, you will,” he said. “As long as you don’t open that door for anybody who doesn’t give you our funky little knock. I’ll make sure I teach it to everybody else in case something happens to me and I get—” He didn’t want to say the word. But he didn’t have to. He knew everybody was thinking it anyway. They were now in a world where every day was alive with the threat of more death.

      After another quick hug, he was gone, careful not to look back.
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      Slipping back into the compound without getting spotted was a great deal easier for Hatfield than it had been the first time. As expected, the guard was not especially alert—not quite asleep, but drowsy enough to not notice someone climb the tree and hop the fence near the back door.

      But getting back into his family’s bedroom would be a little trickier. He crept into the room and, seconds after entering, found a pistol aimed at his temple.

      A familiar voice followed. “Okay, where are they?”

      He turned, spotted Nathan there, his face stern and heavy. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you helped them leave, didn’t you? They escaped.”

      Hatfield said nothing, the gun pressed hard against his skull, and he thought about confessing.

      “There are only two possible answers to the question. Either you helped them, or you didn’t. Which is it?”

      Still no answer.

      Nathan said, “Damn shame. You already knew you were on strike three with us, and you pull a stunt like this? You must think we’re stupid or something. Now just answer the question, and we can take you out back to take care of this. Did you or didn’t you help them?”

      From the hallway came another voice, this one also young and also familiar. “He didn’t.” This was the bearded gangbanger. He stepped forward, face heavy with sincerity.

      Nathan’s pistol swung to the gangbanger’s face. Once locked on the new target, he spoke again, his voice harsh and angry. “Please don’t tell me you let them go.”

      “Not exactly. A smirk came over his face, like a teenager confessing a misdeed. “Well… you know how long it’s been. I started seeing the lady, and well… let’s just say certain urges came over me.”

      “And?”

      “Well… and things didn’t go as well as planned. The woman wasn’t as cooperative as I hoped she would be. We had a little misunderstanding, and…”

      “And what? You let her escape?”

      “Not exactly. I got a little upset and made a few threats. I was going to kill her kids if she didn’t give me what I wanted, then I was going to kill her.”

      “Then what?”

      He dropped his head in shame, spoke in a low voice. “Well, I just got back inside. I had to do some digging.”

      “You killed all of them?”

      He nodded.

      Nathan scanned both faces before him, eyes narrow as if not sure who or what to believe. After a tense few seconds, he slipped his gun back into the holster. “From now on, no killings happen without my authorization. Do you understand that?”

      The bearded gangbanger nodded.

      “And as for you,” Nathan’s finger found Hatfield’s face. “If I find out you’re playing games with me, you’re finished.” He stormed away.

      The bearded gangbanger waited for his boss to leave before he turned to the man he’d just lied to protect.

      Hatfield studied the man’s face. “That was awfully nice of you. Why’d you do it?”

      The bearded gangbanger laughed. “You don’t think it’s possible that I could have developed a conscience in the last few hours?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’re right. That act of kindness came with a price tag attached.”

      “Look, I don’t have any money. And even if I did, what good would it do you?”

      “Didn’t say anything about money. Here’s the thing: I know you know something about that bunker.”

      “Bunker?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Hatfield. The bunker that had all those weapons. You know something about it, and that means you have to know something about the weapons in it.”

      “And if I do?”

      He gave his head a hard shake. “No, no. There is no ‘if.’ You know something about those weapons, and that means you know how I can get my hands on them.”

      “Don’t you guys have enough weapons already?”

      “I want them all.”

      “Why?”

      “You let me worry about that. I just want access to them, and if you don’t want me to spill the truth about your family, you’ll tell me what I need to hear.”

      But Hatfield was worried about something else. The gangbanger’s choice of words. “I’m noticing you’re saying ‘I’ and ‘me’ a lot. Not ‘us’ and ‘we.’”

      “That’s very perceptive of you. I want to build an army for myself. That’s where you come in. You help me; I’ll spare your life.”

      “Only my life?”

      “Yes, only yours. You can join us if you want, or you can roam free. But either way, you get your life spared.”

      The idea didn’t appeal to Hatfield, but this wasn’t the time for complete honesty. He needed to pretend to be striking a deal if he wanted to keep everyone alive. He closed the door and spoke quietly to the man. “Let me see if I understand this clearly. You want the weapons for yourself and nobody else.”

      “I’ll have two guys with me, but that’s it. You let the three of us have access to the weapons and you can have that bunker to yourself. Hell, I’ll even spare the lives of those already in the bunker. And that’s where your family is, isn’t it?”

      Reluctantly, he nodded.

      The bearded guy gestured that he was keeping his lips zipped. “Cool. You let me have the weapons and the Hatfield clan lives happily ever after. You don’t; you die. Simple as that.”

      The wheels in his mind spun into a blur. “Okay, I need you to get rid of those guys for a few hours tomorrow morning. Then we can go over, get the weapons, and let me go back home to my family. Deal?”

      “You got it. Tomorrow morning, we’ve got a few hours alone. You try to get cute and you will pay the highest price you can imagine. And you know good and well that without you, your family can’t survive, either.”

      Hatfield stared at the man, looking for an opening, idea, anything. He sipped from his test tube, giggling to himself. Then he strolled away, whistling like a man about to inherit a throne.
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield’s dreams were hellish that night, a surreal mixture of danger and puzzling messages. Worst of all was how quickly his dreams ended. He woke up, hands tagged behind his back and gagged on the wooden floor of the hallway. Once his vision snapped into focus, the scenario became more frightening. He saw the hallway’s floor lined with the bodies of homesteaders. Unable to climb to an upright position, he used his feet to push himself over, checking to see what had happened.

      After a quick scan, they all seemed to be alive, but like him, they’d been hogtied and gagged. The door to the next room was open. He tried to slide closer to it to see what—if anything—was happening in there.

      But sliding quietly wasn’t possible. Something in his back pocket was scraping loudly along the floor. He clumsily reached for it and fished it out. Then he twisted himself over to take a look at what it was. It was the medication he’d gotten from Jade’s bunker—the one he promised not to misuse.

      With his pocket now free, he held the medication in his hand and silently slid toward the door, immediately hearing the sound of a baritone humming to himself inside. He looked up and found the bearded gangbanger gazing out of the window and basking in the early morning sunlight as he cleaned his rifle.

      On his bed, leaned against the pillow, he spotted the steaming test tube. An idea hit his head like a bolt from an electric fence. The medication was right there in his grip. Yes, he’d promised to save plenty of the medication for emergency use, but surely there would be plenty remaining after he’d taken care of the bearded gangbanger. There was only one of him, after all.

      Hatfield tried to creep closer to the test tube, but that would be tricky—maybe impossible without his movement being detected.

      But still, he was only roughly six feet away, seven at the most. And he was preoccupied with cleaning his rifle. If only he could have gotten a distraction.

      Without looking up from his gun, the bearded gangbanger yelled, “Say, Mo! You need any more bullets in that thing? I got plenty!”

      The shout brought Hatfield’s heart to a thunderous pound. Not only did it startle him, but it also made it clear that there was at least one other gangbanger around. Worse yet, Hatfield wasn’t sure where he was. So even drugging the bearded guy wouldn’t complete the task.

      Just as his mind raced in search of answers, the other gangbanger answered from outside the hallway. “No, I got plenty myself!” That call seemed to come from the living room.

      Hatfield shifted his eyes, trying to look out of the hallway to get a sense of where he was exactly.

      Just then, the bearded gangbanger called out to somebody else. “How about you, Rick? You doing okay on bullets?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Rick answered. This call seemed to come from the kitchen.

      The bearded gangbanger had more to say. “Hell of a performance by Rick. That jackass Nathan really bought your story about you finding a bunch of junk food lying around somewhere.”

      “Yeah, well,” Rick answered. “I figured everybody would be sick of all this damn rabbit food these homesteaders like to eat all the time. Seemed like a good way to get rid of them.”

      As Hatfield tried to creep closer, the bearded gangbanger went on, his gaze still landing on his rifle. “I just hope these sons-of-bitches bring back some potato chips. I swear on my pet boa if I have to eat one more—”

      Hatfield froze, troubled by the gangbanger’s sudden stop. With his eyes sealed shut, he heard heavy footsteps come closer. Within seconds he heard and felt the guy’s breath on his face. “Is it just me, Rick, or is this dude moving?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I swear I put him down at the other end of the hallway.”

      The bearded gangbanger grabbed Hatfield by the ankles and slid him down the hallway. He did his best to keep his eyes shut and his body limp. Also, he had to make sure he didn’t drop the medication bottle on the floor, so he kept his hands firmly clasped and behind his back.

      From there, he heard the footsteps move away in a slightly different direction, eventually ending with the slam of a creaky door that he recognized as the bathroom door. Knowing he didn’t have much time before he’d be back, Hatfield widened his eyes and gazed into the bedroom, immediately spotting the steaming test tube on the bed and the rifle next to it, chamber open and bullets on the pillow.

      He tilted his head, hoping he could tell by the sounds how much time he had, then pressed his back against the bedroom door in an effort to lift himself off the floor.

      But it didn’t go well. He hit the hardwood with a loud thump. Hatfield froze, more cautious now and tried the same move more slowly. This time he reached his feet and came all the way up, medication bottle still—barely—in his grip.

      From there, he took quiet steps to the bed, trying to lift the top off the bottle. He got halfway there, then desperately tugged at it. But the top was stubborn, not coming up no matter how much effort he’d put into it.

      He tugged harder, yanking with all his might, teeth clenched, forehead creased. When it finally snapped open, a teaspoon or so of it spilled on the floor. He ignored it, charging ahead with his plan as he turned around, tried to angle the bottle toward the test tube and pour just enough to get the job done.

      Craning his neck in agony to see what he was doing, he poured about a tablespoon of it, then he reached down and gave the tube a shake, hoping the medication wouldn’t wind up in one suspicion-raising blob.

      Then came more footsteps, harder and a little faster than before headed directly to the bedroom. Hatfield went to his knees, hitting the floor with as little noise as he could manage, then slid himself to the bedroom door, making extra effort to keep the now-open bottle from spilling.

      From there, he could see he’d forgotten something. The puddle of medication was right there.

      The footsteps got louder and closer. Crawling back to wipe up his spill would take superhuman speed. No choice but to leave it. He pressed his feet against the wall and gave himself a hard shove, sliding down the hallway just seconds before the footsteps reached the hallway.

      He could hear and feel the bearded gangbanger’s steps just miss his body as he went down the hallway. Once there, he seemed to stop. Nearly a minute went by without a sound.

      Hatfield panicked, worried that he was standing at the door, leering down at him. He gave his eyelids a slight lift, seeing nothing at the doorway.

      “Doggone it, Rick!” he called from the bedroom. “You think you could maybe pour this liquor so that you can get as much in the tube as on the floor!”

      “What’s that?” Rick answered from a distant room.

      “Never mind.”

      He could now hear the guy gulping down the mystery liquid, then placing the tube on the windowsill. Seconds later, he heard the metallic clank of the bearded gangbanger lifting his rifle. And the clanks weren’t done. He now heard the chamber being slammed shut and the rifle being cocked.

      As Hatfield waited for the medication to take effect, an eternity seemed to pass. The bearded gangbanger stepped to the door and paused. Several seconds went by, sending panic through Hatfield as he wondered about what he was hearing—and what he was not hearing.

      All at once, the gangbanger’s body landed loudly on the hardwood floor. Hatfield slowly opened his eyes to see him splayed in the doorway, rifle halfway down the hallway.

      “The hell was that?” Rick called from the kitchen.

      Hatfield slipped the medication bottle back into his pocket, then shoved himself to the rifle. A lucky break, although he’d need free hands before he could take advantage of it.

      And a yell from the kitchen hinted that time was running short. “What’s wrong? You had a few too many hits from the homemade hooch?”

      Hatfield turned, angled his roped hands to the gun’s turret, feeling for the sharpest thing he could find. Noticing a sharp edge along the turret, he lowered his hands and brought his wrists to a sawing motion, moving as quickly as he could without making a sound.

      Another call from the kitchen. “You okay in there?”

      More sawing, faster. Hard to do quietly.

      “You okay?” Rick repeated, his voice now closer, footsteps on their way to the hallway.

      No time to keep things quiet. He had to get those hands free and the rifle in his grip. He’d snapped the rope off just as the steps got there.

      A shirtless, leather-vested gangbanger stood before him, gawking. He dove for the rifle, getting there seconds after Hatfield could yank it away from him. The guy landed a haymaker on his opponent’s chin, then reached again for the rifle.

      Hatfield took a swing, pounding his chest with it just enough to knock him off balance. The gangbanger charged a third time, eyes narrow with rage.

      But Hatfield turned the rifle around just in time and fired away, slipping his finger through the trigger guard before the weapon could be pulled from his hands. A shot rang out and ripped the gangbanger’s chest into a sea of crimson as a new set of footsteps charged forward.

      Leaping to his feet, Hatfield held the gun before him. But he saw nothing and heard nothing. He reached down and untangled his ankles, rifle still poised.

      Creeping out from the hallway and into the living room, he heard a faint noise behind a sofa, then took a few shots, hitting nothing.

      He crept a few feet farther out, keeping his breath soft to avoid making too much noise. A body leaped up, firing twice. Hatfield fired three, maybe four times, then dropped to the floor as he heard his target also fall. He grimaced and grunted through clenched teeth, feeling a sting at his shoulder.

      But ten feet ahead of him, the spot of his fallen target, he heard nothing at all. Creeping closer, he saw a body face-up, eyes wide and staring at nothing. After giving the compound a quick scan to make sure there was nobody else there, he returned to the hallway where he woke up all the other homesteaders—fourteen of them in total—their eyes wide with horror.

      He knelt and started untying with the most horrified face he saw—Grace’s. “You doing okay?” he asked, slipping the gag from her mouth.

      She pushed a small laugh from her shaky lips. “I’m trying.” But just as Hatfield pulled her to her feet, she turned to the doorway, eyes alert, shrieking, “Watch out!”

      He turned, finding the bearded gangbanger there, heavy-lidded and leaning against the door, rifle at his hip. Out of options, Hatfield charged him, elbowed him in the face, bringing his drowsy body tumbling to the ground. “Hopefully he’s out for good this time.” When he saw Grace trembling, he gave her a hug. “Still trying?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      Hatfield untied the rest of the homesteaders, then addressed them. “Okay, guys, here’s the plan. We go to Jade’s bunker and pick up what we need so that we're ready for them when the rest of the gang gets here. Everybody got any questions?”

      Gary asked. “Yeah, what happens next?”

      “What happens next is we win; we defend this place doing whatever it takes.”

      “But they’ve got us outnumbered!” another homesteader spat.

      “Remember when we attacked those guys at the hospital? The numbers didn’t matter. What mattered was that we were running into a jungle we weren’t familiar with. But they’d been there, waiting for us. They knew exactly where they were and how to navigate the area. That’s the advantage we’ve got now, and it’ll be all we need. Now let’s get out of here and take care of business.”
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      Jess was as stunned as everybody else inside when the knock came to the bunker’s front door. The kids were engaged in a fun guessing game, transported for one glorious minute to a world that wasn’t on fire. But the knock brought reality roaring back, reminding everybody how much danger was out there and how important it was to keep it from leaking inside.

      “That’s the knock!” Jade called, racing down the dark hallway. “Sounds pretty important.”

      Jess stayed behind, arms roped around Tami and Justin’s shoulders. She saw Trevor and a few others speed into the bunker with urgency. “What’s going on?” she cried.

      “We’ve got to get back in time to defend the homestead,” he said, stopping to hug his family. “No time to explain the situation exactly, but the main thing is to do what you have to do to stay safe. Okay?”

      She nodded, doing her best to keep her eyes dry. This was the time to stay strong.

      He added, “And that garden outside…”

      Jade said, “Yes, we know it’s not safe out there, but the weather had been so nice, we just couldn’t resist.”

      “No worries, but I’d recommend bringing whatever it is you’re growing out there in as soon as possible.”

      Jess asked the little ones, “You got that, kids?”

      “We’re with you all the way, Dad!” Tami said. After one more hug, he was gone.

      Jess missed him already, knowing she’d see him again sometime, but unsure if that time would come in this life or the life to follow.

      She turned back headed down the hallway. After reaching the small room in the back, she gazed at the escape hatch, wondering how much safer she’d feel if her husband had fixed that.

      From behind, she heard Jade’s voice. “Okay, kids! Looks like things are getting crazy out there, so we better bring that stuff in from the garden before it’s too late!”

      But Jess had a bad feeling about it. Something in her gut told her it was already too late.
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        * * *

      

      Hatfield led the homesteaders back to the compound, crouched in the front and guiding the guys forward with hand gestures. Unsure if the gangbangers had gone back inside, he held them in place with a lifted hand, then slipped to the fence to check things out.

      There was no guard in the front. Nor did he see movement inside. He backpedaled to the homesteaders and said, “Okay, looks like we don’t have company just yet, but let’s step inside alertly just in case we have any surprises. Weapons ready.”

      They each jumped the fence and went in the back door, moving slowly, heads swiveling from left to right. He took a headcount and saw everybody. With the female homesteaders staying at the bunker, they now numbered twelve.

      Hatfield took a deep breath and addressed them, “All right, we want to be ready for them when they show up, so no messing around. As soon as you’re locked and loaded, get outside and find a place to dig in. But here’s the thing, guys. When you find a place, you are not going to stay there. I repeat, you are not going to sit there and be a static target. This is our terrain. We live here. We know the place; they don’t. The last thing we want to do is relinquish an advantage like that. Pick off and move. That’s the strategy of the day, guys. It’s the only way we bunch of Davids are going to beat the Goliath. Everybody with me?”

      After a round of spirited “yeah,” they slipped outside, each finding a place to hide. Some crouched behind trees; others simply lay stretched out in the tall grass. Hatfield accompanied a few others in sweeping the perimeter—just in case of a sneak attack from the side. “Okay, guys! We’re going to do these sweeps every two minutes. Each time you come back to the front, check me out.” He lifted his hand by his face. “If you see this, that means get back into position because it’s time to rumble. Got it?”

      They all nodded.

      Hatfield watched them as they headed around the compound. He liked that they seemed ready for action. That mattered a great deal—especially today. Being ready for battle was just about all they had.
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      Several minutes had passed at the bunker, and the nagging feeling of fear kept stabbing at Jess’s gut. Having her and Jade’s kids still out collecting food from the garden felt wrong and dangerous. Never mind that the horizon outside looked empty the last time she’d checked. She cracked the door open and took another look. Once again, she found nothing.

      Or maybe not.

      “Everything going okay out there?” Jade called from the bathroom.

      Jess didn’t answer right away. Narrowing her eyes, she leaned forward and focused on a lump in the distance. Probably nothing, she told herself. The lump was likely to just be a piece of debris or something that landed there. “I think so?”

      But then it moved and revealed itself to be a man, rifle lifted to his eyes.

      Jess yelled to the guard, “Oh my god! Kids, get in here—now!”

      “But we’re still digging things up!” Tami screamed.

      A gunshot fired, and several others followed.

      Jess nearly screamed herself hoarse. “Get in here! Stop what you’re doing right now and get in here!”

      “Okay!”

      “Jade, I need you to tell me how to do the lock again!”

      From the bathroom, Jade yelled, “My God, no! Are they okay out there?”

      The gangbangers charged forward, straight for the front door just as the kids reached the doorway and slipped inside. Jess slammed the door but struggled with the odd contraption that locked it. “Jade, I need you!”

      “Okay, I’ll be right there!” Her voice a little closer, echoing through the hallway.

      But it was too late. The gangbangers pounded at the door, giving Jess no choice but to usher the kids away from it and toward the hallway as the sound of the door getting rammed off its hinges clanked behind her.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of explosions and a roaring fire shot through the air miles away. “That sounded like it was close to the bunker,” Andy said to his leader.

      Hatfield took a deep breath, reminding himself that no matter what kind of chaos was happening near the bunker, everyone inside would be safe provided they had locked up. Still, he had to fight off a nagging feeling deep in his bones.

      “Looks like our company’s here!” Andy said, turning to him.

      Hatfield nodded, letting him know it was time to get into place. Without a word, the young guy dashed away, hefting a bazooka to his shoulder and finding a discreet spot low in the weeds.

      The gangbangers strutted forward, seeming as though they didn’t have a clue what was waiting for them. Perfect.

      But then Hatfield made the mistake of counting them. This intimidated him at first, reminding him how outnumbered they were. But it was a useful count just the same. A battle wasn’t the time to lose count of how many unfriendly faces were out there. It turned out there were thirty-seven of them—against twelve defending the homestead. He swallowed hard and lifted a hand, gesturing that it was time to strike.

      The first few shots worked exactly as planned, catching the gang off-guard. One of them screamed as he hit the grass below, a giant gusher of blood coming from his shoulder. Another took a shot in the belly, then tumbled forward.

      But both guys climbed up and charged forward like the rest of them.

      The gangbangers howled like maniacs, their chants and calls a weird combination of a victory celebration and a battle cry.

      The rattle of gunfire shook Hatfield’s soul. He’d never heard anything like it. But he raced ahead anyway, tucking himself behind a tree and taking shots as the others did the same.

      A homesteader took a shot in the chest, then hit the ground as a loud whimper filled the air. That gave Hatfield a chance to fire at the man who’d shot him, tagging his neck and sending him down for what had to be last time.

      Bullets buzzed through the air, sometimes hitting a tree or the dirt. Other times the shots went to the sky, missing their target completely.

      Hatfield slipped from tree to tree, then ducked into the weeds, taking shots. Only a few connected, but the puzzled looks of the enemy’s face told them the strategy was a good call. As the gangbanger’s howling faded into a whimper, he kept firing, taking out a few guys and watching as others found the bullets of well-hidden defenders of the compound.

      The homesteaders weaved in and out of the impromptu battlefield, ducking behind trees, bushes, even a giant rock. They scampered in and out of the terrain. Their targets weren’t always hit, but after ten minutes or so, they’d taken out enough of the enemy to even the score.

      By Hatfield’s count, there were eleven left, and before he could take a new tally, a few more had fallen, bringing the count to nine.

      But those who remained had advanced pretty far, forcing the homesteaders to backpedal to the fence—which took their cover away. From the front of the line, a bazooka was fired, hitting the fence and ripping a gigantic hole in it.

      The gangbangers charged inside it, putting the homesteaders into a panic. But Hatfield stayed calm. “Hold your positions!” he yelled, meaning he wanted everybody to stay hidden while continuing to fire away. They did just that, picking off the gangbangers one by one as they tried to slip toward the homestead.

      Shots came from the grass, from the bushes, even from the branches of trees. They brought each of them down in a hail of bullets and desperate screams. There were now five left, then four.

      The remaining four scattered, two racing toward the backyard, two scampering into the purse. Nathan was among the survivors, barking frantic orders from behind the cover of a much larger man, his voice shredded, his face red with rage and worry.

      The other two charged for the porch, getting most of the homesteaders' attention, shooting two of them. Hatfield sprinted to the back, noticing both of those in the rear were wielding flame throwers.

      Once he got there, he noticed he was alone without backup, firing a rifle against two with flame throwers. He tried for a quick retreat but got nowhere before stumbling to the ground and immediately feeling heat moving toward him.

      As they advanced, trying to control the unwieldy fire, he scooped up his rifle, calmly took careful aim and fired twice, chopping one to the ground immediately and sending the other—the leader, Nathan—into the grass, clipped but not badly hurt. The guy tried to get his weapon under control as Hatfield did the same with his rifle.

      Hatfield got there first, firing away. But he only got dry clicks. He was out of bullets. So he lunged forward, feeling the heat along his back as he took the man down by the waist. The flame thrower dropped to the grass as Hatfield raised up and looked at the guy from above, his face suddenly small and pathetic. Without words, he seemed to be begging for mercy.

      Hatfield lifted him to his feet, raised his fists. “Let’s go.”

      “Huh?”

      “You want this place? Fight me for it.”

      Nathan spun in a desperate circle, looking for help. But he found none. He only got a haymaker from Hatfield that sent him back to the grass, eyes dead, body limp. He turned when he heard people running toward him.

      It was a bunch of homesteaders, their faces warmed with smiles. “Sir, we got the front secured.”

      Hatfield caught his breath and said, “Well… I’ve got the rear secured. Great job, guys! I’m proud of you all!”

      But something in the distance, maybe fifty feet away and slowly closing in, caught his attention. Ten figures—six women, four kids, moving toward him, each carrying bags. He ran toward them.

      Soon the faces came into focus. They were Jess, Tami, Justin, Jade, and her children. The other four women were Grace and the female homesteaders. They all smothered him with a hug. After coming up for air, he said, “What in God’s name happened to you guys? We were afraid something might have happened to the bunker!”

      “Something did,” Jade answered, her eyes sad. “But we made it out—thanks to the escape hatch.”

      “But it was busted!”

      “Somebody fixed it,” Jess said, her face alive with a victorious smirk.

      “And who could that have been?”

      “Somebody with the calm, precise hands of a surgeon, that’s who,” she said.

      “I’m proud of you,” her husband said.

      “Well, I wanted you to do it, and that wasn’t an option. But I read somewhere a leader doesn’t expect his men to do anything she won’t do herself.”

      They laughed and fell into another hug. “What’s in the bags, guys?” Hatfield asked.

      “This is what we could save from the bunker. Medicine, a little food. Wish we could have gotten more.”

      “We’ll be fine. That’s a promise. We’ll make it.”
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        * * *

      

      As the sun went down, the day ended in a roll call. The names of all the remaining homesteaders were called. They each answered, loud and proud to have defended the compound.

      Then more names were called. But these were not answered. They were names of the fallen homesteaders. The last was Captain Cecil R. Payne. He was buried in the compound's back yard with his old army fatigue helmet to commemorate his service.

      Despite all the sadness in the air, Hatfield could see a spark in his men’s eyes. They had drawn inspiration from the fallen, and they now drew inspiration from him. And for the first time in his life, he wasn’t afraid of the responsibility. He was ready, a leader, his father, would have been proud of.

      

      THE END

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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