
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Dark Days of the Purge

    

    




      
        Ryan Schow

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      The eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you are reading this eBook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy so that you may read it with a clear conscience and not one day end up in hell over a shitty technicality. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

      

      DARK DAYS OF THE PURGE

      Copyright © 2020 Ryan Schow. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, cloned, stored in or introduced into any information storage or retrieval system, in any form, or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical without the express written permission of the author. The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the express written permission of the author or publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.  Author’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents—and their usage for storytelling purposes—are crafted for the singular purpose of fictional entertainment and no absolute truths shall be derived from the information contained within. Locales, businesses, events, government institutions and private institutions are used for atmospheric, entertainment and fictional purposes only. Furthermore, any resemblance or reference to an actual living person is used solely for atmospheric, entertainment and fictional purposes.

      

      The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

      

      
        
        Cover Design by Milo at Deranged Doctor Design

      

        

      
        www.RyanSchow.com

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Also by Ryan Schow

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Your Voice Matters

      

      
        The Tears of Odessa: A Look Ahead

      

      
        Seven Books. One Great Price.

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Ryan Schow

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE COMPLETE DARK DAYS OF THE AFTER SERIES:

        THE LAST LIGHT OF DAY (PREQUEL)

        DARK DAYS OF THE AFTER

        DARK DAYS OF THE SURGE

        DARK DAYS OF THE ALBATROSS (INSIDE ORIGINS OF HONOR ANTHOLOGY)

        DARK DAYS OF THE APOSTASY

        DARK DAYS OF THE ENCLAVE

        DARK DAYS OF THE PURGE

      

      

      

      
        
        THE COMPLETE AGE OF EMBERS SERIES:

        THE AGE OF EMBERS

        THE AGE OF HYSTERIA

        THE AGE OF REPRISAL

        THE AGE OF EXODUS

        THE AGE OF DEFIANCE

      

      

      

      
        
        THE COMPLETE LAST WAR SERIES:

        THE LAST WAR

        THE ZERO HOUR

        THE OPHIDIAN HORDE

        THE INFERNAL REGIONS

        THE KILLING FIELDS

        THE BARBAROUS ROAD

        THE TERMINAL RUN

      

      

      

      
        
        THE COMPLETE SWANN SERIES:

        VANNIE (PREQUEL)

        SWANN

        MONARCH

        CLONE

        MASOCHIST

        WEAPON

        RAVEN

        ABOMINATION

        ENIGMA

        CRUCIFIED

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      A dozen Chicom guards lay dead all over the grounds of the Roseburg Airport.  Most of them were perforated with bullet holes, their faces slack, their eyes turned up to the overcast sky.  The detention facility’s tyrant, the sadist several prisoners identified as Na Huang, was among the deceased, but he was different than the other guards, for his body was without its head.  Even though the asphalt was slick with the blood of these invaders, Na Huang had experienced the most violent ending of them all, one perfectly befitting of his character.  His head was found nearby, the face twisted, the hair filthy, the skin sufficiently soiled from being kicked around the airport runway by hundreds of prisoners leaving the liberated facility.

      Glancing around the grisly scene, Longwei Zhou felt a dark satisfaction creep over him.  He didn’t want to take delight over a massacre of this scale—because no one should have to lose their life like this—but seeing the war zone littered with dead men he considered his mortal enemies left him feeling elated nevertheless.  The sensation passed as quickly as it had come.  In its place, a darker, more upsetting emotion unfurled within him, a wicked, nagging feeling that left him with a pit in the bottom of his stomach.

      Standing inside the airport grounds, smoke from the burn stacks wafting through the air and freed people leaving en masse, he couldn’t help but stare at the two bloody pikes.  Felicity’s parents heads had been staked there.  He felt a rise in his stomach, like nausea, or a bit of stomach acid turning to bile.  He turned away, unable to look at them.  Instead, he took in the other sights.  The human waste, the vomit, the corpses—most of them guards, but a few of them dead prisoners.  There was no exuberance in war.  No satisfaction to be taken from so much death.  This was indeed a victory, but in the larger scope of things, this battle was but a grain of sand on the mile-long beach that was the Chicom/SAA/American conflict.

      “C’mon, let’s go check out the back of the building, see what we can find,” Quan Li said.  He was talking to Longwei, but Longwei felt the disconnect between him and the scene around him.  Quan snapped his fingers in his face, shaking him from the unexpected trance.  “Hey, earth to Longwei.”

      “Sorry,” he said, fighting to shake the emotions loose.

      In the back of his mind, he couldn’t stop seeing that look on Felicity’s face.  First it was the heart crushing revelation that her parents had been killed, but then it was the maniacal rage that consumed her, a rage that took her to places a young woman should never go in the pursuit of retaliation.  Seeing the dark, twisted expression that consumed her when she beheaded Na Huang was a look that would forever haunt him.  She was just twenty-two, still innocent before all this.  But not anymore.  A terrible sadness stretched out inside of him, one he didn’t understand, one he found to be profoundly upsetting.

      Quan was still looking at him, brow furrowed and perplexed.  “What?”

      “I was just thinking of Felicity.”

      “Whatever it is you’re feeling, use it but don’t get used by it,” Quan said, eyes on the burning Department of Transportation building.  The building Felicity blew up.  Quan waved the team over, several of them coming at a soldier’s trot.  To all of them, Quan said, “We need to see what we can scrounge up before the entire place burns down.”

      Longwei nodded absentmindedly, still floundering in his emotions.  Once this was his team, but now Quan was calling the shots.  Had he lost control of his people entirely?  Part of him didn’t care.  Whatever the case, the team headed into the back of the burning building, hoping to gather up some contraband before departing.

      Lienna was suddenly at Longwei’s side.  Like him, she was squinting against the smoke-filled air, and using the crook of her arm to cover her mouth and nose.  Behind the building, where the fire had yet to reach, the air wasn’t as bad.  Quan tried the locked metal door.  It didn’t budge, so he pulled out his pistol and shot it.  He tried again, but it still refused to open.

      “Here, try this,” Longwei said.  He handed Quan a shotgun he’d just picked up.

      Quan racked a load, stood back, fired on the lock, then handed the shotgun back to Longwei and kicked in the door.  Together they moved inside, guns ready, making sure there weren’t armed holdouts as they cleared the rooms thus far spared from the spreading fire.  Inside, the air was slightly smoky, as well as hot and stuffy.  They had but a few minutes.  Longwei felt his lungs constricting, and he was overcome by a small bout of coughing, one that did little to clear the grit in his lungs.

      “There’s got to be a weapons room somewhere around here,” Quan said.

      Farther in back, Longwei heard Lienna call out.

      “Found it!” she said.

      Lienna was a thirty-year old woman Longwei recruited in the early days of the Resistance.  She was fierce, loyal and smart.  Plus she could fire a gun with a fair amount of proficiency and she wasn’t afraid of a fist fight.  Longwei was first to find her.  A rare smile crossed his face.  They were in the weapons room that looked freshly stocked.  Quan was next in.  A smile touched his mouth as well.  Longwei had never seen the man smile before.  It made him uncomfortable.  Without ceremony, he and Quan started pulling down handguns, rifles and shotguns.  Others were quick to join, their delight apparent.  Lienna and her male counterpart, Fai, gathered up stacks of ammo, handing them out to the others like candy in October.

      “We’ve got sat phones,” Gang said.  Gang was an older man, a former vet, and a hell of a good shot.  He was smiling as well.  Gang’s younger, bigger brother, Chang, found them.  He stared at the cache of weapons and ammo and said, “Sweet Jesus, what did we do to deserve this?”

      “Flushed a couple of turds down the cosmic toilet,” Fai joked with little enthusiasm.  “Stop staring and give us a hand.”

      Quan turned and looked at Longwei.  Longwei was only now realizing he hadn’t moved.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Quan asked.

      “I don’t know,” Longwei said, still shaken.  “I mean, this was no big deal, but…”

      “What?”

      “What Felicity did—”

      “That again?” Quan asked, stopping what he was doing.  Fai looked at him, but Chang was busy gathering up ammo with Lienna.  Quan stepped forward, his head close to Longwei’s head, right in his personal space.  Privately, he said, “You have to push that crap out of your mind, or at least compartmentalize it.  You can fall apart when we win this war.  But not a minute earlier.”

      “Can we?” Longwei asked, not as quiet as Quan had been.  “Can we win the war?  Because these are but a few men.  There are hundreds more Chicoms out there, maybe thousands.”

      Now they all looked at him.  He felt the weight of their curiosity, their concern, their judgement.  Longwei had assembled this crew on the idea that they could win.  That they would win.  Yet there he stood after another victory, acting like the bottom fell out of his mood, his convictions, his very being.  He wanted to talk about what he was feeling, but how would he describe it?  Would they even understand?  Whatever tortured emotions Felicity carried as a result of this war now infected him, like a cancer of the mind, her horrors clawing at his constitution.

      “Of course we can win,” Quan hissed.  “In this life or the next.”

      “We either get rid of them while we’re alive, or we get rid of them by being dead,” Steve Daily said, the last to join them.  This was Longwei’s white guy.  The only American born patriot in the group.  He’d just entered the building, not bothering to cover his face.  “I found two more of those commie rats trying to scurry out the back door.”

      “And?” Lienna asked.

      “Two shots, two confirmed kills.  Plus I picked up two more guns and three full mags.”  Looking at Longwei, Steve said, “What’s your problem, sourpuss?”

      “I don’t know,” he said truthfully.  “Nothing.”

      “Whatever it is, figure it out,” Steve said flippantly, “we’ve got a lot more killin’ to do before the day is done.”

      “By the day,” Longwei said, “I’m assuming you mean your life.”

      “Exactly,” Steve replied, eyes on the stockpile of weapons.  “I want a shotgun and a Glock, if y’all have one.”

      When they were loaded up, when the fire threatened and the smoke became too thick to deal with, they hauled the rest of the loot out of the building and divvied it up.  A few of the Roseburg locals saw them and headed over.  Quan didn’t seem to mind.  They had more weapons than they could manage, so Longwei and Quan handed out a few of the guns and some ammo boxes to a few of the Roseburg survivors, men who looked like they knew their way around the weapons.

      “What’s your name?” Longwei asked one of the locals, a guy who helped him sort out the ammo, matching the right caliber to the right weapons.

      “Zeke Jeffers,” the man said.

      Longwei shook his hand, graced him with a courteous smile.  He was polite, but attentive, and he wasn’t greedy.  But there was something in Zeke’s eyes that Longwei recognized.  Fortitude, perhaps.  Maybe even endurance.  The thirty-something man had been worked over pretty good, had a little blood buildup in his right eye, and carried himself gingerly on his left leg.  It looked like a new injury, not permanent, by the way he favored it.

      “Are you okay?” Longwei asked, nodding at his leg.

      “Yeah, just had one of those maggots kick the side of my knee a few days back.  It’s on the mend, like everything else.  How are you doing?”

      “Good, I guess,” Longwei said.

      “That girl who cut off Na Huang’s head,” Zeke asked, “she was with you?”

      “She was,” Longwei said.

      “I’m not sure if I should be scared of her, attracted to her, or in awe of her,” Zeke said, stuffing a few shotgun shells in his pockets while taking a box of ammo for the Chicom rifle he picked up.

      “I’m none of those things,” Longwei said.  Zeke looked at him funny.  “All I feel is sadness for her.  She came here with the intention of freeing her parents, not seeing their heads mounted on stakes.”

      The blood seemed to rise in Zeke’s cheeks; he nodded, struggling to find the words.  “Good point,” he finally said.

      “If we need you,” Longwei asked the man, sternly holding his eye, “are you around?”

      Zeke nodded, then said, “I’ll find something to write my address on, and if you ever need me, I’ll have a militia ready.”

      “Yeah?” Longwei asked, encouraged.

      “Yeah.  Not pansies either.  These’ll be guys who can handle their own.  Guys who aren’t afraid to run into hell to keep this from happening again.”

      “You waited too long,” Longwei said.

      “Like frogs in a pot of water,” Zeke agreed.  He ran his hand through a thinning head of whitish blonde hair.  “It was all nice and warm until we realized the water was at full boil.  By then, we were in cages.”

      “This is what the communist Chinese do,” Longwei said.  “They oppress you inch by inch until you’re trapped and unable to get free.  Then all that’s left are drastic measures and servitude.”

      “You guys definitely got the crap end of the stick,” Zeke said.

      “So if my team comes back, and I’m sure we will,” Longwei said, “you said we can count on you and some guys to be ready for war?”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” Zeke said, shaking Longwei’s hand once more.  “I’ll get you my address and directions before I go.  Better yet, why don’t you guys stop by for dinner.  I’ve got half a cow ready for the grill and a root cellar stocked with potatoes and cheap beer.”

      “I wouldn’t want to impose,” Longwei said, the idea sounding too good to be true.

      “It’s no problem at all,” Zeke said.  “I also have a few spare beds if you and some of your guys want to crash for the night.  It’s the least I can do for what you guys did here.”

      Longwei wasn’t one to accept the generosity of others, let alone that of complete strangers, but there was something about Zeke that put him at ease.  And the idea of a steak and a beer grabbed him and wouldn’t let go.  He was prepared to graciously decline the offer, but then he thought of going home and seeing Felicity’s face and decided otherwise.  He politely accepted on behalf of him and the three other guys heading home with him.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” Longwei said.

      “Hell yeah, I am,” Zeke said, animated.  “Otherwise I’m just going to be there alone, and I don’t really want to be alone.”

      Longwei turned and asked his guys about staying.  All three of them nodded, their eyes widened by the idea of a celebration involving food and spirits.

      In one of the Jeeps, after seeing Quan and most of his team off, Longwei, his three guys and Zeke headed up the hill into a nearby neighborhood that was once nice, but had since fallen into disrepair.

      “This is really your place?” Barde asked Zeke as they pulled up to the very large home.  Longwei’s best guy was wide-eyed and in awe.

      “Confiscated it early on,” Zeke said, walking them inside.  It smelled a little musty, with an underlying odor of herbs and old carpet.  “The owners either left or this was some kind of vacation home.  Either way, it was pretty much cleaned out when I got here.  It’s mine now.  That’s how it works, you know.  You just see something you want, or need, and you take it.  Kind of like how you just killed those guys to get us all out.”

      Barde was the first man to join the Resistance with Longwei.  Seeing how much Longwei hated President Hu and the Communist Party, Barde recruited both Jin and Ning, his closest friends, guys who fled Hong Kong for America in the early ‘20s.  No one hated the Chicoms as badly as Jin and Ning, which was why joining the SoCal chapter of the Resistance was such an easy decision for them.

      “So you live here alone?” Longwei asked.

      “It was me, my wife and kid,” Zeke said, a little softer, solemn.  “They killed Nancy, and my kid…I haven’t seen him since this started.  I’m pretty sure he’s dead.”

      “How old was he?” Jin asked.

      “Twelve.”

      “I was twelve when the Chicoms shot my mother,” Jin said.  “Shotgun, right to the face.”

      “How long ago was that?” Zeke asked, his face paled by the disclosure.

      “Eight years ago,” Jin replied.  “He could have shot her in the stomach, or the back, but he made her face him and then he shot her that way.”

      Ning looked down.  Jin didn’t talk about this often.  Instead, he used the hate he felt as fuel.  They all did.  Longwei wondered if Zeke had enough animosity in him to join the Resistance one day.  Lord knew they’d need as many men as they could get their hands on when they made their final stand.

      “I’m going to start a fire in the pit out back,” Zeke said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.  “C’mon guys, I’ll show you the root cellar.  You can each grab a potato and a beer.”
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        * * *

      

      The meat was great, the beer cool, but not stale, and the company fine.  Night fell quickly, leaving them stuffed and lightly buzzed.  Longwei was grateful for the alcohol.  It took the edge off, which was exactly what he needed.  He wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but the war was getting to him, as was all the killing.  At first, he was anxious for vengeance, but lately it was starting to remind him of the oppression he fought so hard to escape from when he left Shanghai.  He forced a smile, not expecting the clipped laugh that escaped him.

      “What?” Zeke asked, surprised.

      “I was thinking of how Felicity threw dynamite inside the Department of Transportation building like it was nothing.  She didn’t even have to think about it.”

      He fell silent, the backs of his eyes prickling.  For a second, he was sure he was losing it.  He was the first person to understand you don’t have emotions in war.  Yet there they were.  From the rickety lawn chair he was sitting on, he looked up into the night sky, hoped his eyes would dry out.  He couldn’t lose it in front of his guys, let alone Zeke.

      The moment quickly passed.  He lowered his head, looked at his men: Barde, Jin and Ning.  They were all proficient fighters, all seasoned Resistance, each of them willing and able to put their lives on the line for the chance to kill these commie rats.

      “How many men do you think you can gather?” Longwei finally asked Zeke.

      Zeke looked across the campfire at Longwei, considering his question.  Longwei held his gaze until the man drained the rest of his beer, polished the rim of the bottle with his shirt, then sat up.

      “Half a dozen maybe,” Zeke said, “but like I said, these will be hardened men, guys who aren’t afraid to kill in cold blood.”

      “If they don’t have families,” Ning said, “that would be important.”

      “They don’t,” Zeke said.  “What are you guys thinking?”

      “I don’t know,” Longwei said, scratching his head behind his ear.  “Same thing I’m always thinking.”

      “Which is?” Zeke pressed, stoking the fire and brushing off a mosquito.

      “Body count,” Barde said, a bit tipsy.  “The more we kill, the better we feel, so kill your commies with every meal.”

      A few of the guys laughed, but Zeke’s eyes focused on Barde and his head started a very slow, very affirmative nod.  “I like your thinking,” the Roseburg native said.

      As the fire began to die out, no one had anything of consequence left to say.  It was clear they were in dire need of some shut-eye.  Longwei and the guys thanked Zeke for the meal, the company and the beds, and then they turned in for the night.

      When Longwei finally fell asleep, he did so dreaming of Felicity.  In his dreams, she wouldn’t stop screaming.
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      Longwei woke to the rising sun.  Daylight cut through the drapes, roused him from a restless slumber.  He turned over, pulled the blankets around him, then tried but failed to go back to sleep.  Had Quan and his team reached Portland yet?  Hopefully they didn’t encounter any trouble.  He didn’t like that more than half his men were headed in the opposite direction, but he knew they’d need reinforcements in Yale if Quan’s contact felt it was time for an insurgency.

      The fact that Quan was going to Yale meant they had Da Xiao Zheng in their sights, maybe even a direct line to President Hu.  The cowardly President would probably never leave the mainland, at least not while the United States was under siege, but he might have scheduled a visit.  Longwei wished he knew what Quan knew.  Then again, Quan told him the name of his contact inside Yale, which was significant, certainly not lost on him.  His name was Tong Lim, he was a Chicom, and he outranked Quan Li.

      He rolled over, sloughed off the blankets, sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  He heard movement downstairs, the sounds of someone going outside.  Pretty soon, he heard an axe hitting wood, and with that he knew he had to get up and get back home.  As he trudged down the stairs, two things occurred to him.  One, he was rested, which felt strange and mentally euphoric.  And two, there was no way it was daybreak.  It felt much later than that.  Downstairs, the guys were shaking off sleep, same as him.

      “What time is it?” Ning asked.

      “Who cares?” Jin replied.  “I actually slept the entire night through.”

      Barde gave a half-assed laugh, one that didn’t require a smile, then he said, “It’s almost noon.  Me and Zeke have been working for a few hours now.”

      “Doing what?” Longwei asked, sitting down at the kitchen table and wishing for a cup of coffee, or at least something to kick off the remnants of sleep.

      “Gathering up wood,” Barde said.

      Barde was a big man for being Chinese.  Tall and muscular.  He ate a lot of meat, punched harder than everyone else, barked out smellier farts and burped louder than them all.  He was a man’s man, a brute, and funny when he wasn’t strategizing over this war, which was to say, he hadn’t been funny in months.  The only guy close to him in physical stature was Chang, but he was soft compared to Barde’s hard.  Him and his younger brother, Gang.

      Barde said, “It was the least I could do for eating his cow and drinking his beer.”

      “We should help,” Ning said.

      Ning was the smallest of all of them, but he was also the fastest.  Plus he knew martial arts, which meant he was hard to catch and even harder to hit.  When he got you though, he took out things you needed in life, things like your balls, the use of your eyes, the functionality of your joints.   He was as ferocious as he was small.

      “I did enough work for everyone,” Barde said.  “I think he’s ready for us to leave.  He’s pretty serious about putting together a crew.  The Roseburg Rebels.  That’s what he said he’d call them.”

      “I like it,” Jin said.

      Longwei yawned and said, “The Chicoms killed half of Roseburg before and during the round up that put him in the airport, Barde.  That’s what Zeke told me.  He said if you drive through town, you’ll find bodies everywhere.”

      “That’s a hard pass,” Jin said, still tired.  “I don’t want to see anymore dead people, let alone those we can’t save.”

      “It’s time to go,” Ning said.  Looking around, he said, “This place creeps me out.”

      “Why?” Longwei asked, surprised.

      “You can tell white people lived here,” he said under his breath, cautious.

      Barde started to laugh, then said, “You’re stupid, Ning.”

      Jin pushed him in jest; everyone knew Ning was scared of big white guys like Zeke.  He wasn’t a quarter inch more than five six, and not one pound over a buck thirty-five.  Size and fear started out as his weakness, but now it was the source of his viciousness.

      Zeke pushed through the back door, saw them sitting together and said, “How’d y’all sleep?”

      Ning was the first to speak.  “Fantastic, thank you.  We were just saying how we enjoyed last night, and how we appreciate your hospitality.”

      Seeing Ning change so quickly sent Barde into a fit of laughter.

      “What?” Zeke asked.

      “Ning is scared of white people,” Barde said, his voice still full of humor.  “Sleeping here freaked him out.”

      Ning’s cheeks flushed as he tried to explain, but his protestations were drowned out by the sounds of laughter.  Even Longwei found himself grinning.  But Zeke?  He let out the heartiest of laughs, then clapped the boy on the back.  When they were getting ready to leave, Zeke made Ning give him a hug, which all but made the man family, as far as Barde was concerned.

      “Get your whiteness all over him,” Jin told Zeke when Ning relented.

      “Planning on it, little man.”

      After that, Longwei and his guys headed out in better spirits than they arrived in.  Felicity was still on his mind, but the startling memories of the decapitation and the murders before that were already losing their bite.

      About an hour into their trip home, they ran into a bit of trouble, but they were able to get off the interstate and hide out for an hour or so, avoiding confrontations from both the Chicoms and a gathering of Americans in the freeway.  Closer to Five Falls, when they were flagged down by a Chicom Jeep on the side of the road, Barde said, “Should we?”

      Longwei nodded, pulling over and asked the man if he was okay.

      “Yeah, but the engine died,” he replied.

      Jin shot him with his pistol, they took what they could from the man and his Jeep, and then they siphoned off the rest of his gas and pitched his dead body into the grass.

      “Do you think they made it through okay?” Barde asked about Quan and the gang.  He was sitting up front with Longwei.  Longwei was driving.

      “Probably.”

      “What about Clay and the girl?” he asked.

      Barde called all women “girls.”  As in The Girl, That Girl, or A Girl.  Barde’s parents had no respect for his two sisters back home.  In China, it was often said that girls had far less value than boys.  Barde wasn’t like that, but to someone who didn’t know him, it would seem as though he shared China’s low opinion of women.  He most certainly didn’t.

      “Her name is Felicity, and you saw her taking care of herself just fine,” Longwei said.  “Clay, too.”  The old ugliness of the decapitation crept back into his thoughts at the mention of her.

      “I can’t believe the fire in that girl’s soul,” Barde said.

      “I said her name is Felicity, and no, she didn’t hesitate,” Longwei responded.  “Not when it mattered most.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “Could you have done that?” Longwei asked his friend.

      “Without hesitation,” Barde replied.  “She gave me some ideas for the future.  Like if I ever get my hands around Hu’s neck, I won’t choke him to death, I’ll take his head for myself.”

      “And do what with it?” Longwei asked.

      “Scoop it out and use it as a toilet bowl,” Barde said.  He was staring straight ahead, not a glint of humor in his eye.  “Maybe I’ll let the girl use it, too.”

      “Actually,” Longwei said, thinking it over, “that’s a pretty good idea.”

      Looking over at him, the air whipping around inside the Jeep’s cabin, he said, “I thought so myself.  You want to run it by the girl when we see her next?  It’ll probably cheer her up.”

      Ignoring Barde’s refusal to use Felicity’s name, Longwei said, “If we can somehow pull it off, then when we call Hu shit for brains, that would actually be true.”

      Barde chuckled, but the laugh was hollow.  It was one thing to dream of doing bad things to the leader of the Communist Party, but Barde was really plumbing deep into his creative coffers for this one.  Longwei tried to remember back to a time when he was not driven by hate, or the need to punish the Chicoms, but he could not remember such a day.  He wasn’t sure what he’d do with himself if he was ever truly set free.

      “What the hell is that?” Jin asked in a panic, thrusting his head to the front of the Jeep, right in between Longwei’s and Barde’s shoulders.

      “Hold on!” Longwei yelled.

      Longwei slammed on the brakes and slid off the side of the interstate, adjusting his course to an off-road trail.  Crashing through the edges of the forest just outside Five Falls, they shook and shimmied their way around the huge trench they’d blown open and dug out on I5.  He left any semblance of a trail and navigated through the trees around it.  But that wasn’t what worried him.  Where the sky opened up through the trees, they saw several huge pillars of smoke overhead.  Plus, there were two helicopters circling over the area.

      “They’re directly over the town,” Barde said.

      “And the bug out location,” Jin added.

      They got closer to town, close enough to see the choppers firing off rockets and razing the ground with machine gun fire.

      “We need to get in there,” Barde said, eyes wild.  Longwei was having palpitations in his chest, the onset of an anxiety attack.

      Barde looked at him and shouted, “Go, man!  GO!”

      Longwei broke free of the panic attack.  The thing that spurred him into action was the thought of Felicity.  If she survived her parents’ death only to suffer at the hands of these…wait a minute.

      “Those are SAA choppers,” he heard himself say.

      “No kidding!” Barde growled.  “Five Falls is under attack by the SAA!”

      Longwei stashed the Jeep deep in the woods and the four of them piled out, armed to the hilt, ready to join the fight.  But when they got to the edge of town, this wasn’t a fight, this was a massacre by the SAA forces.

      “Good God,” Ning mumbled, chilled.

      While they were sleeping off a beef and beer hangover, Five Falls was fighting for their lives.  Before, he felt a powerful and immediate sickness over what Felicity had been subjected to.  Now he felt the deepest of shame for not being there.

      “This is really bad,” Barde said, tromping off into the woods in the direction of the conflict.

      Longwei and the guys took off after him, cutting through the uneven forest landscape.  When they reached the edge of Five Falls, they found the entire town engulfed in flames.  Most of the SAA were in their vehicles, or close to them, but a handful had spread out and were combing the trees for survivors.

      Barde held out a hand, stopped behind a thicket of brush and knelt down.  Longwei pulled up behind him; Jin and Ning fell in line quickly.

      “We can’t use guns,” Barde warned.  “Does everyone have their knives?”

      “I don’t,” Jin said.

      “Improvise,” Barde told him.  If there was anyone who could, it would be Jin.  He looked to Longwei for orders, but Longwei was having a moment.  Barde smacked the top of his head and said, “Whatever it is that has you rattled, get over it!”

      The hit on the top of his head jarred him, brought him back to reality.

      Barde turned and said, “No guns if you can help it.”  Barde looked at Longwei and said, “You, too, Boss.”

      “I’m good,” Longwei barked, acting offended.  “You just worry about yourself.”

      “We all worry about each other,” Ning said.

      Longwei moved into the trees first.  They came upon a group of six well armed SAA soldiers.  They were moving through the dense forest, alert, but not on high alert.  There was no way to take these guys out with knives and hand-to-hand combat.  Longwei took out his gun; the others followed his lead, even Barde.  Using the tree trunks for cover, waiting for Longwei’s signal, the men lined up their shots, Barde and Longwei each committing to two shots.

      “On my count,” Longwei whispered, eyes on his men.  He held up three fingers, then lowered one, lined up the shot, then said, “Two, one, fire.”

      Six shots were fired, but only five men fell.

      Knowing he let the team down, Ning grabbed his knife and burst from his hiding place, quickly covering the ground between him and the last man standing, the SAA soldier he missed.  But the guy had gone for cover behind a large outcropping of rocks.  Presumably, he didn’t hear Ning crossing the pine needle-covered forest floor, for he snuck a look only to have Ning foot-stomp his head as he jumped over him.  Skidding to a stop against another vein of rocks, Ning scrambled back to the man, stabbing him seven or eight times before standing up and giving Longwei a thumb’s up.  Another shot rang out.  Ning ducked, then rushed for cover.

      “I see him,” Barde said, setting out in a wide arc.

      When the SAA soldier came into view, Longwei saw the man tracking Ning and lined up a shot.  His finger slid over the trigger and he slowed his breath.  That’s when Barde hit the soldier from behind, taking him face-first to the ground.  Wasting no time, and looking back to see if there were others coming, Barde began to do the unthinkable.  He started sawing his way around the man’s neck.  Flashbacks of Felicity hit Longwei hard.  He turned around, dropped down, felt himself start to hyperventilate.  Gun shots peppered the hills, but Longwei sat there, shaking, his body not his, his thoughts erratic.  The shouting sounds of men closing in on them must have interrupted Barde, for the man came thundering through the forest, Ning fast on his heels.

      “Longwei, Jin, let’s go,” Barde said, sprinting past their hiding spots.

      The four of them ran deep into the forest, over the hills and into a ravine where they each found places to hide.  There they waited the SAA out.  Before long, however, a lone soldier appeared.  He carried his gun, and he seemed to be on the hunt, but mentally, he seemed preoccupied, as if he were lost in thought and his body was on autopilot.  Without warning, Jin stood and hurled a fist-sized rock into his face.

      The rock found it’s target, a hollow thumping sound.  The man dropped to his knees, crying out as he held his bloody face.  Jin was already sprinting toward him.  He drove a flying knee into the man’s head, knocking him over on his back.  He then picked up the rock he’d thrown and began beating him in the face with it.

      Barde covered Jin with his weapon, but the violence hit Longwei all wrong.  He started to sweat, so badly he needed to wipe his eyes twice.  There was no way he could watch the rest of it.  When the pulping sounds stopped, Jin confiscated the dead man’s rifle then dragged him into a nearby ditch.

      “Couldn’t you have just shot him?” Longwei asked, his face cold outside but burning hot beneath the skin.  He felt like he was going to puke, seeing the meatloaf Jin made of the man’s features.

      “Why would he waste the bullet?” Ning asked.

      By this time, Barde was looking at him funny.  Fortunately Jin was breathing too heavily to notice Longwei’s barely restrained meltdown.

      “And you!” Longwei hissed at Barde.  “Were you really trying to cut off that guy’s head in the middle of a war zone?”

      “I wanted to see if I could do what the girl did,” he said, eyes on the ridge the SAA soldier had come down.

      “Felicity!” he barked.  “Her name is Felicity.”

      “Someone’s in love,” Ning teased, his eyes contemptuous, full of judgement.

      “It’s not like that,” Longwei said, embarrassed by his outburst.

      When nothing more happened, the four of them changed positions, went for a better look at the SAA troops.  What they found took their collective breath.  The SAA was a mammoth, snaking line of vehicles that stretched as far as the eye could see.

      The trucks clogged all of Interstate 5, the South American Army sending their soldiers into each building before they wiped it off the face of the earth.  Fortunately they weren’t bringing anyone out of the building and they weren’t dumping ammo in a shoot out.

      “I think they got out,” Jin said of the Five Falls residents.

      “Or they’re already dead,” Barde argued.  “I don’t want to think like that, but we have to prepare ourselves for that possibility.”

      With nothing safe to do but watch the SAA rip through the town, destroying it inch by inch, Longwei’s anxiety attack both gained a foothold in him and had him twitching.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Ning asked, looking at him.  “Anxiety attack?  Because this isn’t the time for that.”

      “We need to get to the bug out location,” Longwei said, ignoring the jab.  “We need to see if they’re safe.”

      “We’re not getting on the other side of that convoy anytime soon,” Barde muttered.

      Night fell before the SAA finally cut a pathway around the second trench.  When they were clear, however, the trucks moved slowly through the night, the sound of engines at first offensive, but then hypnotic.  By the time the last of the vehicles cleared the scene, the four of them were fast asleep in the woods, half a click out from the Jeep.

      The next morning, Longwei and his men found them—the Five Falls survivors.  They were down on the interstate amidst the smoking ruin of a battle that took too much from the town.  Half the local fighters had been killed, including Noah, Connor and Otto, according to the people Longwei spoke to.  This news was overwhelming and grave.  People were transporting the dead bodies to the tow truck, which had a long, flatbed trailer attached to a ball hitch.  There were a dozen men and women stacked on the flatbed already.  The sight of them leveled Longwei.  Was Felicity among the dead?  He had to know.

      Moving down the line, eyes roving through the carnage, he finally found Felicity.  His jack rabbit heart fell still at the sight of her.  She made it!  That anxious something in him, that pestering unease that had burrowed in like a tick, finally released and he found he could breathe again.  The truly unusual thing was that he and Felicity barely knew each other.  But the sadness and the tremendous violence that he’d watched her mete out on the men who took everything from her leveled him with an onslaught of emotions he couldn’t interpret, organize or even understand.  It was as if  he’d been standing too close to her when her innocence was destroyed, so close that the ruined parts of her landed on him and, for some strange reason, he understood her better for it.  What an odd and unsettling connection to share with someone you didn’t know.  But it was also deeply comforting to know that in the midst of so much loss, this young woman had survived the worst of it and then some.  Perhaps her survival was emblematic of their survival.  Would America and her allies chart a similar course?  Would they emerge from this horror?  And if so, would they do so ravaged but alive, avenged and victorious?  If he lived long enough, perhaps time and circumstance would tell.  Until then, all he could do was pray, and hope.

      Seeing her picking through the rubble of ruined SAA vehicles and the dead, he didn’t imagine Felicity would share the same emotions, or even understand what he was feeling.  It wasn’t love, as was suggested.  But what was it?  Even he didn’t know.  He was almost mad at himself for not understanding it.  And he was even more upset at himself for not being able to shake it.  Right then she looked up at him.  She saw him, but she glanced away, like he was anyone else, or no one at all.  In truth, he’d be surprised if she remembered his name, let alone felt some sort of connection with him for what she had survived.

      “You’ve been out of it,” Ning said, looking up at him.  He followed Longwei’s gaze, found her and said, “Ah, now I get it.  For a Hispanic, she’s pretty.”

      “It’s not like that,” Longwei said low, almost under his breath.

      “I know,” Ning said.  “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Where the Chicoms were cruel and hateful toward their women, Longwei was the opposite.  He never understood their hostility, but he understood protecting those who couldn’t protect themselves.  Perhaps that was why his protective nature had kicked in.  Behind him, someone tapped him on the shoulder and said, “Can you help us?”  It was one of the kids.  He looked like he was fourteen or fifteen years old, his face blackened by smoke, his hands dirty.  He’d been carrying bodies from the roadside.  Friends of theirs?  Family?  Enemy soldiers?

      “Sure, you bet,” he said.  To Ning and the guys he said, “Let’s give these folks a hand.”

      They spent the morning collecting bodies, and though the task was brutal and unending, there was no way for him to throw himself into it, to autopilot his way through the day, for he seemed to be incapable of protecting himself from the emotions of others.  That wasn’t even taking into account the scores of dead.  Each loss was a devastation he couldn’t seem to shake.  The more bodies he moved, the more he found himself feeling raw, so moved by the death he could no longer stall his tears, tears he somehow managed to shed in private, ten feet away from two dead men he didn’t know.

      For a very long moment, Longwei looked around and all he saw was hell, and worlds of suffering.  His brain turned inside out, the rush of emotion crashing over him like a breaking wave.  How was he supposed to survive this?  Could he even go back to work at this point?  And how was he supposed to find any peace beyond this day, this week, this year?  For the first time in his life, Longwei looked around and was scared of everything.

      “Are you okay?” Felicity asked from behind him.

      He turned, saw her, and wiped his eyes.  Embarrassed, he smiled and said, “Yes, thank you.”

      “You were in Roseburg, right?” she asked.  “Longwei Zhou?”

      “You remember,” he said, heartened.

      “I wanted to thank you for saving my life,” she said, offering him a hand.  He took it and she pulled him to his feet.

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” he replied, unable to think of anything else to say.  “I’ve been worried.”

      She looked away, and her eyes began to water.  He stood up, but all he could do was look at her.  As the tears dripped down her face, she stood there.

      “Come here,” he said, and she turned into him.

      He hugged her, and the moment lasted longer than he thought.  He did not want anymore of her pain infecting him, but she needed someplace to put her grief, so in that moment, he would be there for her again, even if it cost him everything.
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      Quan and his crew slowly made their way to Portland.  Steve Daily was driving.  The white boy.  The All-American who joined the Chicom defectors because he hated what had happened to his country and needed to rail against the communists.  He’d become Quan’s most trusted ally.  Now he was the driver.  And he was good.  Quan wouldn’t have the patience Steve had for navigating through the destruction the Chicom army waged along the highways and byways.  In some places, it looked like they’d taken a wrecking ball to the place.

      Night fell on them too soon.  No one said anything as they pushed on.  The rattling of the Chicom transport provided its own metallic lullaby.  Quan’s satellite phone beeped startling him.  He picked it up.

      “Who is this?” Quan asked.

      “Who’s this?” the familiar voice asked in return.

      “President Hu,” he said with a creeping grin.  He’d been waiting for this call since they got in the transport.

      “I was phoning in for takeout,” Tong Lim said, relief in his own voice.  “Did I get the wrong number?”

      “Not at all,” Quan said, completing the identification and safety sequence they always used when making such dangerous calls.

      “Tons of updates for you, brother,” Tong said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, finally,” his friend and contact at Yale said.  “The EU Army finally clashed with the African Union in Philadelphia.  People there said they’ve never seen a more ferocious conflict.  The EU Army emerged victorious but nearly crippled.”

      “And?” Quan asked excited.

      He felt Steve glance his way, as if the kid knew the importance of the call and wanted to know firsthand what was happening.

      “The Americans waited until the EUA rallied their ranks and prepared to move out before hitting them with a full scale attack,” Tong said, as excited to tell Quan as Quan was excited to hear it.  “The word on high is that it was ugly.”

      Quan felt himself sit up, the smile on his face widening with each morsel of good news.

      “This is encouraging,” Quan said.

      “Immensely,” Tong said.  “The patriots wiped out what was left of both the EU ranks and the retreating, depleted AA ranks.  They cut through them like they were nothing, Quan.”

      “So does that mean the patriots have taken the East Coast back?” Quan asked, his eyes now meeting Steve’s.

      “It’s a mop up, of course,” Tong answered.  “Lots of survivors dug in here and there.  But the best part of this is, the patriots were finally able to reach the generals overseas.”

      “Really,” Quan said, surprised.

      “You know how big of a problem that’s been.  Needless to say, the US military began wrapping things up in the Middle East and is now working at a fever pitch to get back home.”

      “That’s fantastic news,” Quan said.

      “Like I said, though,” Tong replied, sounding less enthusiastic, “there are problems.  Well, more like…complications.”

      “Did they even know what was happening here?” Quan asked.  “Because I find it impossible to think the military would so willfully stay in the dark for years.”

      “This is what I meant by complications,” Tong said.  “The Chicoms infiltrated and compromised the highest ranks of the US military, as preposterous and difficult as that is to believe.”

      “It’s not that hard when you consider the President all but bankrupted the military in 2027, leaving us completely vulnerable to the Chicoms, and any other army looking to carve off a chunk of America for themselves.  Or that before that, the Chicoms infiltrated the government, big pharma, big tech, the media, Hollywood.”

      “Communications from the states were systematically cut, and power was handed to the compromised generals.  This is why chain of command overseas was able to conceal the horrors going on over here, or the subsequent occupation.  They were complicit in the cover up, a cover up and a coup that started thirty or forty years ago.”

      “They lied to the true generals,” Quan said, deflated.

      “Yes,” Tong replied.

      Quan sat back, looked out the side window, the scope of this thing nearly unfathomable.  He sighed deep.  The darkness ahead was practically impenetrable.

      “You still there?” Tong asked.

      “Yeah,” Quan said.  “I’m just processing the betrayal.  It seems impossible if you think about what this kind of infiltration must have taken in terms of planning and patience.”

      “A handful of the highest ranking generals are Chicom plants,” Tong said, lowering his voice almost to a whisper.  “That’s a forty year plan, brother.  But we found them.  All the traitors embedded in the US military, we found them.”

      “Thank God,” he said.

      “We got word to the right people and they’re now staging a coup of their own.  If everything goes according to plan, the Chicom plants will be executed on sight in the morning and our military can get back home.”

      “What about the SAA?” Quan asked.

      “Half of them split when they broke through the southern border wall,” Tong continued.  “As you know, half the army moved to overtake California.”

      “And the other half?”

      “They ran through New Mexico and attacked Texas.  Hu betrayed President Guerrero when he leveled California.  You know that, right?”

      “I didn’t know there was a betrayal,” Quan said.  “I just thought he got pissed and blew everyone up.  You know Hu.  He’s a heartless monster.”

      “That’s being generous,” Tong mumbled.

      “So we don’t have to worry about them coming here anymore?” Quan asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Tong replied.  “Satellite images of California show a wasteland.  If anything survived after the bombing runs, they’ll be lucky to even find something to eat.”

      “What about Texas?”

      “A massive war effort has been underway to protect them from the SAA,” Tong said.  “But embedded factions of La Raza joined forces with the SAA to take back Texas and now things are looking precarious.  They didn’t even see the attack coming.”

      “How is that possible?” Quan asked, dumbfounded.

      “Well, they did.  I mean, obviously they anticipated something.  But they didn’t expect La Raza to rise as quickly and as ferociously as they did.  They’ve been entrenched in Texas forever.”

      “Do you think the SAA will win?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Tong replied.  “The Texans have their footing now, but who knows how they’ll fare in the long run?”

      “Have you heard from anyone with boots on the ground?”

      “One of our Texas contacts has compared their fighting spirit to that of their ancestors, the same ones who fought at the Alamo.”

      “That’s a straight war though,” Quan said understanding.  “Their forces versus the SAA and La Raza forces.”

      “That’s right,” Tong said.

      “No way to pit two armies against each other and clean up the middle.”  Quan glanced back over Steve, who was now both eyes on the road and navigating through yet another cluster of EMP abandoned cars.

      “Where are you now?” Tong asked.

      “Heading for Portland, but it’s slow going,” Quan said.  “We should be there soon, barring any problems or setbacks.”

      “Portland is a nightmare,” Tong said without much emotion.  “You’re not in a Jeep are you?”

      “No, but we’re in a Chicom transport.”

      “Find another means of transportation, if you can,” Tong Lim said.  “The Chicoms bullied their way through the city, even though they were trying to leave the metropolis untouched for future purposes.  The Americans gave them hell though.”

      “And?”

      “They didn’t exactly halve the Chicom forces, but the patriots didn’t suffer defeat either.  Which means if they see you, they’ll probably try to kill you.”

      Quan nodded his head, thanked his friend, then hung up the phone and kept his eyes peeled.  When they approached the outskirts of downtown Portland, a bullet tore through the truck’s windshield, causing Steve to swerve and stomp on the gas.

      “Hold on to your butts!” Steve shouted to the troops in back.

      Quan ducked down, tucking himself against a thick strip of metal sitting just behind the door.  A few more shots were fired, one that put another hole in the windshield.  By some miracle, however, they managed to clear the hot zone and make their way into Portland proper.

      Looking over at Steve, who was now wide awake, Quan said, “How are you doing?”

      “Peachy,” Steve replied.

      The night was so thick it seemed even the headlights had a hard time penetrating the darkness.  When they cleared the two-round ambush, Steve rolled down the window, let the cool air flood in.  He was sweating.

      “It’s like a cemetery out there,” Steve said.

      Everything was so quiet it felt like being in a pressure cooker where the pressure made you want to run or scream.  In the back of the transport, the men and Lienna held their rifles, vigilant.  They were moving at less than five miles per hour, driving on the soft shoulders to get around the vehicles, a couple of the guys getting out from time to time to move some of the larger obstacles off the road.

      Only the sounds of the engine noise and the tires creeping over dirty asphalt beat back the silence.  Quan looked over, sensed Steve’s stress.  He was scared.  Quan didn’t blame him.  If he was the American, the first thing he’d do was bury the accelerator and rocket their way out of there.  Fortunately, Steve tempered himself.  Quan trusted him to know when to smash the gas and when to ride the brakes, much more so than he trusted himself.

      The city around them had that barren, dead feel about it.  As they closed in on the downtown area, shadowy, monolithic skeletons rose high against a black sky making his skin crawl.

      “I don’t like this,” Steve quietly said to Quan.

      “Do we need a plan B?”

      “Yeah,” he said, looking at the gauges.  “We need gas, too.”

      “What are you thinking?” Quan asked.

      “I’m thinking we can find someplace to squat, snooze this night through, then get cracking when we can see again.  But only after we gas up.  Because if we don’t do that—”

      “I know,” Quan interrupted.

      Dead cars were everywhere, making their progress cumbersome.  Even worse, with the headlights on, they were a target, extremely vulnerable.  Steve was sweating again, even though the outside layer of Quan’s skin was cool to the touch.

      Ahead, there was a dying fire in the middle of the highway, sleeping bags circled around it.  Farther back, there was a smattering of tents.  As they passed by, a few heads rose off bundled up shirts or pillows.  Some guy was peeing in the middle of the street, but he posed less of a threat than anyone else they saw.

      When they finally reached downtown, Steve said, “I feel like if I don’t get us off this street, it’s gonna be our coffin.”

      “Turn there,” Quan said, pointing to a side street with what looked like lofts and more cars.  “Let’s tuck this beast in for the night.”

      Steve checked the gas gauge again, squinting at the extra dim lights.  He hit the console a few times, then relaxed as the lights brightened and he was able to get a proper reading.

      “How are we doing?” Quan asked.

      “Near empty,” Steve said, shaking his head in dismay.  “Eighth of a tank it looks like.”

      From the back of the transport, a head popped into the cabin.  Gang’s head.  He said, “Are you guys feeling this?  Because this is pretty creepy.”

      “We are,” Quan said.

      “The guys are getting restless,” he said.

      “I’m officially calling it,” Quan said.  “We’re looking for a place to squat now.”

      “About time,” Gang muttered, sitting back down.

      Ahead, as they made their way through downtown Portland, they searched for shelter, desperately needing a place to lay down, close their eyes and recharge their batteries.  But Quan knew the night was a patient thief.  One misstep and they could lose everything.

      Block after block, the streets remained eerily silent, as if monsters in the shadows and corners stood anxious to pounce.  The nervous energy infected them all.  Finally Steve pulled over and said, “These look like lofts.”

      Quan looked around, his eyes falling on an impenetrable clot of vehicles ahead.  Pointing to them, he said, “Let’s get hoses in those gas tanks, see what we can scrounge up before we go for some shut-eye.”

      “How much do we need?” Lok asked from deeper inside the truck.

      “Nearly a full tank,” Steve replied.

      Even though Tong warned him to switch vehicles, the task seemed impossible given the EMP and the pitch black night.  Quan just wanted to push through and pray for the best.  In back of the transport, the team pulled on their gear then kicked open the door and set out onto the streets looking for gas and shelter.

      The shooting started almost immediately.
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      Logan lifted Noah’s body over his shoulder and carried him up the street.  Ryker picked up Connor and kept an even pace.  Behind them, Orbey and Harper walked with Ryker.  Stephani kept pace as well, her eyes wet and red.  Orbey slowed down, took Stephani’s hand.  Within moments, Logan heard them crying together.  Logan looked down and saw Cooper trotting beside Ryker, his spirits low, a soft whimpering coming from the German Shepherd’s throat.

      Harper caught up with Logan and said, “Are you okay?”

      He nodded, his own eyes shimmering.

      Skylar joined them for a moment, saw Connor and looked away.  She said, “I’ll grab Otto,” in the saddest voice Logan had ever heard.  Logan and Ryker managed to carry the bodies of their friends to the Jeep.  Orbey didn’t want them taken to the cemetery with the others.

      “A mass burial, or burning, just seems so impersonal,” she said.  “Besides, Connor would want to be buried at home.  He loved it there.”

      Boone met up with them and said, “Where’s Skylar?”  He had superficial wounds all over his face and body, his skin smudged with smoke and a bit of dirt.  Like the rest of them, he paid his wounds no mind.  After what they attempted with the SAA, they were lucky to even be alive.

      “She went for Otto,” Harper said.  She turned and pointed to the west side of the highway and said, “She’s probably a quarter mile back, I think.”

      Boone took off at a trot.  First his wife, then his best friend.  Logan couldn’t begin to imagine what he was feeling in that moment.  Then again, they were all feeling it.  The losses this tight-knit community sustained had indeed left Logan shaken, and even though these were not his people, in a way, they were.  They’d welcomed him into their town, fought side-by-side with him, bled with him.  It was a ludicrous plan they’d fashioned, trying to take down the SAA, for it was a plan that left much of the townspeople dead.  Then again, there was not one contemptuous look in their eyes.  Not for him, not for Skylar, not for any of them who said they’d rather die fighting than eat a bullet on their knees.

      Speaking of bleeding, Logan had been shot.  Ryker, too.  At first, when he bunked down at the bug out location, he thought it would be a problem, but the injury wasn’t as bad as he feared.  The bullet had gone clean through.  Now walking with yet another body on his shoulder, he knew he would need medical attention.  And if Dr. Quinn was still alive, he was reasonably sure Ryker would need her, too.

      He glanced over at Ryker, saw blood and damage all over the man.  Ryker stared straight ahead, showing little signs of wear, even though they were all exhausted.  He swallowed his pain, forced himself to dig in for his friend, for Noah.

      When they got to the Jeep, he and Ryker set the bodies inside the vehicle, then plopped down in the dirt and tried to slow their breathing, and the rapid beating of their overburdened hearts.  There was no joy in this.  Only sorrow.

      Logan looked up, saw Longwei working with the others and wondered if he’d just arrived, or if he’d fought in the battle with them.  It was so hard to know when all hell broke loose.  They were still tallying the dead.  Looking away, back down the interstate, he tried to stomach the fact that so many of the deceased were familiar to him.

      As he stood and trudged back down the interstate to collect more bodies, Logan wondered what was next.  Would Orbey want to stay and rebuild, or would she opt to abandon the ruined property and dedicate her life to the war?  He knew how he’d answer that question, but he wasn’t sure how she would feel.  Or how everyone else would feel for that matter.  If he had to hazard a guess, he figured the good people of Five Falls had just about had enough.  But not him.  Never.  When he expressed his desire to lay waste to the Chicom and SAA plague, he wasn’t joking.  Even now, sifting through the battlefield remains and smelling the ghostly traces of blood and smoke in the air, he knew the only satisfaction he’d ever glean from this life would come from stomping on the necks of the vermin who caused this.

      Circling his arm slowly, trying not to wince, he beat back the stiffness and the pain.  It wasn’t easy, but he couldn’t rest just yet.  Pulling back his bloody shirt, he appraised the small, seeping hole.  He touched it, blanched, then covered it again.  Last night, when Harper asked if he was hit, he lied and told her it wasn’t his blood.  He had no intention of worrying her.  The battle was over, but the war would carry on.  He knew this, which was why he wasn’t up for pampering.

      “What a nightmare,” Harper said, joining him as he hoisted another dead body over his shoulder.

      “Tell me about it,” he grumbled.

      The weightlessness of the woman he was carrying hit him harder than he thought.  He didn’t know who she was, only that she was light, so light.  Why had she given her life for this?  Why didn’t she stay at home and let the others fight?  Because that’s who she was, Logan thought.  Looking around, he realized this was how all of them were.

      “I feel so bad for Orbey and Stephani,” she said, her words leaden.

      He gazed longingly at her bottle of water.  She gave him a sip before moving out of the way.  He drank as best as he could while balancing the body, then handed the bottle back.

      “It’s heartbreaking watching them try to process all this,” she said.

      “What about you?” he asked, moving past her.

      “What about me?” she asked.

      “You know.”

      “Are you asking how I’m feeling, or what do I want to do next.”

      “I want to know what you want to do next,” he said.

      “I’m doing whatever you’re doing,” she said, keeping up.  “I’m assuming you’re still hungry for payback, yes?”

      “You’re damn right I am.”

      Ryker fell in with a body of his own.  This one was SAA.  Ryker would dump him in the trench, along with the other dead invaders.  Before leaving, the townspeople would douse the SAA in gasoline and light them on fire.  Once the SAA bodies burned down, they’d toss more of them on the fire, doing so until the trench was but a nameless, faceless ash heap.  There would be no words spoken and no prayers for the dead, and no one would ever visit this mass grave again but to spit on them and perhaps curse them for all the lives they’d ruined.  To Logan, it felt like a fitting end.

      Logan glanced over at Ryker once more.  The man was staring straight ahead, seemingly untouched by the violence, the wholesale destruction.  Ryker dropped the body at the trench.  This was once a human being, but for all rights and purposes, these SAA pigs might as well be bags of garbage being tossed into a landfill.  Logan moved on to the flatbed where he gently laid the woman he’d carried down with the other townspeople.

      “I want to take them home now,” Orbey said, catching him off guard.

      “Don’t you want to watch the SAA burn?” Logan asked.  She shook her head, no.  “But there are still more bodies to collect.”

      “Perhaps you could drop me off, then come down and finish.”

      “Let us take care of this,” Longwei said, dropping off a body of his own.  “My guys can carry your load.  Just go home, be with your friends and family.”

      Logan thanked the man, then collected the others.  Ryker, Harper and Skylar piled into one Jeep with Otto while Orbey, Stephani and Cooper got into the Jeep with Connor and Noah.  Cooper sat beside Connor’s body, guarding it.  He looked at the body and whined again, nudging the man but getting no response.

      “I know, Baby,” Orbey said with tears in her eyes.

      Stephani started to cry again.

      Logan got in the Jeep and fired it up, but not before Boone caught up with him.  To Logan, he said, “Where are you taking Otto?”

      He hadn’t thought about how Boone would feel until that moment.  How did he miss this?  They were best friends!  Now the man just stared at him, waiting for an answer.

      “I was heading up to the Madigan’s property,” Logan replied.  “That’s where we’re going to bury the others.”

      Boone seemed oblivious to the dried blood spatter on his face or the long rust colored streaks on his hands and arms.  Was that his blood, or someone else’s blood?  Looking down at himself, Logan wondered the same thing.  The answer came quick: some of it was other people’s blood, but most of it was his.

      “What about Noah?” Boone asked.

      “Him, too.”

      Boone nodded, thinking it over.

      “Are you okay with that?” Logan asked.

      After a moment’s consideration, Boone said, “Can you take him to his house?  I can bury him there.”

      “Would he really want to be alone?” Harper asked.

      Boone’s eyes fogged out for a spell.  Finally he shook his head and his eyes cleared.   “Just don’t bury him next to Noah.”  He tried to fix his hair, then wiped his mouth and said, “But I want to be there when you bury him.  Actually, I’d like to help.”

      “Do you need a ride?” Skylar asked.

      He shook his head and said, “I’ll grab the quad and meet you up there a little later.”

      Satisfied, Logan put the Jeep in gear and said, “We’re going to start digging soon, so don’t wait too long.”

      Nodding, he slapped the side of the Jeep and stepped back.  The two Jeeps took off, Stephani giving Boone a half-wave as she drove past.

      When they reached the Madigan property, Logan drove around the skeletal remains of the Chicoms and the vehicles left over from their first attack, heading straight for the hillside entrance.  Normally they’d park on the street and walk in, but with the bodies in back, Logan opted to drive them all the way in.

      “Hold him, please,” Logan said.

      Ryker secured Otto, then Logan put the Jeep in first gear and crawled up the tire-tracked dirt driveway, careful not to rock everyone too badly.  Stephani did the same thing behind them, following Logan up the hillside and on to the property.

      When he crested the hill and saw the destruction leveled upon the property, Logan’s chest grew tight, his lungs compressed.  Heat gathered in his cheeks as he looked around, breathless.  Harper gasped at the sight of it.  Glancing into the rearview mirror, he saw Skylar absorbing it all in utter silence.  Her narrowed eyes and flicking jaw betrayed her.  Ryker was looking at her, worried.

      The house was destroyed, only the front quarter of it and the porch was still standing.  The back end was charred, collapsed and still smoking.

      “Those animals,” Skylar hissed.

      The night before, at the bug out location, Orbey said the helicopter hit it in a rocket attack, but he didn’t know what to expect.

      “What about the barn?” Ryker asked.

      They traversed the hillside, drove past Stephani’s hives, then parked in front of the barn.  There was a hole in the roof, and half the back corner of the barn looked like it had collapsed, or was caving in.

      Harper got out, her eyes first on the garden—which looked to be untouched—and then on the rainwater catch system.  The roof system itself was damaged, but after Harper looked around, she said the tank was untouched.

      “How much water do we have?” Skylar asked.

      “Two hundred gallons, give or take,” Harper said.  “Where’s Stephani and Orbey?”

      Logan said, “If I know Stephani, she’s back with the bees.”  Right then he saw Orbey and Cooper walking up the hillside.  Cooper broke into a run, heading straight for Harper.  She bent to her knees and caught him in a hug, the dog licking her face and causing her to laugh, which Logan found nearly impossible with everything they’d just suffered and were currently suffering.

      Ryker walked into the partially collapsed barn and was in there for only a moment or two before walking out with a bundle of shovels in hand.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “Good God, Ryker, can’t you just take a minute?” Logan snapped.  Ryker just stared at him, holding the shovels as if to say, what now?  “Let me at least take a look inside the barn.”

      Ryker opened his arms, let the shovels fall to the ground and just looked at him some more.

      “While you’re just standing there,” Logan said, “why don’t you think about the fact that this was our home, Stephani’s home, Orbey’s and Connor’s home.”

      “That’s not lost on me,” Ryker said.

      “Maybe you could try and act like it,” Logan growled, heading into the barn.

      The smell of smoke was heavy, the back end of the structure blackened by a small fire that must have started but burned itself out.  His eyes walked the roofline, saw the hole blown through the rafters, then followed the trajectory of the hit down to the heart of the destruction.  Harper was suddenly there, her arm wrapped around his waist, her body pressed into his from behind.  He warmed to her touch, her tenderness grounding him to a different reality.  Turning into her, she hugged him tight and said, “What if we just rebuild this?”

      “We can if you want,” he said, grumpy, his words hollow.  His mind was not on rebuilding as much as it was on retribution.

      “I can hear it in your voice,” she said, sad.  He pulled back, then turned around and looked at her.  “Do you really want to chase these idiots down?”

      “And kill them?”

      “Yes.”

      “They will never stop,” he said.

      “I used to think like you and Skylar, that we need to burn their armies to the ground,” she said.  “That was my whole life.  My every dedication.  But Logan, they ran through us like we were nothing!”  Something passed through her eyes and she looked lost.  When Logan didn’t respond, she said, “You realize the town is building a funeral pyre for the fallen heroes of Five Falls, right?”

      “I’d heard as much.”

      “All these people we’re going to have to burn tonight…what if that’s you we burn next, Logan?  What if the bodies on the funeral pyre are ours next?”

      “Then they are,” he said, gently but sincere.

      She stood back from him, as if she thought she recognized him, but really didn’t.  It was as if he were someone else, a new spirit in a familiar body.  The frenzy building in her stopped and her eyes landed on his shirt where a large splotch of blood was mostly dried, but not all the way.

      “That looks like your blood,” she said, pointing to his chest.  “It is, isn’t it?”

      He nodded his head, resolute.

      Her eyes cleared once more, the weight of this thing taking a toll on her.  She drew a breath, held his stare, then said, “I’m going to clean up, then help you guys dig the graves.”

      “I’m going to help Ryker,” he said.

      “We need to get you looked at,” she said, her voice faraway sounding.

      “After,” he replied.

      When they got down to the hillside where Orbey said she wanted the men buried, Logan picked up a shovel and started digging.  The pain in his chest from where he’d been shot was murderous, but he refused to let it show.  Looking over, watching Ryker at work, he knew the man had been shot as well.  If he was injured, rather than hurt, Logan assumed he’d stop what he was doing and get himself looked at.  But he didn’t stop, so neither would Logan.

      A little while later, Orbey went and picked them some fresh vegetables.  As she came down the hillside, they saw Cooper walking beside her, almost like he didn’t want to leave her side.

      “Thank you, Orbey,” Logan said, taking the red bell pepper she handed him.  She couldn’t look into his eyes and he didn’t blame her.

      “I wish I could put together a proper meal,” she said with her sweet, trademark voice, “especially after everything you two are doing for us.”

      “This is more than enough, Orbey,” Ryker said, hugging her.  “You’re a better human being than all of us and you don’t deserve this kind of heartache.”

      Orbey’s eyes began to water again, and Ryker apologized.

      “Is Harper up at the house?” Logan asked, trying to distract her from her grief.

      “She went to find Dr. Quinn,” Orbey said, discretely wiping her eyes.  “Stephani’s injuries are pretty bad, plus you boys need a look over.”

      He didn’t care about his injuries just then.  He was worried about Harper.  She said she was going to join them in digging the graves, but he hadn’t seen her since the barn.  Was she so mad at him that she was refusing to help?  Is that why she didn’t say anything before leaving?

      “We’ll be fine,” Ryker said, still digging.  There were several spots of fresh blood on his shirt.

      “Well you’ve been shot, in case you hadn’t noticed,” Orbey said.

      “I noticed,” he replied.

      She looked at Logan and said, “You, too.”

      “I’ve been shot before,” he told her, as if it were nothing.

      The truth was, neither his nor Ryker’s wounds were fatal.  At that moment, they had digging to do.  And as long as they weren’t bleeding out or losing control of their limbs, neither man would classify themselves as having anything other than minor wounds.

      When they were almost two graves down, Boone and Clay showed up in one of the Chicom Jeeps with Rowdy and Felicity.  Boone grabbed a shovel and began digging Otto’s grave.  Clay asked if he could spell off either Ryker or Logan.  Ryker glanced over at Logan, who was looking sideways at Ryker.  Both men shook their heads, each unwilling to quit before the other.

      Clay finally said to Boone, “Why don’t you give me the shovel, and you go and check on Stephani.”

      “I want to dig,” he said.

      “Give me the damn shovel, boy,” Clay growled.  “Go see about Stephani.”

      Boone finally nodded, handed him the shovel, then said, “Alright, I’ll be right back.  Then maybe whatever dick measuring contest is going on between Logan and Ryker will be done and I can help.”

      Clay’s chest jumped in a short laugh, then he turned and said, “Yeah, seriously guys.  What gives?”

      Both men denied any allegations, causing Clay to cock an eyebrow, shake his head in dismay and start digging.

      A few minutes later, Logan looked up and saw Harper and Boone walking down the hill together.  They were both carrying jugs of water and a few cups.  Ryker stopped digging, his eyes on the water.  Clay kept digging.  Logan could see Ryker was in pain, the shine of red on his arm and on his side bright and wet.  Ryker then glanced at Logan; Logan nodded his head, holding back either a grin or a frown.

      “You first,” Ryker said.

      “Just you saying that means you quit first,” he said.

      “Whatever.”

      Logan and Ryker spiked the shovels in the ground at the same time and crawled out of their graves, both of them having a tough time of it.  When they were out, they stood slowly, brushed the dirt from their shirts and pants and rallied against the injuries they both suffered.  It was getting harder and harder to do so because what they were putting their bodies through was not good, not smart and not easy to take.

      To Boone, Ryker said, “How’s Stephani?”

      “Healing,” he said, getting into Ryker’s grave and grabbing the shovel.  “She’s got a broken nose, a cracked eye orbital, several bad gashes in her mouth and a cut open eyebrow.”

      Harper dropped into the grave Logan was digging and pulled the shovel from the dirt.  “Dr. Quinn stitched her up, but she’s going to look like Dr. Frankenstein’s monster for a little while, at least until she can heal.”

      “Fortunately there are still some frozen cuts of meat from the freezer—” Harper said.

      “The freezer survived?” Ryker interrupted, drinking a small cup of water.

      “Yeah, most of the kitchen did,” Harper replied.  “The swelling in her face is pretty bad.  She can ice it with a moose fillet.”

      “Is Skylar up there?” Ryker asked.  He hadn’t said word one about her since they started digging.  Logan found that odd, but then again, the man kept his cards close to the vest when it came to her.

      “Yeah.  She’s got two bullet wounds, one that grazed her thigh, another that took a pretty good bite out of her arm,” Harper said.  “Plus lots of small cuts and bruising.”

      “Is she going to be okay?” Logan asked.

      “To look at her face or talk to her, you’d never know she’d just been through a war,” Harper said.  “Then again, between you and Ryker—and you’re both just as bad as Skylar—I could say the same thing.”

      “I’m sure the pain will kick in eventually,” Logan said.  “Until then, we’ll do our best to ignore it.  We have a lot to do between now and our deaths.”

      “Cooper and I are going to check on the girls,” Orbey said.

      “Thank you for the food,” both Logan and Ryker said.

      She was walking up the hill when Dr. Quinn met her on the hillside.  The two women talked for a moment, then Dr. Quinn hugged Orbey and continued down the hill with a medical case in hand.

      When Dr. Quinn reached them, she looked between Logan and Ryker and said, “Alright, which of you two is worse off?”

      Both hooked a thumb at the other, then realized what the other was doing.  Then they both said, “Him,” at the same time, which caused a few snickers.

      “They said there was some sort of ego trip going on here,” Dr. Quinn said, “but I didn’t believe it.”

      “Now do you?” Harper asked.

      She laughed and said, “Both of you take off your shirts.”

      Logan was no longer the chubby computer geek he started the war as, but he wasn’t built the way Ryker was either.  He looked over at Ryker; the man was now grinning, victorious.

      “That jailbird physique of yours is impressive,” Logan said.

      “Not bad for a computer nerd,” Ryker countered.  “A little soft looking though.  How much can you bench?”

      “Depends,” he said.

      “On?”

      “How much does your mother weigh?” Logan asked.

      “You two are something else,” Dr. Quinn chided, shaking her head.  Logan was so busy chastising the man in his mind he didn’t see Harper looking at the bullet wound he’d been hiding from her.

      “You could have told me,” Harper interrupted, her eyes on his chest.

      Dr. Quinn was looking behind him, studying the exit wound.  “You’ll need to come up to the barn to have this taken care of.”

      “After we’re done here,” he replied.

      “No,” the woman warned, her jovial mood gone.  “You’re going to come now.”

      Ryker laughed, but then Dr. Quinn turned to him and said, “His wounds are worse than yours.  Which means he’s hiding more pain than you.”

      Logan laughed as he put his shirt on, having got the better of the man.

      “So it’s a draw,” Harper said, shoveling out a mound of dirt.  “Try not to crowd out the world with your big heads.”

      Logan tried to take the shovel from Harper, but she pulled the handle away and said, “Go get looked at.  You and Ryker.  The brothers and I can do this.”

      Dr. Quinn said, “Let’s go, gentlemen.”

      Ryker and Logan begrudgingly went to the barn with Dr. Quinn, had their wounds cleaned, then got the equivalent of field dressings applied.

      “Do I even bother telling you two to relax for the next six weeks while your bullet holes heal?”

      Both men said nothing, and then they shook their heads together.

      “You two are something else,” Dr. Quinn said.

      “Are we done?” Ryker asked.

      “Yes,” Dr. Quinn said.

      “Thank you so much,” Logan replied.  He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek.  “For everything, Dr. Quinn.”

      “Yeah, thank you,” Ryker said.  “We really do appreciate you.”

      Boone, Clay and Harper all refused to give up their shovels to Ryker or Logan, so the two men sat there and watched, their minds finally starting to unwind.

      Logan turned to Ryker and said, “You hurting?”

      “You want the truth?” Ryker asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I feel great,” he said.

      Logan laughed and said, “I thought so.”

      “I feel like I’ve been through a wood chipper,” Ryker finally admitted.

      Logan ginned.  “You need to learn to hide your pain better.  Because I saw it all over your face.”

      “I saw it in you, too,” Ryker said.

      “No you didn’t,” Logan replied.  “You’re projecting your pain onto me.”

      Harper said, “Knock it off you two.”

      “What?” they both asked at the same time.
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      When they were done digging the graves, the men lowered Connor’s, Noah’s and Otto’s bodies into the holes.  Logan asked Orbey and Boone if they’d like to say a few words.

      Orbey nodded, drew a deep breath, then said, “I’d like to go first.”

      Stephani and Skylar stood beside her, linking arms out of love and support, or perhaps to catch her if she broke down and couldn’t stand.  She had that look like it could go either way.

      “I used to say we’d spent too much time together,” Orbey said with a trembling smile.  “Now I know it was not enough.  I never really told you how good of a husband you were, but you were everything I needed whenever I needed it.  Yes you annoyed me”—she said, wiping her eyes—“and I know I annoyed you, too, but we never quit.  Because we loved each other.  On both accounts, we never quit.  God’s got his hands full deciding if He’s going to let you in or not, but He’ll have his hands full with me, too.  Wherever we land in our eternal lives, I hope we land there together.”

      She finished with what she wanted to say, and though her eyes were flooding over, she was able to stand without assistance.  She patted Stephani’s arm, then smiled at Skylar and thanked her.  Skylar let go, but stood beside her aunt.

      Boone cleared his throat, smiled through his own set of damp eyes, and said, “Otto, old buddy, you did good.  Your wife was an asshole for leaving you the way she did.  And you deserved a more dignified ending than the one you got.  But I’m glad you blew up so many of those commie pricks and I hope you kick the devil right in the balls when you see him.”

      Logan looked at him and the man nodded.  It wasn’t much of a eulogy, but it fit.

      “I’d like to say a few words about Noah,” Logan said, “if that’s okay.”  Everyone nodded, so Logan took a deep breath and began.  “I don’t know what Noah survived in his life, or what he gave or took from those who knew him, or encountered him, but this man was a lion.  Before this war, we only knew him as a grumpy old coot, but I’m pretty sure he’s going to hell after broom-sticking that SAA puke, and for a lot more things on top of that.”

      Ryker snickered and Skylar cleared her throat.

      Logan continued, unaffected.

      “And I’m afraid when this is all over, most of us will join him wherever he is.  My prayer is for him, for his soul.  But it’s also for us, for what we may have to do to win this war.  I pray to God we can learn from him.  In his vigor to win wars, he became something we’re all becoming, and so as an aside to this, God, please find it in your soul to forgive Noah for his transgressions, and all of us when we commit ours.”

      When he was done, Logan picked up a shovel and pitched the first scoop of soil into Noah’s grave.  The others tossed soil on the bodies as well, each of them taking a moment of silence.  It took no time at all to bury them, and Logan hoped that was not symbolic of the future.  All these lives, all these people who left their mark in the former world, now just tucked in the earth, buried and forgotten but to the soil and to the worms.

      Later, up at the barn, Harper asked Orbey if she wanted to rebuild.  Logan had been wondering that since they first found Connor shot to death on the side of the interstate.  Looking around, not answering right away, Orbey really thought about the question.

      “This is not my home,” she finally said, her eyes seeing not just the injured and the destroyed all around her, but perhaps the memories of better times.  “It’s mine and Connor’s home.”

      “I know,” Harper said, taking her hand.  “That’s why I asked.”

      “Everywhere I look, I see him.  But to know he’s gone now…I just don’t think my heart can take that right now.”

      “You don’t need to make any decision right away,” Logan said.

      “It’s okay.  I know that.  It’s just…I can hardly believe he’s gone.  But knowing that, knowing I’ll never see him again, it makes me want to wrap things up here.”

      She looked down at Cooper.  He was lying at her feet, his emotions as troubled as hers.  Then she turned to Felicity, who was holding Rowdy with tears streaming down her face.  Orbey went to her, held her and the baby tight.

      Logan could hardly take it.  The hard outer shell over his heart was becoming porous with all this death, all this loss.  Now Felicity.  He’d heard about what happened to her parents, what she’d done in retaliation.  Seeing her now, how fragile she looked, he didn’t think she could take all this.  And he didn’t want that for her.  Then again, he was once oblivious to the horrors of war, and somewhat grateful to have been hardened over time.  Still, he couldn’t imagine what she was feeling.  For a moment, he tried, but he felt himself quickly bending to the pain, which was merciless—so all encompassing, in fact, that he forced himself to shut back down and think only of the war.  That’s what he was here for.  Not this.  Not doling out sympathy.  To fall prey to such emotional trivialities now would be a death sentence.  In the bottom of his heart, he knew this to be true, as callous and insensitive as it might make him feel.

      In the distance, he heard an engine heading up the hillside entrance.  Logan wasn’t worried about the SAA or the Chicoms, but he was curious about the visitor.  When the Chicom Jeep arrived on the property, the driver must have seen the house and paused, the engine idling as he or she took in the destruction of Connor’s, Orbey’s and Stephani’s home.

      Logan thought about going down to meet the driver, but then he heard the Jeep go back into gear, and start their way.

      He walked outside by the garden, pistol in one hand, the other hand shading his eyes from the afternoon sun.  Eyes on the hillside, he waited impatiently.  When the mystery Jeep crested the hill, Logan saw Longwei in the driver’s seat.  Holstering his gun, he waved at the man as he drove past the hives and parked in front of the garden.

      Longwei shut off the Jeep, got out, and apologized for disturbing them.  “Everyone is meeting in town for the ceremony,” he said, looking over the many faces.  “The funeral pyre is nearly complete and the bodies are ready to ascend.”

      “What do we do then?” Orbey asked, unmoved.

      “What do you mean?” Logan asked.

      “I mean, for us,” she said.  “What’s after this?”

      “I think we have to talk about it,” Longwei interjected.  “But I can’t expect anyone to be ready for that with so much loss.  We need to take the time to properly grieve.”

      “We’re going to need to make plans sooner rather than later,” Logan said.  He glanced Orbey’s way, felt her plow right through his defenses.  Frowning, changing his tone and softening his bearing, he said, “But maybe not all of us.  Perhaps we’ll involve the town once we have a more finite set of plans.”

      “Now is fine,” Orbey said, waving him off.  “We need a plan, and I need somewhere else to put my mind.  Vengeance is a proper distraction.”
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      Logan watched Boone open the door to the troop transport and help Stephani inside.  He was happy to see her being taken care of.  It was even nicer to see him taking care of her the way she’d taken care of him for all these months.  This made him like Boone even more, which had been difficult because the man went to pieces—rightfully so—after Miranda was killed.

      Orbey climbed into the cab next to her daughter and Clay offered to drive.  No one seemed to object.  Within minutes the group was loaded up and bounding down the hill.  Every single injury Logan had seemed to rattle and ache, and the loud rotation of the wheels and tires was not pleasant on the ears or his state of mind.

      He looked at the others and saw the same, stoic expressions on their faces.  Skylar finally turned to Logan and said, “Do you still want to do this?  Go to war with the SAA and the Chicoms?  Because the SAA is going to hit the Chicoms first, and that could thin their numbers substantially.”

      “If they can even find the Chicoms,” he said.

      “With California in ashes, the SAA morale has to be depressing,” Skylar reasoned.  “Maybe off-putting enough for the rest of them to avoid crossing the state altogether.”

      “The convoy that got through didn’t seem that affected by it,” Logan said, glum.  “Because when they were killing their way through town, it didn’t seem like any of them were breaking a sweat doing so.”

      Longwei broke the silence, saying to Logan, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have some good news from Quan.”

      “Finally,” Harper mumbled.

      “There is a network of spies inside the Chicoms, a network that has ties to other dissident networks in the nation.”

      “I thought the EMP put a stop to that,” Harper said, perking up.

      “It put a stop to your network because it was California based and the EMP destroyed that.  But after the Chicoms set off the EMP, they brought in their new tech, which is better than before and unaffected by their earlier actions.  This was planned, of course.”

      “Of course,” Ryker said.

      “The network of patriots and traitors are using sat phones and the newly transferred Chicom equipment to reestablish communications nationwide.  It’s much easier now that an outpost has been set up in Washington State, specifically Yale.”

      “How big is this comms network you’re talking about?” Skylar asked.

      “Much larger than Quan thought.  Reports from our people on the East Coast are favorable to your scenario, Skylar.  They let the EU Army and the African Army clash in Pittsburgh.  The patriots laid low, waited for the two forces to obliterate each other, then came in and massacred the remaining troops.”

      A change of state hit them all.  For a moment, there was an air of hopefulness.

      “They were also able to get word out to the abandoned militaries all over the world, letting the generals know the President was dead, and that the nation was under attack.  With the military bankrupt, and nearly all of America’s ranks deployed and long since marooned, it’s going to take time for the men to return.  When they hit land though, they’ll marshal whatever resources they have and mount an offensive worthy of driving out the nation’s last aggressors.”

      “We could actually take our country back,” Boone said.

      “I’m told the first regiment is preparing to leave Afghanistan,” Longwei said, looking directly at Boone.  He knew the connection with Afghanistan and Clay.

      “So how does that help us now?” Ryker asked.

      “It’s a turning of the tide,” Felicity answered.  Her face was gaunt, the emptiness in her eyes as deep as any ocean floor.  For a moment, Logan wondered about Rowdy, if the baby even had a chance at survival in such a dark, loveless world.

      “Logan’s right,” Boone said.  “What if the SAA doesn’t know where the Chicoms are hiding?  You said they’re tucked in Yale, which I personally know is a valley flanked by two steep ridges and a lake.  If that’s true, the SAA will never find them.”

      And this was the point Logan knew Longwei wanted to get to, the thing he wanted them to think about.  Logan said, “Not unless we steer the SAA right at them.”

      “That’s insane,” Boone said.

      Logan grinned.

      “If we can shove them right up the ass end of the Chicom stronghold,” Skylar said, weighing in, “then we pit our enemies against each other and sit back for the show.”

      “Quan’s contact has infiltrated the internal Chicom stronghold, but we need to shape the external war.  That’s where we come in.  We need to catch the SAA, infiltrate them, then steer them to the Chicom HQ in Yale.”

      Ryker laughed and said, “Does anyone know where we’re going to get the balls necessary to pull this off?”

      Longwei’s mouth was an unamused slash.  “I think there is an easier way, Ryker.  We’ll use our brains instead of our collective balls.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?” Harper asked.

      “Very carefully,” Longwei said.
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        * * *

      

      Down in Five Fall’s cemetery, the town was gathered around several very large funeral pyres.  Logan couldn’t take his eyes off the piled bodies.  The scene was surreal, torturous to the emotions, the saddest day of Logan’s life.  He held Harper close, fought like hell to keep from coming apart.

      As the sun fell into the western sky, they burned the scores of dead, watching in long moments of silence as the flames engulfed generations of Five Falls residents.  These were families, friends, loved ones.  All reduced to carbon, sent back into the heavens by which they came from.

      Logan saw Stephani try to hold Boone’s hand.  At first he moved his hand away, but then she took it and held it.  He didn’t resist this time.  Instead, he just stood there, but not with any vigor, almost like a weed hanging onto a chain link fence it happened to blow into.

      When the people began to leave, Skylar called them all around and said, “I know this is not the time for this, or perhaps it’s the perfect time, I don’t know.  Actually, I’m not sure now that I think about it.”

      No one said anything.  They were mentally drained, their souls wrung dry.

      “We are amassing an army,” Skylar continued.  “Anyone who would like to come with us to Roseburg to ready more men and take the fight to the SAA and the Chicoms would be welcome.”

      One teary eyed woman said, “You’re right, this isn’t the time.”  She walked past Skylar, leaving the grounds, hand to mouth, her body trembling with grief.

      In the midst of this, however, a handful of men and some women raised their hands.

      “What about the rest of you?” Clay asked.

      “This is our home, our land,” one person said.  A number of heads shook in agreement, Stephani’s included.

      Orbey said, “This is my home as well, but if we don’t do this, America will be Chicom land, or SAA land, and we’ll never truly be free.  For some of us, this is bigger than our backyards, or our lineage.  We may not return, but our fight will be noble, patriotic and unrelenting.”

      Logan just stared at her, half in awe, half grief-stricken for this woman who meant so much to all of them.  Having lost everything, she was pledging her body and her soul to go to war with them.

      “We got our asses kicked,” someone said.  “They burned down most of the town and left us behind like we were nothing.”

      “No war is without casualties,” Harper said.

      “These casualties are personal,” a woman argued.  “You didn’t grow up here, but most of us did.”

      “If there’s any guarantee in all this,” Logan replied, “it’s that we’re going to have a lot more casualties before this is over.  People both you and I know and care about.”

      Several of the kids stepped forward.  They pledged themselves to the war.  The bigger of the boys said, “We’ll fight.”

      Clay said, “For some of us, war is in our blood.  For others”—he said, looking at Logan—“vengeance and retribution darken our hearts.  Whatever your reason, we’re going to go and kill those commie turds, and those SAA nightmares, but only after we let them kill each other.  Then, God willing, we can take them out, then return here and rebuild.”

      Skylar said, “Or perhaps we will do to them what they’ve done to us.  We roll in with the axe of justice, show them whose house they’re in.”

      “The what?” someone asked.

      Logan couldn’t take his eyes off Skylar.  The firelight look of her was enchanting and scary.  He was attracted to her, sad he’d lost her, even sadder that he never really had her in the first place.

      “We split their skulls open, burn their houses down, leave everything important to them in ruin,” Skylar replied, harsh and unrelenting.

      Logan cleared his thoughts and said, “We’ll meet here tomorrow.  Bring what weapons you have and say good-bye to everyone you love.”

      “How can you be so cold?” one of the younger girls asked Logan.  She was sixteen if a day.  He was a block of ice, supercharged in his determination to win.

      “Everyone soft and warm dies,” he said, looking at her so long she looked away, clearly nervous.

      “See you tomorrow,” Skylar said.  She turned to Logan.  “Let’s get our things, then head back up to the barn.”

      He nodded, glanced over at Harper.

      “So I guess we’re doing this,” she said.

      “Were we ever not?” he asked her in return.

      He and Harper followed Skylar, Ryker, Stephani and Orbey up to the bug out location.  They collected their tents, what few things they could later use, and then they returned to the Madigan property.

      The smell of the barn was too much.  They left the doors open, slept just inside it, wanting the roof overhead to protect them from the elements, but not the burned smell that was prevalent deeper inside it.

      Stephani took her sleeping bag with her, saying she wanted to be near her bees.  Logan knew she was distraught.  She lost her father, now she was supposed to just leave her bees, too?  She didn’t want to abandon them, and even though she was so pissed off that their homes and her family were destroyed, she couldn’t bring herself to leave the hives, even if it was to fight with them.  Part of him blamed Boone for Stephani’s behavior.  The man had a treasure in his midst, but he couldn’t see it.  He refused to.  Everything she worked for was in ruin and all he could think about was himself.  As they were all tucked in for the night, he heard Stephani approach Orbey.  The woman got up and the two of them walked out to the dying flames of the campfire.

      “Please don’t go, Mom,” Logan heard Stephani say.

      “They took everything from us,” Orbey explained.  He could hear the emotion teeming in her voice, like she was barely hanging on.

      “Not everything,” Stephani said.  “We still have each other, the land, the chickens, my bees.”

      “I’m going to Roseburg,” Orbey said, resolute.  “I want to kill these people for what they did to us.  For what they’ve been doing to us, to their own people…they’re the scourge of the earth, Stephani.  These…communist turds, as Clay calls them.  I hate them.”

      “Dad wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

      “Your father will watch over me,” she said.  “Then, he’ll come for me when the time is right.”

      “I’m not coming,” Stephani said, standing her ground.  “I can’t just leave here.”

      “It might do you good to leave,” Orbey said.

      “Dad’s dead, our house is destroyed, the town…burned down.  But my bees remain untouched.  Same with the chickens.  I can’t leave them.  Not yet.”

      “Come when you can,” Orbey said, unyielding.

      When the older woman came back to her sleeping bag and crawled in for the night, Logan felt guilty for listening to them, but this war was inevitable.

      It was all inevitable.
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      When the shooting began, Quan and his team sprinted for the closest building.  Gang hit the wooden door first, crashing into it with his lead shoulder.  The framed wall cracked and shook but didn’t give way.  Gang let out a pained oof, but rolled off fast and got out of the way as his bigger, stronger brother, Chang slammed into it like a bull.  The door broke in half, Chang plowing through the middle of it and landing sideways on the floor on the other side.  Everyone piled in as gunfire tore up the outer frame and the busted door.

      Quan had a small, battery-operated penlight out quick, followed by Lienna.  Fai and Gang picked up Chang, dragging him out of the line of fire.  They scrambled up a nearby set of stairs, finding themselves in a building full of hallways and lofts.  On the fourth floor, they moved from door to door, checking handles until they found one of the units open.

      Everyone moved inside.

      With the crew lined up inside, weapons ready and in firing position, Steve borrowed Quan’s light, checked the windows and the grounds below and said, “We can get out here, if we need to, but it won’t be pretty.”

      “Let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that,” Quan said.

      Steve returned to his position and waited in pitch blackness with the others.  No one came after them.  It was so quiet, you could hear a rat yawn, if they did such a thing.  You could also hear the guys and Lienna getting tired of holding their guns.  They got really heavy when you were juiced and on edge and aiming them for forever.

      After what felt like ten minutes, one of them lowered his gun.  Gang.  He said, “They’re not coming.”  Everyone relaxed their weapons and their positions.  And then they all found something to sit on, or lay on, as it were.

      “Who’s awake?” Quan asked.

      “I am,” Lok said.

      “Me, too,” Steve said.

      To Steve, Quan said, “Really?”

      “Really, Boss.”

      “Lok, you’re sure you’re awake?” Quan finally asked.

      “I’m good, Boss,” he said.

      “I said I was fine,” Steve argued.  “I wasn’t joking.”

      “I need you fresh for driving tomorrow,” Quan maintained.  “Lok you’ve got first watch, everyone else get some shut-eye.”

      “I think maybe I need a few hours sleep, but I can spell him off when he’s ready,” Steve said of Lok.

      “You sure you’re okay, Lok?” Quan said.

      “He slept half the way here,” Chang said, rubbing his big shoulder like it hurt.

      “I’m fine,” Lok replied.  “Honestly.”

      “He’s fine,” Lienna echoed.

      “How do you know that?” Gang asked Lienna.  “You both slept the trip through.”

      Ignoring the tired banter, resolute with his decision, Quan said, “Get cozy everyone, but keep your weapons close, and safeties on for you twitchy sleepers.  I don’t want to get shot because one of you decides to have a bad dream.”

      “Someone check the lock on the front door,” Gang said.

      Lienna stumbled through the dark, fumbled with the door for a few minutes, then came back and said, “The lock’s broken.”

      “Which is why it’s open,” Quan muttered under his breath.  Louder, to Lok, he said, “Inside or outside?”

      “Outside,” Lok answered.

      Lok was in Beijing before he managed to get out of China, and though he was small and couldn’t fight very well, he was surgical with a Glock, decent up to a hundred yards but completely useless on a long rifle.  “I’d rather patrol ahead of an ambush, maybe scout the floors above and below.”

      “Don’t stray too far,” Quan said, “and don’t fall asleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Lok set out into the hallway, weapon ready.  He waited a moment for his eyes to fully adjust to the dark, but by then his ears were on high alert, the better of his two primary senses.  He walked the hallway in silence, moving on the balls of his feet, doing his best to control his breathing.  He tried all the doors on the fourth floor before venturing down to the third floor and eventually up to the fifth.  There were no other doors open.  There was, however, a distinct emptiness to the building.

      He had the feeling there were residents there, or squatters, but they were dug in like him and his crew.  What he didn’t feel, however, was the prickle at the back of his neck that alerted him to others.  Were they being infiltrated at this very moment?  Surveilled by shooters?  He didn’t think so.

      Lok returned to the fourth floor, then tucked himself into the back corner of the hallway by the elevator.  There he had a good view of the floor, but he was out in the open to anyone coming up the stairs.  Quietly, he pulled a large potted plant in front of him.  He touched the big leaves with his little fingers.  They were plastic, coated in layers of dust.  Wiping his fingers on his pants, he settled in and waited.

      As he sat alone in the dark, he worked out possible ambush scenarios in his mind.  Not him ambushing the Chicoms, but the Chicoms ambushing him and his team.  The room with the broken lock was halfway down the hallway, almost at the middle point in the building.  Tactically, he wasn’t sure if this was to their advantage.  If Chicom troops snuck up the stairwell and passed him, he could shoot them in the back from behind the plant.  They wouldn’t pass him, though.  The Chicoms were thorough.  But civilians?  With them it could go either way.  That got him thinking about the other end of the hallway.  If anyone entered from there, Lok would have to cover the ground quickly and quietly, but by then it would be too late.  He could shoot a lot of them before they realized they were being hit, but he couldn’t get everyone.  Lok stiffened his upper lip, shook his head at the idea of ambushing the ambushers, then settled into the corner until he was as comfortable as he could be.

      Drowsiness set in.  An hour passed, maybe two.  The darkness was unrelenting, the silence lulling him into that tired, syrupy state of no return.  Sleep seduced at him, beckoning him to just close his eyes, to let go, to give his body the rest it needed.  So he did at first, but then he woke himself back up.  By then he was more tired than ever, his eyelids weighing a good ten pounds, maybe even a hundred pounds.  Soon it was impossible to keep his eyes open.  When they finally closed for the last time, it wasn’t on purpose.  He didn’t even know it happened.  It just did.

      Sometime later, he woke up with a rifle in his face and some big white guy saying, “Get up, you Chicom skin bag.”
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      Quan had fallen into such a deep sleep he felt like he’d gone someplace from which he’d never return.  But then he was touched by an unnatural stirring, something otherworldly rousing him from his slumber.  The sensation he felt wasn’t any outward sound or an intrusion; rather it was a feeling, a presence, a sense of something…hostile.  He opened his eyes, gave a little jolt, quickly reached for the gun that was not there.

      The shadow of a man standing over him grinned and said, “Do you speak English?”

      “Of course we do,” Quan said, slowly propping himself up on an elbow.

      “What the hell are y’all doing here?” the stranger asked.

      “I was sleeping, but you went and ruined that,” Quan answered.

      The toe of someone’s big boot kicked him just below the sternum, knocking the wind out of him.  He folded forward, collapsing back down as he fought to catch his breath.  Several more lights turned on.  Yellowed bulbs from very old flashlights.  All around him were what looked like angry Americans.  When his constricted chest loosened and he could breathe again, the big white man with the gun on Quan said, “How long have you been in this country?”

      Quan looked around and saw his team bound, gagged and grocery-bagged at gunpoint.  He counted his men, realizing Lok was in there with them.

      Lok…

      He’d failed to protect them.

      Looking up at the white guy, he said, “You are doing something really—”

      A strip of tape was roughly pulled over his mouth, cutting off his words.  His hands were wrenched behind his back and zip-ties bound his wrists just as hastily.  But the big coup de grâce was the plastic grocery bag some asshats pulled over his head.

      “Wow, real professional,” he mumbled into his tape.

      “Shut it,” someone said as they stood him up.

      Quan and the team were hustled out of the room, down the hall, down the stairs and out into the night.  None of his crew said anything.  Probably because their mouths were taped closed like his.

      The Americans marched them three blocks, maybe four, before perp-walking them into another building, up several flights of stairs and into a room.  There they were slammed down in chairs, the bags were jerked off their heads, and the duct tape ripped from their mouths without consideration.

      Artificial lighting gave Quan an idea of his captors, but he didn’t look at all of them.  He found he didn’t want to look away from the big man standing before him.  His mouth was a cruel slash, his face nothing but white scars and hard eyes.

      Cracking his knuckles, the big man’s biceps bulged.  Whatever was tattooed on his arms, Quan couldn’t make it out in the low light.  He just saw a lot of ink and didn’t quite know what to make of it.

      Looking at Gang and Chang, the beast said, “You’re a pair of big boys.  You brothers?”

      “Yeah,” Chang said, glaring at him.

      He looked at Lienna and said, “I hoped you’d be prettier in the light.”

      “So did my father,” she said.

      Back to Quan.  “You’re either the part of the problem or part of the solution,” he said.  “So which is it?  Problem or solution?”

      “Solution,” Quan said.

      He grabbed a wooden chair, dragged it up before Quan, spun it around and sat down, leaning on his forearms on the back of the chair.  “You have two minutes to tell me how.”

      “I only need about half of that,” Quan said.  The man laughed, but said nothing to stop him.  “The SAA is about to wipe its dirty ass all over this city, but before that happens, or perhaps afterwards, we’ve got to point them in the direction of the new Chicom stronghold.”

      If his captor was surprised by Quan’s direct, no BS response, he didn’t show it.  “Which is where, exactly?” the man asked, curious.

      “Yale, Washington,” Quan answered.

      “And how do you know this?” one of their abductors asked.

      Turning, Quan looked at a bearded man around his size and said, “I have a contact inside.”  Then, back to the group’s leader, Quan continued.  “He says Da Xiao Zheng is running the facility right now.  It’s an eyes-on confirmation.  Do you know who Da Xiao Zheng is?”

      “You’re about to make me care,” the big man said.

      “He’s the highest ranking Chicom officer in the former United States,” Quan said.  “He answers directly to President Hu.”

      Normally Quan wouldn’t give up this kind of intel, but they needed help.  If there was a way to be allies rather than enemies, this rough and rowdy group just might fight side-by-side with them.

      “What else have you got?” the man said.

      Quan glanced down at his captor’s hands.  He didn’t want to get hit by them.  It would be like getting smashed in the face with a sledge hammer.  He didn’t want to be shot or tortured either.  So what choice did he have?  Quan had to take a chance on co-opting them, because this was twice now he and his team had been grabbed and imprisoned.  If he didn’t find a way out right then, he knew the team would lose confidence in him, if they hadn’t already.

      “My contact in Yale gave me a port location and arrival times for the next shipments of supplies coming from mainland China,” Quan said.  “We’re going to intercept them.  Then we’re going to use those weapons to take them down.”

      The truth was, Tong Lim had given him no such location, but they’d talked about an interception, saying it would be vital to their success.

      His captor sat up, drew a deep breath, then grabbed a light and aimed it on Quan’s face, blinding him.

      “I don’t know what to make of you, son,” he said, standing up fast.  He didn’t take the light off Quan’s face.  “Should I believe you?  I’m not sure.  I mean, I didn’t even have to torture you to get you to tell me these things.  That’s why I think you might be lying.”

      “I can’t have you torture me because my fight with the Chicoms and the SAA will be worse than my fight with you,” Quan said.  “I need to be at my best.  As does my team.”

      “So you just want out?” he asked with artificial humor in his voice.  “That’s it?  We’re going to be heroes of the world, can you please just let us go?  I don’t think so.”

      “No,” he replied, stern.  “I want you to join us.”

      He wasn’t laughing now.  Instead he walked behind Quan, causing the man to brace himself, just in case the beatings were about to commence.  The man did not touch him.  Not yet.

      “So if you know where the weapons and supplies are coming in,” he said to Quan, “you can tell us and we can attack Yale.”

      He said this casually, not serious at all.  Deep down, this pissed Quan off.  “Are you thick?” he asked, deeply disturbed that the brawn was short on brains.

      The big man with hulking hands and tattooed arms circled around the front of him, then raised his chin in appraisal of Quan and the others.  Looking down his nose at Quan, he said, “You and your friends are going to do this?  All alone?  Because that’s what’s really laughable here.  It’s not your intel that’s funny.  It’s your disconnect from reality.”

      “Think about it, man!” Quan pushed.  “Why do the work of an army when the army is ready and willing to do the work for us?  We don’t want to be there to fight the SAA or the Chicoms.  We are trying to get there for the mop-up.”

      “You and your six toy soldiers?”

      “No, not just us.  Help is coming, but they’re between us and the SAA.  They tried to take them out, but they only took out a quarter mile of them.  There’s a good mile and a quarter more in a convoy heading our way.”

      The big man started laughing, looking around at his guys who were also snickering.  Quan looked around, hated them all.

      “As scared of them as everyone is, they’re the best chance we have in destroying the Chicoms,” Quan said, unamused.  “If we can somehow advance the war between them, covertly of course, we bait one with the other.”

      “Let them kill each other,” the leader said.  “Just like that?”

      “It’s a game as old as time, one that never tires.  Yet because of its obviousness, it needs to be worked out and delivered just right.”

      “And after that?” he asked.

      “When they kill each other, when the dust finally clears and there’s but one battered army still standing, we come in guns blazing, making sure there’s not a single beating heart left between them,” Quan said.  “I can’t believe you’re the leader of these clowns and you haven’t even figured that out yet.”

      “Watch it,” one of the guys said, the dour warning not lost on Quan.

      “What’s your name?” Quan asked the big guy.

      “Brandon,” he said.  “Who are you?”

      “Quan Li.”

      “What do we get out of all this, Quan Li?” Brandon asked.

      “How about your freedom you moron,” Steve growled under his breath.

      “Excuse me?” one of Brandon’s guys said, the same guy who told Quan to watch it.

      Steve had no fear of these guys.  Or if he did, it was concealed behind a surge of hostility.

      “What my colleague was so eloquently trying to say,” Steve said, “was that—when this is over—you can play Lord of the Flies to your heart’s content, but you can do it knowing the coast is ours again.  Not the Chicoms’, and not the SAA’s.”

      The bearded man was staring at Steve, then he looked up at Brandon.  Quan wanted to tell Steve to shut up, that they needed these men, that they needed them all, but he held his tongue instead.

      “I don’t know,” Brandon said, scratching his face and pulling up a pair of jeans that were riding a bit too low on his hips.

      That milquetoast response wiped out the last of Quan’s patience.  “Maybe you should just wait and see, you impossible dummy.  But by then it will be too late.”

      Brandon’s number one shot forward and slapped Quan hard enough to rattle him.  The impact rocked his head sideways.  The room fell into complete silence.

      Brandon then clapped his hands and laughed.  “Wow!  WOW!  That was hard man.  Maybe the hardest bitch slap I’ve ever seen!”

      A snide look overtook Quan, a slow smile creeping onto his face.  He turned his head, leveled the slapper with a vicious stare.

      “I’ll let that one go,” Quan hissed.  “But if you touch me again, it won’t matter if you’re part of the solution, you’ll be what’s left of the problem.”

      “Yeah?” he challenged.

      “Yeah.”

      The man rose up and slapped him again.  Quan gritted his teeth, but Brandon put up his hands and said, “That’s enough.”  Back to Quan, he said, “Are you for real right now?  This isn’t a joke?  You’re really going to take these monsters on?”

      The bearded man who hit Quan, Brandon’s number one, he said, “This guy could be a plant.  He’s Chinese.  I don’t trust any of these guys.”

      “I am Chinese,” Quan said, “but did we put up a fight?”

      “Not hardly,” the bearded man mused.

      “Yet we got here, all the way from LA, through all of these Chicom morons, with intel about the SAA and the Chicom stronghold.”

      “All the more reason to suspect you are part of those Chicom cretins,” Brandon said.

      “I say we off them here and now boss, and take our chances with whatever’s coming,” one of the other guys said.  This was a big black guy with bad skin and an earring.

      “I once was a Chicom,” Quan admitted.  “My story is interesting, but longer than two minutes.  It involves the enslavement, torture and eventual genocide of the Chinese people by their communist government and how we want to gut them like the swine that they are.”

      “You hate your own government?” Brandon chuckled.  “How cliché.  We all hate our governments.”

      “Yours at least worked on the precept of freedom,” Quan said.  “Mine never hid their tyranny, or their intent to keep us smashed under their boot until the day they killed us or we died.  You think hating our government is a cliché?  No, man.  It’s our every waking thought.”

      “So now we’re the bad guys here?” Brandon asked.

      “Do you think we are?” Gang said, unable to hold his tongue.

      Brandon studied Quan a long time.  He let out a small huff, then he looked slowly over the others, his stern gaze landing back on Quan.

      “Before our last President—the idiot who let all this happen—the Constitution made a comeback,” Brandon said.  “As did national sovereignty.  But our new Commander in Chief was already compromised by your people, and our Constitution became nothing more than a roadblock to smash through on his way to a communist agenda.”

      “That’s ancient history,” Quan said.

      “Not for us,” Brandon countered.  “We’ve never lived in a tyrannical society, no matter the assertions in the Chicom-owned media.  Then you people came in.”

      “Not Chinese people,” Quan growled.  “Chicoms.”

      “Same difference,” the bearded slapper said.

      “No it’s not,” Lienna argued, correcting him.  “It’s nothing like that.  We revile communism and the people who wield it like a sword.”

      Quan looked right into his eyes and said, “Your president is in China hanging dead for the world to see.  But I didn’t do this, and my people didn’t do this.  The regime of China did this.  And they are not us, nor do they represent us.  They are no different to us than a plantation owner was to his slaves.  You understand that part of your history, I’m assuming.”

      “I don’t believe them,” the bearded slapper announced.

      To him, Lienna said, “It’s true whether you want to believe it or not.  We fight for you, not for them.”

      Brandon waved the comment off.

      Quan said, “Those words do not ring hollow.  This is both the battlefield and the war by which your people and our people are trying to take these monsters out.”

      “We aren’t trying to fight that war,” Brandon said.  “We’re survivors.”

      “Then you’re less patriotic about your country than we are,” Lienna said, staring right at Brandon, more angry than afraid.

      “What did they do to you?” Brandon finally asked Quan.

      “How much time do you have?” he asked.

      “All the time in the world.”

      So Quan told his abductors what happened to him, and after that, Brandon decided to cut them loose.  When he was done clipping the zip-ties, he said, “If you’re not one hundred percent to your word, we won’t ask questions.  Do you understand?  We’ll just shoot you and be done with it.”

      Quan nodded and said, “You have my word.”  Then he turned and punched the bearded man who slapped him twice.  The guy dropped like a heap on the floor, startling everyone.

      Brandon’s people whipped out their guns, but Quan’s men stood there, indifferent.

      “I made that man a promise, albeit a veiled one,” Quan explained, rubbing his knuckles where he’d caught the man’s chin.  “So when you drag that reprimanded dog up off the floor, let’s figure out how we can steer this war in our favor.”
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      To Longwei, the Madigan’s barn smelled like burned wood.  The structural support beams had been hit, and a small fire that started had burned itself out quickly.  To his complete surprise, the ordnance hadn’t exploded on impact.  Then again, it didn’t need to in order to do substantial damage.  He walked out the barn’s back door, stood over the crushed rocket, staring at it.  Ryker joined him a moment later, both men weighing the odds.

      “What do you want to do with it?” Longwei finally asked.

      Ryker shrugged his shoulders and said, “Don’t know.  Get it off the property as soon as we can, in case it has a bitch fit and decides to go BOOM.”

      “Yeah,” Longwei said.

      “We’re meeting on the other side of the barn.  The girls brought a table out by the garden and everything.”

      “What for?”

      “To figure out what’s next,” Ryker said.  “It’s a meeting of the Round Table, or something like that.”

      “Have you talked to Clay or Felicity about Roseburg?” Longwei asked.  “What went down there…it was…”

      Longwei felt himself drift off, his expression becoming blank, his eyes flat and emotionless.  For a moment, it was like he was back in Roseburg, unable to break free of the memories.

      Ryker broke the uncomfortable silence, rousing the man.  “I heard what happened, but we didn’t get a chance to discuss the attack in depth.”

      Longwei snapped out of it, sucked in some of the fresh forest air, looked everywhere but at Ryker.

      “That bad?” Ryker asked.

      Longwei ran a hand through his hair, then inhaled through his nose and exhaled slowly out of his mouth.  At that point, he was unwilling to discuss it.  Standing in the tall shade of the sagging side of the barn, the air was cool, cold even.  He tried focusing on things other than the airport.

      “All I can say is we liberated a Chicom detention camp,” Longwei said, finally looking at him.  “There are good people in Roseburg.  Patriots.  You’ll need them.  And after what Quan said about the East Coast victories, I think you can use that good news to mobilize a few of them.”

      “Why are you talking to me like I’m going to be the one who does this?” Ryker asked, suddenly looking concerned about his friend.

      “We’ll make Roseburg base camp to this assault,” Longwei said, his eyes getting distant again.  He was gone, but not all the way gone.  Not yet.  “I’m thinking we can run our own assault, one that’s a combination of the East Coast war and the current Texas initiative.”

      “You talking about what we discussed earlier?” Ryker asked.  “Pitting two armies against each other, then taking out the victor?  Because I’ve been thinking the same thing all night and I’m curious about your ideas.”

      “It’s a jumping off point, is what I’m saying,” Longwei said.

      “You were part of the LA Resistance chapter that waged war to defend America,” Ryker said.  “When I said I wanted to hear your ideas, I wasn’t asking for headlines.”

      Longwei felt himself stand a little taller, his back a little straighter.

      He was Resistance.

      “We steer the SAA to Yale,” Longwei said, somewhat renewed.  “Quan and his contact will try to weaken the Chicoms from inside Yale and get out before they’re taken out.  Then, when the two armies destroy themselves, we mount the mother of all assaults on anyone left.  That means we’ll need armed assault forces, supplies and a stranglehold on the Chicom ports.”

      “Quan told me he stole a bunch of weaponry from the Port of Long Beach.  He said it was crowded.  I know the ports in Washington aren’t that big, but I’m sure there will be a ton of people there, especially for offloading and transportation.”

      “I would imagine so.”

      “And you still want to do it?” Ryker asked.

      “Do we have a choice?”

      “I wonder if we can do this ourselves,” Ryker said.  “But we won’t know the landscape or the enemies until we’re on site.”

      “You may not have to be there at all,” Longwei said, his eyes clearing.  He looked at Ryker and in that moment, he felt like maybe he was all done with this war.  “But either way, you’ll need a small militia, extra guns and bodies.  Because if you don’t get these weapons and supplies, there’s no way you can win this war, even if all you’re doing is mop up.”

      “Stop talking like you’re not part of this,” Ryker said.

      “You already have the Five Falls Militia, but you’ll need more,” Longwei said stuffing his hands into his pockets.  “Lots more.”

      “I agree,” Ryker said.  “But you’re going to be there with us.”

      “Perhaps,” he replied.  Longwei took a deep breath, for he had something uncomfortable on his mind, something he could no longer hold back in spite of his nervousness over saying it.  “I think I’m going to hang back at Roseburg, hold the fort down there.”

      “Spare me that quitter bullshit,” Ryker said, turning to anger on a dime.  He took a moment to get a hold of himself.  Then: “C’mon, the others are waiting.”

      Longwei took one last look at the rocket that didn’t explode and gave it a little kick.  It didn’t explode.  He was kind of hoping it would have.

      At the table set up outside the barn, right next to the garden, Ryker and Longwei sat down.  Longwei was uncomfortable.

      “Tell them what you told me,” Ryker said to Longwei.  He glared at Ryker, but Ryker sat back in his chair, folded his arms and said, “Go on, tell them.”

      “When we get to Roseburg,” Longwei said, “I’m going to stay there while you move on to Yale.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Logan asked, sitting down at the table next to them.

      “Someone has to make sure the SAA doesn’t come through with another surge.  And if so, I’ll try to hold them off as much as I can, then get word to you and Quan.  This is the stand we need to make.”

      Ryker looked like he had just about enough of this copout.  He frowned so hard, Longwei was sure the scowl of condemnation would forever be etched on his face.

      “I want to know what the hell crawled up your ass and turned you into a giant pussy.”

      Logan turned and shot Ryker a look.  Ryker waved it off, arms still crossed over his chest, his frown now deeper than ever.  Solemnly, Longwei shook his head, then started to get up.

      “Sit down,” Skylar said.  “Explain.”

      Ryker gave a slow, knowing nod.  “Roseburg broke him.”

      Longwei’s face paled, that firm look he usually wore melting.  In a low voice, so his words wouldn’t carry, he leaned forward and said, “She cut the man’s head off.  Felicity did.”

      “We heard,” Logan said, unimpressed.

      “And?” Harper nudged.

      “What that young woman must be feeling right now, what she must have felt in seeing her parents’ heads on those pikes, this has been haunting my every thought.  It’s like I feel like her and I can’t seem to shake it.”

      “This is war,” Skylar said.  She’d crossed her arms, too, her gaze narrowed to the point of scorn.  Ryker looked at her, transfixed by that sexy, angry look.  She ignored him even though he leveled her with those eyes.  “There’s no room for feelings in a war.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Longwei barked at Skylar, upset that he was now exposed and on the defensive.

      “If you remain in Roseburg, if things go hot again, can you fight?” Harper asked.  The woman looked like she’d survived an explosion.  Pretty like a painting that had been cut up, burned and put back together.

      He gave a firm nod.  He did not want the offensive fight anymore.  But if his life was threatened, if the lives of those in his charge were threatened, he knew he could take care of himself and the others.

      “You’d better be sure, because if we’re going to make Roseburg our new home base, you had best be vigilant,” Ryker said, talking to him like he was a lost cause.  “Hesitation equals death, Longwei.  You know that, right?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Who else is staying behind?” Logan snapped.

      “How do we even know Roseburg is safe?” Harper asked, her eyes on Ryker who was watching Logan who was currently looking at Skylar even though she didn’t know it.

      “You going to protect the entire town or just our people?”  Logan finally asked Longwei, sharp, unforgiving.

      “What about my bees?” Stephani asked, now sitting down beside Ryker.  “What about my house?  Are we not going to rebuild it?”

      “No one is saying that,” Harper said.

      “This is our land and I’m not going to just abandon it.”  When no one said anything to her outburst, her bruised, battered face bent to admonition.  “My father is buried here!”

      Clay and Felicity walked up, Felicity holding Rowdy.  The young woman was without expression.  Same with Clay.  Longwei looked from Clay to Felicity.  On her, his gaze lingered.  He didn’t want her seeing this weakness in him and knowing she was the cause.

      Felicity said, “What are you guys talking about?”

      “Using Roseburg to launch an offensive,” Logan answered.

      “I don’t think I can go back there,” she replied, rocking Rowdy, who was looking at the garden and pointing to a bee.  “I can’t just ride back into hell with you guys.  I thought I could, but after the SAA, and my parents…”

      Her emotions quickly rose to the surface.  Clay took the baby when she started to shake.  Longwei’s renewed attraction to her dropped and all he saw was a victim.  Perhaps she didn’t have the wherewithal to stand side-by-side with Logan, Skylar and the others.  Had they misjudged her?

      Felicity met Clay’s eyes and the two of them just looked at each other, an entire conversation happening between them.  “You need to be with me,” Clay finally told her, quietly, but not so quiet that the others couldn’t hear.

      “And I will, when you get back,” she said, wiping her eyes and apologizing.

      She couldn’t look at the others.  Every single one of them were battle hardened and itching for retribution.  They were clenched fists, narrowed eyes, gritted teeth and absolute, bitter resolve.  Felicity had that look like she knew she didn’t fit in.

      “While you’re out there, because you don’t want to stay here,” Felicity continued, “I’m going to be stuck in a city I vowed never to return to, fighting my own internal battles.”

      “Just come with us,” Harper said, not getting it.

      “We’re going to Roseburg whether you come with us or not,” Logan said, cold and seemingly unconcerned with her feelings.

      Felicity stared at him in disbelief, unblinking.  Even Longwei thought to speak up.  He didn’t though, because he knew one of them, probably Ryker, would make a snide remark.

      “You think anyone cares about your personal issues?” Logan asked, obviously worked up.  “Grow up, Felicity.  This is a war, and we don’t deliver adult diapers.”

      “You just deliver death,” Felicity countered, strength and edge returning to her voice.

      “God willing,” Logan said, turning back to Ryker.  “We need a concrete plan we can kick holes in until it’s indestructible.  And we need to do it fast before anyone else chickens out on us.”

      When he said this, he looked first at Longwei, then at Felicity.

      “We barely survived the SAA,” Felicity argued.  “Have you forgotten about the dead people?  Your friends?”

      “And we’ll barely survive tomorrow, or we won’t,” Logan grumbled.  “Man up or pound sand.”

      “Take it easy,” Clay warned him.

      “Yeah,” Longwei added.

      “We don’t need this crybaby crap,” Skylar agreed, looking at Felicity.  “Go babysit somewhere else, let the adults work.”

      Skylar didn’t look angry, but she was clear: join the effort or get out of the way.

      Felicity looked like she was going to cry, but then she managed to pull up her resolve.  Taking Rowdy from Clay, she said, “I’ll meet you at the Jeep when you’re done here.”

      Longwei expected to see her eyes watering; instead he saw the anger giving her cheeks a rosy glow.  The crew watched the twenty-two year old walk down the hill, none of them saying anything.  Ryker turned and leveled Logan with a look.  He shook his head and realized he’d been too harsh.

      Clay saw the exchange and said, “She was coming home from college just a few months ago.  She’s not soft.  None of us here are soft.”

      “All of us started out that soft,” Logan argued.  “She’s got it in her, but she needs to make the choice to acclimate or not.”

      “She’s not who you think she is,” Longwei argued, emboldened now that Felicity was gone.  “Whether she says so or not, she’ll be coming with us to Roseburg, so stop being assholes and let people acclimate at their own pace.”

      “Oh here we go,” Ryker said.

      “Let it go,” Skylar snapped.  “We need a plan, not a bunch of third grade blustering.”
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      Felicity walked Rowdy down the hillside.  She barely kept from crying up at the barn in front of everyone else, but now that it was just her and the boy, she let those pent up tears loose.

      Crying, walking, she passed the ruin that was once Orbey and Stephani’s home without so much as a second look.  Down the hillside driveway, in the cul-de-sac, she avoided the pile of skulls and bones, walked around the Chicom vehicles and waited inside the old Blazer.

      She thought about Boone and his wife, about Stephani and her father, Logan and his friend, Noah.  Everyone had lost someone.  Not like her, though.  Where everyone else had been shot to death, her parents had their heads cut off.

      Beside her, Rowdy started squirming in his car seat.  She saw his hands making little fists, his mouth a tight circle.  She gave him her finger; he curled his little fingers around it and tried to pull it in his mouth.  She smiled at the child, but her heart was not settled.  Looking at her reflection in the Blazer’s glass, she saw a scared little girl.  No wonder they didn’t want her there.

      “I wouldn’t want you in the fight either,” she told her reflection.

      The sound of a quad driving up the hillside aroused her attention.  She got out of the Blazer, waited.  A moment later Boone’s quad hugged the corner and he came to a stop in front of her and the truck.  He pulled his helmet off and said, “Thank God.”

      “What?”

      “You guys just took Rowdy and didn’t tell me where you went,” he said, relieved and angry at the same time.  He yanked open the Blazer’s door and checked on Rowdy.

      Felicity just watched him, saying nothing.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, taking Rowdy out of his car seat and holding the child now.  “Why are you out here alone?”

      “They want to leave town,” she said.  “They want to make Roseburg their stronghold.  You can go ask them if you want, they’re all up at the barn planning it out.”

      “And no one thought to get me?” he asked, eyes on her.

      “I don’t know how the pecking order, or whatever, works around here.  Apparently I’m not invited either, so don’t expect me to feel sorry for you.”

      He fixed her with a look she didn’t like.

      “I got kicked out of their stupid meeting because I didn’t want to go back home,” Felicity said.  “I said I’d never go back, not after what happened to my parents, but that was too much for them.  So here I am.  Ostracized.”

      His look changed, like he just remembered what happened to her parents.  Was that what she was going to be like?  Was she going to be like Boone?  So scatterbrained she couldn’t even recall the simple, or even outrageous, details of other people’s lives?

      “How do you deal with it?” she asked.

      “How do I deal with what?”

      “With living without her?” Felicity asked.  “Does it get easier?”

      He turned his eyes on her and she suddenly felt the true weight of them.  They were heavy, dark, depressing.

      “Every day is hell,” he said, as if he were offended by the question.

      She pushed herself off the Blazer, flashed him a nasty look and said, “At least no one cut her head off.”  She didn’t wait for a response.  She just started up the hill, walked past the burned-down house, stood over the sloping hillside overlooking the freshly dug graves.

      Half an hour later, she heard someone say, “Hey!”

      She turned around, saw Clay calling to her.  She waved; he came and joined her where she sat.  She’d taken off her shoes and socks, dug her bare feet into the meadow grass.

      Pulling her into a sideways, seated hug, he said, “I’m really sorry, Felicity.  They’re just scared, angry, and…determined.”

      “I get it,” she said, enjoying the strength of his body holding hers.

      “Not until you’ve lived it with them, you won’t,” Clay said, letting go of her.  “That won’t be long, though.  You’ll be just fine.  Another battle with them and we’ll all be one big family.”

      “So are we leaving?” she asked, pulling on her socks and reaching for her shoes.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “If that’s okay.”

      She put on her shoes, then let him help her up.  Together they started toward the Blazer.  She wanted to answer his question, but she couldn’t find a way to simplify her thoughts, let alone put them into words.

      “I need to go with them,” Clay finally said.  “You’re welcome to stay at my house.  I mean, if you don’t want to go that is.”

      “Where will you stay?” she asked, suddenly concerned about him leaving her.

      “They were thinking they could stay at your house,” he said, uncomfortable to the last word.  “At least they’ll know it’s not being occupied by other people.”

      She stopped and stared at him, the shock in her face plain for all to see.  “Are you for real right now?” she asked.

      “I told them you wouldn’t want that,” Clay replied, calm.

      “So first I’m too much of a pansy to fight, then I’m not adult enough to be at one of their meetings, and now they just decide they’re going to stay at my house?”

      “It’s not like that,” Clay said.

      “It sure sounds like it’s just like that, Clay.”

      “Listen, I want to drive through town, see what’s what, and in that time, you can decide what you’d like to do.  I’ll remind you of this, they don’t have your address.  No one does.”

      Her head cleared, the fires dying down inside of her.  “Yeah,” she said, feeling sheepish.  “I guess there’s that.”

      He laughed then put his arm around her and said, “Relax, kid.  You’re right where you’re supposed to be, as messed up and shitty as all of this is.”

      “You talking about God’s plan or something?” she said, scaling down the front of the dirt driveway toward the bone pile, the Chicom vehicles and the Blazer.

      “Something like that.”

      Boone was standing there, waiting for them.  Apparently he wasn’t going to take Rowdy down the hill on the quad.

      “Next time you take off with my kid, can you let me know?” Boone said to Clay.

      “I tried to find you, but you weren’t at the house or the cemetery.  And why did you just leave Rowdy in his crib?  You can’t do that, man.”

      “Stephani didn’t stay the night,” he said.

      “For obvious reason,” Clay countered.  “Did you even go up and see her?  No, obviously not.”

      When Boone turned his attention elsewhere, Clay just shook his head.  “That girl is head over heels for you, you dumbass.”

      “Don’t say that,” Boone said.

      “Are you really that dense?” Felicity asked.  “Even I can see that.”

      “Don’t take his side,” Boone warned her.

      Clay laughed and said, “You’re the only one who doesn’t see it, brother.”

      “I see it,” he mumbled.

      “Come again?” Clay said.

      “I said I see it!” he barked, causing Rowdy to stir.  “I’m just not…I mean, what if she’s watching us right now?”  By “she” Felicity assumed he meant Miranda.

      “You think she’d want you acting like this?” Clay asked.

      “I was always loyal to her,” Boone said.

      “Of course you were.”

      “So now I’m supposed to just shack up with another woman to take care of my kid?  Our kid?”

      “No, Boone,” Clay said.  “You take the love you’re getting.”

      Felicity wasn’t sure she wanted to stay in the middle of their conversation, but she’d been kicked out of the last one and so she decided she wasn’t leaving this one.

      “There are no rule books for this sort of thing,” Clay continued.  “There’s no right or wrong.  Just surviving.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” Boone grumbled.  Changing topics, he asked, “What did you guys decide at the meeting?”

      “We’re going to Roseburg.  We’re going to try to gather up a few more guys, some armaments, and then go after the SAA and the Chicoms.”

      Boone laughed a crazy man’s laugh.  Then: “Who’s wildly insane idea was that?  Logan’s or Skylar’s?”

      “It was a collective effort, but yes, it was Logan’s and Skylar’s idea.”

      “Figures,” he mumbled.

      Clay walked up to him and said, “You did good when we were killing the SAA, brother.  Get that kid back, because this version of you sucks.”  Turning to Felicity, Clay said, “You want to take the quad with me?”

      She nodded, looking at Boone with heavy, sympathetic eyes.  He straightened up, stiffened his resolve and held Rowdy close.

      “I’m sorry for everything you’re dealing with,” she said.

      “Me, too,” he replied.  “For you, too.”

      Clay got on the quad, kick started it, then motioned for her to join him.  She climbed on the back and snaked her arms around his waist.  She looked back at Boone and smiled.  He gave a minimal smile.

      Clay then shifted gears and took off.  She leaned her body into his back, feeling good being with him.  She wasn’t about to tell him this, but she loved it there, and she couldn’t explain why.  He wasn’t her father, and he wasn’t her boyfriend.  Maybe it was because he was older, experienced in life, gentle and protective.  When she thought of him, she thought so many things, but most of all, she thought of him as home.  Maybe that was all the explanation she needed.

      They rode down the hill, the cool air hypnotic.  The asphalt road snaked in and out of the shadows of trees, taking them down through a stretch of meadow and finally into town.  The heat of the sun on her skin felt good, the wind in her hair relaxing.  But then her mood changed when they rode through the obliterated mess that was the burned down town.  Five Falls was gone.  The school, main street, most of the buildings…all destroyed.  It was difficult to comprehend.  That the Chicoms and the SAA hated the people of Five Falls so much that they took everything from them spoke volumes about their character.  Then again, that was the nature of invading armies.  They laid waste to everything, cutting trails of death and devastation through all the lives of innocents and survivors.

      Deeper in the neighborhoods, some homes were destroyed while others were left unharmed.  People were milling out and about, but there was a communal daze that seemed to infect the entire town, a numbness that worked its way into her as well.  It was truly impossible to see the evidence of so much violence without developing a thick outer crust along your heart.

      “It’s horrible, Clay,” she said over the noise of the motor.

      “These people…” he said.  “This was everything.”

      “I don’t want to see anymore.”

      “I need to see it, and so do you.  This is ammunition, Felicity.  You take the hurt, the disbelief, the barbarity you’re seeing, and you tuck it down inside you.  A dead body isn’t a lost life, it’s gunpowder.  And when you come across a displaced family, this is the hammer you’ll drop when the time is right.  It’s motivation to kill.  You take all these things you’re seeing and you foster inside you an impenetrable hatred.  And then, when the time comes, you pack all that rage into a shell casing behind a bullet, a bullet you’ll put between their eyes.  You’re the gun, Felicity, and all this…this is the bullet.”

      “I am the gun,” she said, trying it on.  Then: “What about after?”

      “After what?”

      “After all this is over?” she asked.  “I don’t want to be like Boone, or how I feel now.  How do you take all these nightmares and get rid of them?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.  “If I ever figure that out, I’ll be sure to let you know.”
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        * * *

      

      To Felicity, it seemed there was nothing but hard choices to make.  Staying with Clay, however, was not one of them.  She slept in bed with him, but nothing happened, even though she was starting to see him in a new light.  Was he seeing her the same way?  She didn’t know.

      When they woke the next morning, he said, “Grab what you need, and don’t plan on coming back.”

      She nodded, even though she didn’t like the sound of that.  Then again, she liked that they were going to Roseburg even less.

      When they were ready, they rode to Boone’s place on the quad, picked up him, Rowdy and the Blazer, then headed up to the Madigan’s place to collect the others.  They arrived in time to see Ryker standing in the clearing that held Stephani’s bee hives.  Ryker was giving her a satellite phone and a contact number.

      “Call when you’re ready to join us,” Ryker said, hugging her as tight as he dared.  To Felicity, her injuries were grievous.  But it was Stephani’s mood that baffled Felicity the most.

      “You’re all really going right now?” she asked, distraught.  Was she really not going with them?

      Orbey took Skylar’s hand and said, “Like Logan said, it’s time to take the fight to them.”

      “They can fight, Mom,” Stephani said one last time.  “You don’t have to.”

      “Yes, I do,” the woman said.  Orbey had a rifle slung over her back and her traveling clothes on.  Stephani was wearing yesterday’s clothes.  The swelling on her face had gone down, but the bruising was pretty bad, and the stitches didn’t help her look.

      “Why?” Stephani pleaded.

      “Because your father died fighting,” Orbey said, tension in her voice.  “We’re going to die, too, and I want to die fighting them, not sitting back here being afraid of them.”

      “You’re not built for war,” Stephani said, quiet, but not so quiet that everyone else couldn’t hear her.  Looking at Skylar, she said, “Please don’t take her from me.”

      “She’s taking herself, Stephani,” Skylar said, straightforward.  “Get your stuff, you’re coming with us.”

      She shook her head, then with tears in her eyes, she turned to Orbey and said, “Mom, please, I’m begging you.”

      “The sooner I get to your father,” Orbey replied, tears now standing in her own eyes, “the happier I’ll be.”

      “What does that mean?” Stephani asked, dumbfounded.

      “It means I’m not going to die of old age,” Orbey said, cupping her daughter’s cheek.  “I don’t think any of us are.”

      Stephani covered her hand with her own and said, “Don’t you want to rebuild?”

      Orbey shook her head.  “I thought about it.  But it’ll never be what it once was.  In another life, perhaps, but not this one.  It’s time to say good-bye and move on, otherwise we’ll only dwell in the past, and that’s not healthy.”

      “If we stop moving, we’ll die,” Skylar said to Stephani.  Skylar took her cousin’s hand, but Stephani shook it off, looking offended.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Stephani barked at Skylar.

      “I picked a side,” Skylar said calmly.  “I pledged my life for this country.”

      Ryker said, “We all have, whether we know it or not.  The only question is what will you risk for the return of your freedoms?”

      “Haven’t we risked enough?”

      “We’re all soldiers now, even if you do it here, alone,” Ryker said.  “You’re just on leave.  Eventually you’ll have to fight again, succumb to fear, or lay down and die.”

      “If after all this is done, if you decide to rebuild,” Harper said, “we will help, but not until the scourge is stopped.  That’s the only way we’ll ever really be safe.”

      Stephani folded her arms, every bit as resolute as Orbey.  But it was time to go.  When she watched her friends and her family leave, Felicity knew it was with a terrible sadness in her heart.

      The last thing Felicity saw was Stephani walking up to the bees.  She opened her hands, and closed her eyes.  They came almost instantaneously, swarming around her, landing on her.  Felicity watched this in awe.

      In her heart, she knew she’d never see the woman again.
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        * * *

      

      Boone said that Otto once joked about them being the Five Falls Militia.  The name Otto chose for them happened to be the only thing he and Noah really ever agreed upon.  Now, with everything happening, with all the sacrifices they made, the name carried new meaning.  Everyone owned it not only in the honor of the fallen, but in the name of unity, force, and violent opposition to invading armies.  The 5FM, as Harper called them, packed up what they could and met the others in the park, all of them ready to leave behind those who wanted to stay—or those who were too scared to leave.  As it happened, only a few showed up and most of them looked like they were going to be targets more than the mercenaries they needed.

      “So it looks like it’s just us then,” Harper said.

      “Are you surprised?” Logan asked.

      “We’ve got barely enough gas to get to Roseburg if we split things evenly,” Skylar said.  “But there’s no way we’re getting to Yale on what we have.”  The vehicles were sure to be bogged down by bodies, weapons and supplies.  Enough to really tax their engines.

      Clay nodded and said, “You’re right.”

      The problem was, they’d tapped the town’s reserves, and now it wasn’t enough.  Even Felicity could see that.  When they considered the troop transport, the Jeeps, and the number of men and women going with them, even a blind man could see they were five cowboys with two horses, so to speak.  Felicity stood there, watching them work it out.  She had an idea, but the last time she spoke up, she was shut down and ejected from the meeting.  So this time she held her tongue.

      “Most of the gas is soon to become bad gas,” Ryker said.  “But that doesn’t mean we’re taking the Heel-Toe Express to war.  It just means we need to win this war then get back home before travel in gas powered vehicles becomes a thing of the past.”

      Felicity’s eyes moved from one of them to the next, taking a little more time for Longwei, Barde, Jin and Ning.  They were an interesting group.  They’d obviously been through their own tussles together.  Her eyes landed back on Skylar, and Harper—two women she admired greatly, two women who terrified her, and in all likelihood, didn’t want her around.

      They stood there like warriors, blood stained and battle tested, both of them ferocious enough to pull out your heart and take a bite, just to get that little bit of your soul, that part that would make them stronger, more vicious, immortal.  But they stood there with no ideas.  No one had any ideas.  How ironic.

      Before all this, Felicity lived a sheltered life.  She was a college girl.  And pretty.  She paid to get her nails done, she wore hair extensions, fake eyelashes, and she laughed a little louder around boys she liked.  She had friends, went to parties, drank and had “a life.”  But not anymore.  What she dreamed of back then was a good husband, a provider, a protector.  Now she wanted what Skylar and Harper had.  She wanted scars like Clay.  She wanted to be quiet like Logan until it was time to pull someone’s freaking heart out.  Forced to grow up fast, she craved their strength, their stamina, their hardened hearts.  She wasn’t like them, though.  She’d trained for a few months with her father.  But she had no bow, no arrows, no parents, no home.  Were these people her home?  Clay, yes.  But these savages?  No.  They were enraged vigilantes trying to get enough gas to take them to their deaths.  And she was just stupid enough to maybe want to go with them.  Clay came walking up with two more cans of gas, his biceps bulging, his shoulders big, rounded.

      “This might insure our trip to Roseburg,” he said.  “But it may not either.”

      Skylar shook her head, looked down, then sideways at Ryker.

      “I might know a guy,” Felicity said before she had a chance to stop herself.  All eyes fell on her.  She swallowed hard, then said, “I don’t think he’s all there, mentally.  But this is the kind of thing he does.”

      “What do you mean, ‘this is the kind of thing he does?’” Harper asked.

      “Hillbilly stuff.”

      “You mean he’s a survivalist?” Boone asked.

      Felicity nodded her head and said, “He’s more like former military, but with a few screws loose.  You know, he’s coo-coo for Cocoa Puffs?  He’s got a couple of boys, too.  Trouble makers.”

      “Trouble makers?” Skylar asked, almost like she was tired of the suburban lingo.

      Felicity drew a breath and stood up straight.  Turning her head to face Skylar, she was once thrilled to meet the woman.  Now, under the current circumstances, she was one notch above petrified.  The stories told about this woman were legendary.  At first she didn’t think they could be true, but then she met Skylar Madigan and she knew they were.  But Skylar wasn’t the only legend there.  As she stood perched above the battle they’d fought on the interstate a couple of days back, she saw them in action and they were fearless, untiring.  Most of them were hurt, shot and beaten up, but they went on, they forged ahead despite the odds.  And they did so without makeup, fake eyelashes, pretty hair, social lives.

      “It started in grade school,” she heard herself say.  “The younger brother, Sludge—that’s what we called him on account of him shitting his pants in fourth grade—got suspended for lifting the skirts of some of the girls in our class.”

      “So?” Harper said.

      “So he did it for his older brother, Blane.  At least that’s what he said.  I think they both just really wanted to see girls’ underwear.  That’s the kind of boys they were.  And if you want to know about their dad, well, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

      Logan was looking at Ryker, who was looking at Clay like, what the hell?

      “What are they like now?” Skylar asked.

      “They’re like Duck Dynasty on crack,” Felicity said.

      “The Duck Dynasty from like ten years ago?” Harper asked.  “Before Chicom controlled television?”

      “They’re the kinds of morons who fish with homemade firecrackers.  And they’re hunters.  Once, my friend walked up on them ‘fishing’ and ‘hunting.’  They called it funting.  They’d fish, and when they were done, the smaller fish they didn’t want to eat, they’d toss them in the air and pretend like they were skeet shooting, but with their .22 rifles.”

      “What’s the point of this?” Ryker asked.

      “My friend Leila, in seventh grade, was the prettiest girl you’d ever seen,” Felicity pushed on.  “Sludge and Blane found her alone after school one day.  They tore her skirt off at gun point, then rubbed the fabric on their little peckers, outside the pants, but you get it.  That’s how these guys were.  How I’m sure they are today.”

      Skylar shook her head in disgust while Harper looked away, obviously envisioning the whole thing.

      She continued.  “Sludge and Blane’s father threatened to kill the Sheriff if he didn’t make everything go away.”

      “Did he?” Clay asked.  “Did the Sheriff make it all go away?”

      Felicity said, “No, he didn’t.  Because of that, the boys drove their daddy’s truck into Leila’s bedroom.  She was just coming out of the bathroom when the truck plowed through the wall, hitting the bathroom door so hard it slammed back on her.  She was thrown into the side of the tub, she broke her arm and three ribs.”

      “Good God,” Ryker said.

      “They got out of their truck, and then for a few minutes, they just stood there and watched her bleeding and in pain.  They said nothing, not touching themselves or anything.  They just stood there…watching.  That’s how I remember them, how I see them in my head.”

      Logan said, “Did the Chicoms get them?”

      “Probably not,” she said.  “If anything, those three idiots got the Chicoms.”

      Harper said, “So what makes you think they have gas we can use?”

      “They worked on cars,” Felicity explained.  “Not engines and stuff, more like redneck modifications.  Big fins, fat tires, chrome grills.  They’ve got generators out there, too.  We used to hear them running when we walked home from school.  They also made bootleg weapons, but they weren’t good at it.  Once Sludge tossed a grenade at the Sheriff’s car, but it didn’t blow up.  The Sheriff arrested him.  His daddy let him ride out the seventy-two hours in jail then showed how the grenade was never meant to explode, even though I think Sludge might have tried to make it himself and screwed it up.”

      “Meaning it was supposed to explode,” Logan said.  She nodded.  “And you want to get gas from this guy?”

      “If anyone in town has any, it’s those jackasses.”

      “Surely you have a better idea,” Boone said.  He looked around the group, but they were all closed mouths and empty brains.

      “No, I don’t have a better idea,” she said.  “But I have some weapons and no reason to spare their lives, so if we take the gas, maybe we can kill them, too.  For Leila.”

      Skylar started to smile, and that’s when she said, “I think I might like this girl after all.”

      “One condition, though,” Felicity said.  “I get the boys, and you can have their dad.”

      She said this with unfocused eyes, her memories caught up on her friend’s ribs and casted arm.  The Chicoms killed Leila early on.  She wasn’t the pretty thing she’d been in high school, but she was mouthy and mean enough to say the wrong thing to the wrong person at the wrong time.  Shaking her head, she felt it all coming back—that darkness, all that hatred.  Like Clay said, she was storing all that animosity for later, fashioning it into a round she’d put through the enemy’s brain when the time was right.

      “What?” Harper asked, seeing that Felicity had gone to some other place in her mind.

      “If they’re alive,” Felicity said, her eyes clearing, “I want to kill them, gas or not.  Those three deserve to die.”

      She looked over at Logan, whose expression softened for the first time since she’d known him.  A sly grin crept onto his face and he gave her the barest of nods, like he appreciated the idea.  In that moment, she wondered if she could be like them.  A savage.  Maybe one day she’d stand before others like her, scarred and angry, that look in her eye like nothing stood in the way of anything because she was that girl, living that life, being the scary subject of someone else’s legend.
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      Skylar hated the way they left things back in Five Falls.  The people who died did so following her lead.  Then again, they killed a lot of SAA soldiers in return.  Still, they lost half a mile to gain a mile, and it didn’t seem worth it.  Looking ahead, she tried to shake off the feelings of failure and instead focused only on the journey ahead.  The roads were barren, barely even any birds or wildlife to speak of.  The evidence of the SAA and Chicom rampage was everywhere.  Aside from the lush scenery, the world was its own picture of abandon.  Not charred and vacant like the California wasteland, but…ruined, trampled upon, overgrown with neglect.  Two hours after they left Five Falls, they arrived in Roseburg.  The tanks were low.  So low she wondered if they’d drain the last drop of gas on the gently rolling hills leading to Felicity’s house.

      Taking the lead on this small caravan was the Blazer.  Clay was driving, Skylar rode shotgun and Boone, Felicity and Rowdy occupied the rear.  Longwei and his three guys manned the convoy’s rear guard, all of them armed sufficiently.  Then there was Logan, sandwiched between them, driving with Orbey and much of the survival supplies they’d opted to take with them.  Every so often Skylar would check the side view mirror.  Seeing the two other vehicles keeping things tight helped her relax.  This also had her thinking once again about Logan.

      The Logan she knew today was not the Logan Cahill she took to Krav Maga classes with Instructor Yoav so long ago.  He’d since become robust and unrelenting—the kind of hard-edged Resistance fighter she’d hoped he would become.  But the brightness of his spirit had waned.  Not his fighting spirit, his soul.  He’d seen too much violence, brought about too much death.  Same as me, she thought.  Was he as lost as she was?  To look at him, she imagined he was.

      “How do you think the others are doing on gas?” Skylar asked Clay.

      “At this point,” Clay said, “I’m pretty sure we’re all trying to squeeze blood from a stone.  But since we haven’t heard anything from the Uniden, as far as I know they’re pushing forward on prayers and good luck.”

      She picked up the Uniden, depressed the talk button.  “How are you guys on gas?” she asked.

      “Pretty low here,” Longwei said.

      “Same here,” Logan replied.  “Just about bone dry.”

      “Felicity tells me we’re not far, but that we’ve got a bit of a climb,” she said.  “If you dry out completely, just call.”

      “Roger that,” Logan said.

      “Roger that,” Longwei echoed.

      As they navigated up into the hills, the sights were every bit as breathtaking as those views in Five Falls.  Skylar was torn, though.  Pulled back and forth between the beauty of the landscape and the concern for both gas and the impending war.  By the time they reached Felicity’s house, every single one of them were put-put-putting on fumes.

      Everyone piled out of the vehicles, stretched and waited for Felicity to walk them inside her home.  Skylar saw she was reluctant to do so.  The ghosts in Felicity’s eyes were haunting.  She tried not to feel what the girl must be feeling, but her own ghosts were too big, and they took up too much space in her mind.  Felicity tried to pull it off, remaining tightlipped as it were, and strong, but any fool could see she was hurting, sick at heart, and teeming with pain.  Her face was pale, her hands balled into fists at her sides, her tortured gaze locked on the house like it was haunted, like the memories she’d discover inside were nothing but sharp edges meant to cut.  Perhaps they should have listened and not had her return home.  Then Clay put his arm around her, pulled her into a hug and said, “It’s alright, Felicity.  This is how we grow strong.”

      “I am the gun,” Skylar thought she heard Felicity say.

      “Yes,” Clay replied, proud.

      Cooper was sniffing around the perimeter of the property, lifting his leg to pee every so often, one little squirt after another putting him at ease in his time of loss and displacement.  Orbey watched the German Shepherd intently, but there wasn’t anything lively in those eyes of hers.  She was every bit as tortured as Felicity.  Skylar wondered what her aunt was thinking, which memories were holding her in such an unrestrained grip.

      Felicity straightened up, wiped her eyes and strengthened her resolve.  “Give me a second,” she said.

      Taking a shaky breath, the twenty-two year old put one foot in front of the other and started for the house, walking not in the front door like Skylar expected, but around the back and out of sight.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Skylar asked Clay.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “It just takes time.”

      “I’ve been through some hairy moments before, but what she went through”—Skylar said, shaking her head at the thought of the girl’s parents—“I don’t think I’d bounce back from that anytime soon.”

      Logan was standing with Harper, the two of them close together.  He pulled Harper into a hug, causing Skylar to look away, to find her own man.  But Ryker was talking to Longwei and the guys, not even looking her way.  She glanced back to Harper and Logan, then pulled her gaze away, focusing instead on the man before her: Clay, the former soldier with all the scars.

      “She’s got a big spirit,” Clay said of Felicity.  Looking at her, almost like he didn’t want to say so at first, he thought twice then said, “She idolizes you, you know.”

      “Me?” Skylar asked, staggered.

      “You and Harper.”

      “Why?”

      Clay laughed and said, “Have you not seen yourselves?”

      Skylar was trying to make heads or tails of what he was saying.  Before she could even formulate a response, Logan was right beside her saying, “You’re capable and scary.”

      “Very scary,” Boone said, Rowdy still asleep in his arms.

      Had everyone been eavesdropping on them?  Skylar found herself smiling uncomfortably.

      “Give me a break,” she said, looking between them thinking they couldn’t be serious.  By the looks of them, however, they were serious indeed.

      Turning her attention to Rowdy, she ran a clean palm over his delicate head, felt his soft skin on hers, wondered how she could have ever been that small.  Skylar knew her fighting spirit was strong, but she had failed Five Falls, and before that, she’d been captured back in California, imprisoned, beat up, and abused.  If that was the definition of capable and scary, then yeah, she thought cynically, she fit the bill.

      Cooper trotted up to them, moving between the bodies, sniffing upwards, his tail wagging.  Orbey smiled and joined them, but her sadness was as palpable as Felicity’s, as her own.  Skylar missed Connor every waking second of the day and night.  Orbey must be dying inside.

      “Hey,” Logan said, pointing to Felicity’s front door.  It opened and Felicity was waving them in.  He turned to Longwei and said, “Let’s go, guys.”

      The group closed in on the front porch, heading straight for Felicity.  She looked stricken, her grief barely at bay.  She stepped out on the porch, let everyone in and said, “Make yourselves at home,” as they passed her.

      Clay walked up to her, and though he was taller than her, he didn’t look down on her.  She stood tall enough on her own, despite the chaos of emotion inside her.  She was holding back hard, on the edge of something big—tears, a breakdown, the need to run away?  He cupped her cheek, smiled and said, “One minute at a time.”

      She nodded, covered his hand with hers and said nothing.  Finally she turned away, went inside and joined the others.  Skylar watched all this happen in a matter of seconds and wondered what that tenderness felt like.

      Orbey walked past her, trailed a hand across her back.  She smiled at Skylar as she walked by; Skylar returned the gesture, broken hearted nevertheless.  Neither Ryker nor Logan were compassionate men.  But the hard-edged warrior who nearly lost his ability to feel emotion was suddenly overflowing with compassion for Felicity, doing for her what no one had ever done for Skylar.  What no one could ever really do for her.

      “This is my bedroom,” Felicity said as they toured the rather large home.  “I sleep in here.  Only me.”

      Everyone seemed to understand.  When they were done inside, they walked out back where the property stretched out several long and wide acres.  Longwei’s guys wanted to set a perimeter, and they didn’t mind sleeping in the forest alone.  The idea was that if one of them were attacked, the other two would be close enough to react quickly, and with stealth.  This made sense.  If they were all together, they’d make for an easy target.

      Longwei said he’d stay inside if no one objected.  None of the crew voiced any concern.  Others said they’d sleep on the couches and on the floors.  Predictably, no one wanted to take the master bedroom out of respect for Felicity’s parents.

      In spite of that, Felicity said, “Someone take my parent’s bedroom, otherwise we’re just wasting prime real estate.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” Boone asked her.  She looked up at Clay’s younger brother and nodded.

      Skylar didn’t think anyone else would have asked her that question, but Boone was still trying to manage his own loss, and this made him sensitive to Felicity’s emotions.

      “Yeah,” she said, nodding, but not looking at anyone.  “Best to just jump into this healing thing with both feet, right?”  She said this as she looked up, hesitant, sad, her eyes shiny with unshed tears.

      “It’s a start,” Boone said, his softening features touching, encouraging.

      She turned and Clay was there, something more than sympathy in his eyes.  Skylar knew the look; she glanced at Harper, who was seeing the same thing.  Harper leaned over and whispered into Skylar’s ear, “I already told them they liked each other, that they just haven’t figured it out yet.”

      “I think they’re figuring it out,” Skylar whispered back.

      “Where would you like me to sleep?” Clay asked softly.  They’d been sleeping in his bed back in Five Falls together, according to Stephani.  Skylar wasn’t sure if it was true, but Stephani wasn’t one for tall tales or exaggerations.

      “I want you to sleep with me,” Felicity said, lowering her head and her voice.

      Skylar smiled.  So it was true.

      “Told you,” Harper said.

      “We need to find a second house, something bigger,” Logan said.  “Because everyone being spread out all over the place makes me feel vulnerable.”

      “I’ll get on it,” Ryker agreed.  “I just want to sleep on the couch in return.”

      “I’m not sleeping alone,” Skylar said without thinking.

      “Then come with me,” Ryker said.

      Barde said, “I’d like to go, too.  Maybe bring Jin and Ning with me.”

      “I’m staying here,” Jin quickly said.

      “I’ll go,” Ning offered up.  “I don’t like this house anyway.”

      “Smell too Mexican to you?” Barde asked under his breath.  “Because Felicity isn’t white, nor were her parents from what I can tell.”

      “It’s not that,” Ning said.

      “Then what is it?” Skylar asked, brow furrowed.

      “The décor is off,” he said.

      “This is Oregon,” Felicity replied.  “This is most people’s décor.”

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful,” Ning explained.  “I think maybe I just want my own bed.  Because the last time I slept on a floor was never.”

      “We’ll find you a nice crib,” Barde teased, wasting no time diffusing the situation with a short guy joke, even though Jin was shorter than Ning.  “Or maybe we’ll find a pack ‘n play, something with thicker padding and some blankies.”

      Ning’s face turned red but he smiled anyway.

      “He’s what we call an accidental racist,” Longwei explained to Felicity.  “He comes from Chinese parents who allowed him to speak his mind, but kept him on a tight leash when it came to exposing him to different cultures.”

      “I don’t mean any disrespect,” Ning said in his own defense.  “I don’t like white people either, if that helps.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Skylar interrupted, “why doesn’t everyone get settled in, maybe see if there’s any food or water around.  In the mean time, the four of us will see if we can find an alternative home, food and other supplies, something useful.  Gas, maybe.  We shouldn’t be gone more than a couple of hours at most.”

      “If you’re back in time, we’ll have enough daylight to get over to Fick Ranch,” Felicity said, still distant, flashes of life returning to her eyes.  Felicity was taking on a huge emotional burden being back home, but at least she wasn’t alone with her memories and the ghosts that plagued them.

      “Then what?” Clay asked.  “And what is the Fick Ranch?”

      “That’s the guys I was telling you about,” Felicity said.  “The Ficks.  Delmont and his two degenerate sons, Sludge and Blane.  They have a large property with a crappy house and a decent size workshop.  We called it Fick Waste and Disposal when we were growing up, but they called it the Fick Ranch, on account of them being able to do what they wanted on it without the cops sniffing around.”

      “It’s best you get going,” Boone said.  “Also, I’ll sleep in the upstairs loft, if that’s okay with everyone.”

      “No, take the room next to Longwei, in case Rowdy starts to cry in the middle of the night,” Felicity said.  “There’s an echo up there, but down here you should be fine.”

      Skylar watched Felicity taking charge and it felt good.  She’d kicked the girl out of the meeting back at the barn in Five Falls to see what she’d do.  She was disappointed when Felicity left.  Skylar was hoping she would have stood up for herself better under pressure, but she’d bucked pretty easily.  Now she was coming around.  All this was a lot for her, Skylar knew, but the best warriors were forged in the flames of the hottest fires, and able to withstand impossible pressures.  She’d written the girl off, but perhaps she’d jumped the gun.

      “Felicity,” Skylar said.  “Are you ready for the Ficks?”

      A sudden burst of life roared back into her eyes and the girl said, “Yeah, but the Fickfaces aren’t ready for me.”
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      After a couple of hours of combing the neighborhoods, and after breaking into a few choice homes, Skylar, Ryker, Barde and Jin returned with good news.  They’d found a second location.  They’d also managed to scrounge up some canned food, a few jugs of water and some bleach for water purification.  Out back, Ning was using a hatchet to chop a log into kindling-sized sticks.  People were watching over him like adults watched toddlers near fire.

      “I’m not sure it’s safe having him doing that,” Barde said.

      “He’ll be okay,” Logan replied.  “I watched him for signs of underdeveloped coordination.  I’m pretty sure he won’t cut off any fingers.  Besides, he wanted to help.”

      “After you guys go to the Fick place for gas,” Jin said, “we can go hunting tonight.  See if there’s something we can track down and eat.”

      “Jin likes his meat,” Barde told Logan.  “That okay with you?  About us hunting?”

      Skylar jumped in and said, “I’m going with Felicity anyway, so I’ll ask her, but I can pretty much tell you she won’t have a problem with it.”

      “Who else is going?” Barde asked.

      “Logan, Ryker and Clay,” Skylar said, “unless anyone else wants to come…”

      No one spoke up.

      “Alright then,” she said as Felicity returned.  To her, Skylar said, “Felicity, time to lead the way.”

      “We’re just going to waltz right in there and ask for their gas?” Felicity asked about the Fick Ranch, almost like she was confused.  “We’re not going to offer any payment of any sort?  Or do any bartering?”

      Skylar had plans that were very different than fair trade, plans she didn’t want to reveal right away.  But she did anyway.  Withdrawing her pistol, making a show if it, she said, “We’re going to ask nicely, and then we’re not going to ask at all.”

      Felicity bit back a nervous grin.  “Dad always kept spare gas cans in the garage,” she said, changing subjects.

      That said, they gathered up twenty gallons worth of jugs, made sure they were properly armed and ready to go, and then jumped in the Blazer and one of the Jeeps.  When Felicity showed them on a map where the Fick Ranch was, Logan commented on how it wasn’t that far away.

      “We’re already near the outskirts of town,” Felicity said.  “They’re just a bit farther out.”

      They made the short drive, right into the mouth of redneck hell.  Logan drove the Blazer while Felicity rode shotgun and Skylar was in the back seat.  Clay and Ryker followed them in the Chicom Jeep, Clay at the wheel, Ryker with the guns.

      After a few turns here and there, Felicity pointed to a ramshackle abode set back off the street a good hundred yards and said, “That’s the house.”

      The minute they started down the long dirt driveway, Skylar knew for certain the Ficks were going to be a problem.  They had two Rottweilers on leashes, both of them looking pissy and neglected.  They were barking up a storm.  They were also fighting the chains on their necks and trying to tear the chain stakes out of the ground with their mouths.  Off to the side was a rundown dog house either of one them could tear apart with their teeth on a hot day.

      “They’ll know we’re here now,” Felicity said, referring to the barking dogs.  As if on cue, the front door opened and three men poured out onto the porch, each one of them armed.

      “This isn’t any kind of a ranch,” Logan said looking around.  “It’s a glorified landfill.”

      The lands surrounding the property were lush and beautiful, but the Fick property was a scab on the face of a Hollywood starlet.  The dirt was ugly and dry, and there were brownish weeds everywhere.  Almost like God gave less than a full shit about these people or the spot of earth they called home.  There was a rusted propane tank on the side of the house and a route of staked homemade signs that said, “Shitter Line,” which Skylar assumed was their septic system.  Broken down cars and car parts were everywhere, all of them rusted, a few of them half-covered in plastic canvases secured by tarp lines and big rocks.

      “I wouldn’t imprison the Chicoms in that dump,” Skylar grumbled.  “It looks like it should be condemned.”

      “After their mother committed suicide over a pot of stew,” Felicity said, “everything went down hill for the three of them.”

      “She killed herself over a pot of stew?” Skylar asked.  “Literally or figuratively?”

      “Literally,” she said.  “Sludge and Blane were always arguing, and Delmont’s always been a drinker.  We all just assumed she snapped.  One minute she’s making squirrel stew and the next thing anyone knows, she’s leaning over the boiling pot, pressing a snub-nosed pistol into the back of her head and pulling the trigger.”

      “So she ruined the stew on the way out?” Logan asked.

      “She was a bitter woman,” Felicity said.  “If you knew her, and them, you’d think they were adopted, rounded up from some detention facility for criminals and delinquents.”

      As they drove slowly onto the property, the boys leveled their guns on the three men, the dogs still yapping up a storm.  Logan extended a hand out of the window and waved.  Through the dusty windshield, Skylar thought she saw confusion in Delmont’s eyes.  He hadn’t raised his shotgun yet, so that was a good sign.  Then she saw the boys up close and wow...not a good sign, unless you were hunting for inbreeders.

      “Good God,” she heard herself say from the backseat.  “Some people just shouldn’t make babies.”

      “Yeah, they were always the ugliest kids in school,” Felicity said as Logan put the SUV in park, opened the door and loudly announced, “We come as friends.”

      “Liar,” Skylar grumbled, her heart rate already kicking up a notch as she crawled out of the big SUV.

      “Just take it easy and let us see your hands!” the youngest said.

      Sludge.

      He looked like a Sludge.  Face thick with skin, a droopy pull from the weight of it, messy hair and a downward sloping mouth.  His was the look of a kid who was born to sisters impregnated by their brothers, a true cautionary tale about incestual love affairs.

      When Felicity and Skylar got out of the Blazer, all eyes widened and not one of those mother Fickers so much as blinked.  It was like they’d never seen a woman before.  And Blane?  The second he put his eyes on Skylar’s chest, he couldn’t seem to take them off.  Surprisingly, Delmont stepped up to the plate to rectify things in the manners department.

      “Put your eyes back in your head, boys,” Delmont Fick said, before he turned those same needy eyes on her.

      You’ve got to be kidding me, she thought.

      Blane stepped off the porch, shotgun up and now leveled on Ryker and Clay.  “We got us some biggun’s, Daddy,” the kid said.

      Blane looked like he was Felicity’s age, and normal compared to Sludge.  In other words not an obvious product of incest.  He was right about Ryker and Clay—they were big men.  But where Blane was wrong was that he assumed they were the only threats.  They were not.  Skylar lowered her head, narrowed her eyes, let a sly grin creep onto her face as she and Delmont traded stares.

      “Who the hell are you, sugar lips?” Delmont asked just loud enough for her and Felicity to hear.

      “Friends, for now,” she sneered.  “What happens to that relationship is up to you.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he purred.

      Skylar turned her gaze on Sludge.  The kid couldn’t stop staring.  It was eerie, like he was suffering from some sort of developmental disability, the kind that made him oblivious to social intelligence or awareness.

      “This one slow?” she asked, nodding to Sludge.

      “Naw, he’s just going through puberty,” Delmont said.  “Trying to hump everything in sight.  Like a dog with a hard on, you know?  It’s embarrassing.”

      “He’s at least eighteen,” Felicity protested.

      Delmont snapped his fingers hard in Sludge’s face and said, “Get that look off yer face, boy!  And put them eyes back in yer head!”  Sludge didn’t seem to hear him so Delmont tucked the shotgun under his armpit and clapped his hands in the kid’s face.  Sludge stirred, almost like he was startled back to awareness.  “Mind yer manners, boy!”

      The kid licked his chapped lips, then wiped the corner of his mouth.  If he’d been drooling, Skylar hadn’t seen it.

      “We need gas,” Felicity said.  “We’d appreciate any you could spare.”

      “You want gas, you can eat a can a beans,” Sludge said, that needy, distant look touching his eyes again.

      Blane snickered to himself, but Delmont said nothing to his youngest son’s reply.

      “Not that kind of gas,” Clay said.  He was mad-dogging the droopy-eyed kid.  “We need gas for the trucks.  Maybe a bit more, if you’ve got it.”

      “We don’t have gas,” Delmont said.

      Sludge turned to his father, put his hand over his mouth and whispered to Delmont, “We got lots of gas, Daddy.”

      “Shhh,” he hissed at his son.

      “He don’t know measurements and stuff,” Delmont said, holding the shotgun again.  “Lots of gas to him is enough to run the mower.  That’s what he thinks it is.”

      “No, Daddy—”

      “Shut it!” he roared.

      “Yeah, shut it,” Blane echoed.

      Skylar shook her head, thinking this was a bad idea.  She said, “If I put all three of you degenerates down and search the Fick Family Dump, will I find more than a mower’s worth of gas?”

      A creeping smile slid up onto Delmont’s ugly face.  “You got guns on you?” he asked.

      He had deep crow’s feet lines around his eyes, a balding head complete with age spots, a very light, very wispy comb-over, and flat brown eyes hooded by a piling of paper-thin eyelids.  When he smiled, he looked psychotic, his teeth yellowed with neglect.  He was missing an incisor, but apparently he wasn’t self-conscious about it.

      “I could kill your ugly ass before you jerk the trigger on that fire stick, old man,” Logan said, his eyes darting back and forth between the three of them.  “But out of courtesy, we’re asking.  If you want, we can start telling.”

      “What kinda guns you got?” Delmont asked, like he was considering a trade.

      “The good kind,” Felicity said.

      “Ammo, too?” Sludge asked.  “Cause we could use some ammo.”

      Delmont walked over to Sludge, paused, then slapped him upside the head, causing the kid to cringe, a look that was not good on him considering his already unsightly features.

      “What’d I tell yer dumb ass ‘bout talkin’ outta line?” Delmont barked.  Beside them, Blane still had the shotgun pointed at Logan’s head, eyes on the prize.  One glance at Logan, and Skylar saw he was itching to give the kid a colonoscopy with that twelve gauge.

      “You said don’t do it,” Sludge mumbled, holding his head.

      “We’re negotiatin’ here!”  Turning back to Skylar, Delmont said, “Let’s say I got some gas, and you got some ammo, what’re we talkin’ ‘bout here?”

      “You’re talking about a trade,” Skylar said, her patience growing thin.

      “Well, we got guns on you and you got yer dicks in yer hands,” Delmont said.  “So maybe I’m being polite right now.  ‘Cause maybe we’re thinking more than guns.  And maybe this ain’t no negotiation.”

      “I know I am thinking about more than guns,” Blane murmured, his eyes back on Skylar.  She glanced over at the boy and wondered what it was about beautiful, capable women that made some men turn into dogs.

      “Freaking incels,” Felicity hissed under her breath.

      “I ain’t no incel!” Blane barked.  He racked his shotgun, shoved it at Harper and said, “I AIN’T NO INCEL!”

      “What’s an incel?” Ryker asked, low, hands out to try to diffuse the rapidly intensifying situation.  Skylar knew why no one brought the guns out in the open, but that didn’t mean they should have them tucked away right then.

      Logan turned and looked at Blane.  “Relax there, kid.”  Then to Ryker he said, “It stands for involuntarily celibate.”

      “We can get laid all we want,” Sludge argued.

      “Shut up!” Delmont shouted.  “Now you done insulted my boys.  I can stand for a lot of things, but I won’t stand for that.”

      Blane said, “We all get a night with her—with them both—then you assholes can fill up your tanks.  That alright, Daddy?”

      Disgusted, Clay said, “Really?”

      Delmont swallowed hard, thought about it for a moment, then said, “That’s not right, Blane.  Apologize to the young lady.  Both of them.”  To Sludge, he said, “You, too.”

      Both boys said, “We’re sorry,” neither of them even remotely convincing.

      “So let’s talk turkey,” Delmont continued.  “What have you got in the way of weapons to protect ourselves?  Don’t be coy now.  Let’s keep our back and forth above board.”

      Skylar looked back at Ryker who gave her a look.  Finally Logan said, “We have a lot of Chicom hardware.  The rest is personal protection, so we’re not talking about that.”

      Skylar knew they didn’t have much in the way of Chicom rifles and handguns.  They had enough for them, but not enough to share before going into battle with not one army, but two.

      “Ask about the ammo, Daddy,” Sludge pressed.  Delmont put his hand up to the boy and said, “My son makes a point.  It might be the first time, so let’s not let this go unnoticed.”

      “We have plenty of ammo,” Ryker lied.

      “How much gas do you have?” Skylar asked.

      “How much are you thinking?” Delmont replied.  His two front teeth crept over his lower lip, anxiousness turning the skin around a few flesh-colored scabs on his forehead red.

      “Enough to fill up a few tanks,” Clay said.  “Not just these, but twenty-gallons and three more vehicles.”

      The three Ficks laughed, Sludge only laughing because the other two were.  “You have got to be some kinda comedian,” Delmont said, cutting it short.

      Blane was looking at Felicity again; it was not a comfortable look.

      Delmont said, “With that kind of an insulting offer, you might as well throw in a girl.  One or the other.  We don’t care if it’s white meat or brown meat in this house.”

      “We get guns and her,” Sludge said, pointing his shotgun at Felicity, “and you get your gas.”

      Clay started to pull out his weapon, but the boys leveled their shotguns on him fast.  Unnaturally fast.  Delmont grinned, clearly pleased by the escalation of events.

      “Don’t make it like that, Scarface,” Delmont said, stepping toward the former soldier, but not so close that he’d catch that outside cone of pellets should Blane get a wild hair and pull the trigger.

      Clay looked like he was chewing through his molars, but the real giveaway was his twitching trigger finger.

      Felicity frowned hard.  “Let’s go.”  Then to the Fick boys, she said, “When I said incels, I wasn’t kidding.  Because the only pussy you three will ever get in this wretched world is a dead cat, if you can find one and scrape it off the asphalt.”

      “Well the only gas you’ll ever get will come from a can of beans,” Sludge screamed at the top of his lungs like a lunatic.  Then, much quieter, his voice gravely from the shouting, he said, “Toot-toot, turtle dicks.”

      “You done upset him again,” Delmont cautioned.

      Flicking the shotgun at them, Blane said, “Get to steppin’.  And take that beaner skank with you.  She ain’t our type anyway.  We’re into white meat here, given the choice.”

      Felicity glared at them.  Skylar saw she wanted to kill them right then and there.  Would she do it though?  For being racist pricks, misogynistic Muppets, and flat out greedy, could Felicity actually take these degenerate’s lives?  Looking at their dirty skin, their unwashed hair, their grimy teeth and those sick, leering eyes, Skylar thought, yeah, if given the chance, Felicity would gut every last one of them.

      “This is your chance to help us take back our country,” Skylar said.

      “We did our part blowing them up outside the flyport,” Sludge said.  “Ain’t that enough for you people?”

      “When exactly did you do this?” Skylar asked.

      “When they had ‘em in the cages,” Sludge said.  “You know…the cages at the flyport.”

      “Airport,” Felicity snarled.

      “Don’t correct him when he’s speaking to you,” Delmont said.  “‘Specially you, girl.”

      “Do you like the Chicoms?” Ryker asked.

      “No,” Delmont said.  “Hell no.”

      “We’re hunting Chicoms,” Logan said, “but we can’t do it on empty tanks, so give us the gas or get out of the way and we’ll take it ourselves.”

      “I get your war, but me and my boys already got skin in that game,” Delmont said.  “They left some of it on the road, just like they said.  What the hell have you done?”

      “More than you’ll ever know, you freaking goat humper,” Felicity said.  Then: “Seriously guys, let’s go.”

      The five of them backed up to their vehicles, all three of the redneck’s shotguns trained on them.  Delmont faked with his twelve gauge and his expression.  Clay didn’t take the bait.  None of them did.

      When they got in the Blazer, Felicity said, “Now you see why this town hates them?  They’re nothing like the regular, good folks of Roseburg.”

      For a second, Logan put the vehicle in first gear, revving the engine.  The Ficks seemed to welcome the challenge.  Skylar knew what Logan was thinking—he was thinking about driving over all three of them, right through the house and out back, or wherever it was they stored their extra gas.

      “Not now,” Skylar said, putting a calming hand on his arm.  “We’ll get them when they don’t see us coming.”
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        * * *

      

      When the five monkeys left, Delmont lowered his shotgun then turned to his sons and said, “They want what we got, but we can take what they have.  I say we get them, ‘specially that beaner bitch.”

      Blane said, “That’s Felicity Espinoza.”

      “How d’you know that?”

      “Went to school with her, before Mamma…” he said.  Delmont was about to crack him for mentioning her name, but Blane caught himself in time.

      “I was lying about the brown meat,” Sludge said.

      “I know, son,” Delmont said.

      Blane and Sludge looked at each other, bright eyes and grins between them.  Sludge said, “So we can have her?”

      Delmont eyed his boys, both of them as ugly as their mother, the younger of the two a dreadful sight.  He made a game of drawing out his answers.  Like training a dog, this tactic bred patience in the boys.  Plus it made them more obedient and extra attentive.

      “First off, you need to feed those two assholes,” Delmont said, nodding to the Rots, “and then whichever one of you packs the most grenades between now and tonight gets sloppy seconds on the brown meat.”

      “But them girls got three holes, Pop,” Blane said.

      Delmont’s grin became a frown.  Stomping his foot hard, he yelled, “Get to work the both of you, ‘er you ain’t getting nothing at all!”

      Sludge and Blane exchanged conspiratorial looks, then turned and headed to the shed.  Sludge filled up two bowls with old dog food, walked them out to the Rottweilers.  He set the bowls down just out of reach of their leashes.

      “EAT!” he screamed.

      They both lunged at the bowls, but both of them came up an inch shy of the food, their chains jerking hard.  The dogs struggled to get their food, but they were falling short and pissed off about it.  Sludge couldn’t stop laughing at them.

      “Lookit you two dummies!” he screamed, clapping his hands and dancing around.  “LOOK AT YOU TWO DUMMIES!”

      He stopped dancing when a rock struck him in the back.

      “Owwieee!” he cried, turning around, his back arched, his hand trying to get to the pain to make it stop.

      He saw his father standing there, another rock in hand.  The old man called out to him.  “Quit harassing them dogs, you moron!”

      Sludge turned and used a toe to nudge the bowls toward the dogs.  The second their tongues hit the bowl, it was only a matter of seconds before the kibble disappeared.

      He walked back to the barn, his back still burning where the baseball-sized rock hit him.  Once they were inside the work shed, gathering up their grenade parts, Blane said, “If we kill him before we get the girl, I can take the front and you can take the back.  You like butts better anyway, right?”

      Sludge nodded, then said, “So you want to kill Daddy?”

      “Don’t you?” Blane asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, pressing his back up against a support beam and feeling better now that he could rub it.

      “So maybe we blow him up first, then like I said, I get the front of her and you get her butt.  You good with that?”

      Sludge smiled, then said, “I’m not an incel either.  We can get whatever women we want, we’re just picky.”

      “Damn right we are,” Blane said.  “Now try not to screw up your grenades this time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      They were sitting around the table at Felicity’s house when Logan said, “We’re getting that gas and we’re getting it tomorrow morning.”

      “Yeah, but did you see the looks in their eyes?” Ryker asked.  “It’s like they were mentally jerking off.”

      Felicity shook her head and said, “Yeah, freaks.”

      Harper put her arms around Logan’s neck from behind.  She leaned forward, kissed his neck and said, “It’s time for bed.”

      Clay yawned and Felicity looked at him.  Logan wondered about them.  He liked Clay, even though at first he wondered about the guy.  Now he wasn’t wondering at all.  There was something both peaceful and violent about him.  Right now he was looking peaceful.

      When it was time for him and Harper to turn in, she asked if he wanted to “play,” but he said he was too pissed off thinking of the Ficks.

      “We need their gas, Harper,” he said.

      “We already settled this,” she countered.  “Let me take the edge off.”

      He leaned over, kissed her and brushed her hair back, tucking it behind her ear.  “Just because we decided we’re taking it doesn’t mean they won’t put up a fight.  That little Hills Have Eyes looking creep, he had a look about him…I can’t get it out of my head.”

      “Yeah, he was gross.”

      “It wasn’t that,” Logan said, trying to understand it.  “It was like looking at something wrong, like a brain warped by a darkness so deep and so wide it was suffocating.”

      “You think he doesn’t know wrong from right?” she asked.

      “I think he doesn’t care,” he answered.

      If Logan had a superpower, it would be his ability to discern things about people others couldn’t even come close to understanding.  In his heart, he knew the kid’s look, saw all the signs, felt all the feels of a boy who had some serious mental issues.

      “Actually,” he said, “I think he likes wrong.  I think he knows it, but he likes it anyway.  Almost like being a deviant is his default.”

      It didn’t take long for him to drift off, despite the sick feeling swirling in his gut as he thought about Sludge.  He slept only a short time, and most of it was fitful, enough that when he heard a small noise, he woke quickly.  Lying there, alert, he listened in the darkness.

      He heard it again.

      Sitting up, he slipped out of bed and creeped across the house, to the back door.  Slipping quietly onto the outside porch, he found Skylar on high alert.  She raised her finger to her lips, shushing him.  He nodded.

      She skulked into the forest; he followed her.  They moved quickly and quietly, walking light on their feet, keeping to the shadows as they made a wide berth around the house.  They then cut across a slice of yard, sidled up against the house and steadied their breathing.  Skylar peeked around the corner of the house and saw them.  She turned, pulled him close and said, “Two men, both peeking in the windows.”

      She moved back in position, waited a moment, then turned to Logan and said, “Come here,” in an even lower voice.  He scooted next to her.  Putting her lips on his ears, almost causing him to shiver against the warmth of her mouth, she said, “Peeping Toms I think.”

      He pulled back.  “Really?” he whispered.  “Because it’s so late it’s early.”

      She thought about it then frowned.

      They sat quiet for a moment, waiting for the two creeps to move.  Logan looked at Skylar.  He couldn’t see more than her shadow, but he thought he could feel her and she felt as calm as a Hindu cow.  He moved around her, quietly, stealing a look for himself.  The two men got off their tippy-toes and started for the back of the house.  They moved from window to window, finally heading around to the back porch.  He and Skylar went after them.  When they got around the side of the house, Logan heard them talking and knew exactly who it was: Sludge and Blane.

      “How do these two clowns know where we’re staying?” he harsh whispered into Skylar’s ear.

      The two boys heard them then took off, moving into the trees at about the same pace that he and Skylar had moved through the shadows.

      “You want to gut these two, take out the father, then gas up in the morning and leave?” Skylar asked.

      “We can’t just kill them,” Logan said.

      She turned around and frowned at him in the dark.  At least that’s what it felt like.

      “Look at you,” she said.  “Not quite there yet.”  He could hear it in her voice, the heaping disappointment.

      “Human life still has value,” he said in the darkness.

      “Not theirs,” she argued.

      He understood, even though he wasn’t sure he could make the leap.  Just then, the crack of a gunshot and the puff of soil a few feet beside them had them both jumping.  They turned and ran, the sounds of riotous laughter and whistling not lost on Logan.

      When they found cover, Skylar said, “We do it your way, Mr. Humanity, but only if everyone agrees to come with us when we leave this town.  Because if we don’t kill the Fick degenerates, you’re talking about waging an entirely different war, one that only a few of us will be around to fight.”

      “Everyone will come,” Logan said, certain.

      “Felicity, too?” she asked.  “And Orbey?  What about Rowdy and Boone?”

      “They didn’t come here to stay here,” Logan said.

      Longwei was suddenly out back, the others roused by the gunfire and the mocking laughter.  He had a gun in hand, ready to go.  “Who was that shooting?” he asked.

      Barde and Jin walked forward through the dark, both of them armed.  Jin said, “They’re gone.  A couple of boys.”

      “You sure?” Logan asked.  Barde and Jin nodded.  “Okay, thanks guys.”

      They all went back to bed, leaving Logan alone with Skylar.  Looking at him, she said, “For someone so great at reading people, you sure don’t know shit about those closest to you.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      She left him in the darkness to ponder the things she’d said.  Instead of thinking about it, he just shook his head then went back inside.  When he crawled into bed and snuggled up against Harper, she was so deep in her slumber, she barely even noticed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      In the morning, Logan, Ryker, Clay, Skylar and Felicity drove to the Fick Ranch early, so little gas in the tank the engine began to shudder.  Instead of driving onto the property like before, they parked a few houses down, snuck in through the back of the property and entered the house from behind.  They found themselves in a laundry room with a washer and dryer that was as rusty as the automobile skeletons scattered about the property.

      There was an awful smell in the air.  A wet, shitty smell.  The five of them covered their noses, Logan moving out into the house first.  The stench seemed to be coming from down the hallway.  He checked it out, found Delmont sitting on the toilet reading an old Playboy magazine.  He wasn’t doing anything untoward, but just the fact that he was reading porn while taking a dump was enough for him.

      Heading back to the laundry room, he said, “Delmont’s fishing with brown grenades.”

      “Gross,” Harper said.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Skylar asserted.

      Logan turned around, headed into the house, his gun out.  They found the two boys at the kitchen table eating breakfast from cans.  They had their backs to them, making it too easy.  Logan put the barrel of his gun to Blane’s head.  He was eating a can of mandarins with his fingers.  There was a fair amount of grease under the kid’s fingernails.

      Sludge started to say something, but Felicity grabbed the nearest unopened can of fruit and struck him on the forehead with force.  He started bleeding immediately.  Holding his head, he looked up and saw Ryker’s gun in his face.

      “You make a noise, my gun makes a noise,” Ryker said.  “Are you smart enough to know what I’m talking about?”

      Sludge looked at his hand, at a crimson red stain from where he drew back blood, then he looked up and nodded.

      In her hand, Felicity looked at the dented, bloodstained can.  She turned it over, saw the picture of freshly cut peaches.

      “You’re too gross to eat something so sweet,” Felicity said.

      “Blane likes peaches.”

      Ryker put his finger to his lips and said, “Shhh.”

      Clay disappeared, but there was a ruckus in back, and some kind of scuffle.  Then came the sound of glass breaking and Delmont crying out.

      Seconds later, Clay shoved Delmont into the open.  His pants were falling down, his dirty white underwear barely pulled up.

      Logan shook his head in disgust.  “You people…” he said, unable to complete the sentence.

      “Get them outside,” Skylar said, grabbing a butcher knife off the counter as she went.  “And pull up his pants for heaven’s sake!”

      “Get them up, partner,” Clay said, knocking the back of his head with the barrel of his gun.  Delmont pulled them up, cursing under his breath.

      Sludge started to cry at that point.

      Out in the front yard, Logan kicked out the backs of the two boy’s knees then shoved them to the ground.  He meant to just put them on their knees, but he was so pissed off that they shot at him and Skylar last night he ended up kicking them in their backs as well.  Both kids landed face first in the dirt.  Blane tried to push himself up, but Logan kicked out his arm, and the boy flopped back to his belly.  He stepped on Blane’s head and said, “Stay down, son.”

      Sludge was smart enough to keep his head down.  But he couldn’t stop crying.

      “Dry them tears, boy,” Logan said, kicking dirt in his eyes.  Sludge turned around, tried to paw the dust from his eyes.

      Sludge started to shake, and then scream.  Logan dropped to a knee, punched the kid three times hard, and the noise stopped.

      Logan stood over the unconscious mutant.  He looked at Delmont who was mad-dogging him hard.  When the man refused to look away, Logan rolled Blane over, then knelt down and drilled him in the solar plexus with one clean punch.  Blane curled in hard, tried to take a breath, but couldn’t.  He stood up and looked back at Delmont, grinning in the face of so much hatred.

      “One can’t breathe and one’s not awake,” Logan said, chiding him.  “I like them best that way.”

      “We all do,” Felicity said, chiming in.

      Skylar walked up to Delmont and said, “Do you see us as something you can just take for your sexual pleasure now?”  The man’s jaw flicked, gnashing his teeth together.  Standing face to face with him, she continued.  “If you had to choose between white meat or dark meat, Fickface, which one of us would you want as your Grim Reaper?”

      “I hope you’re not expecting an apology,” he snapped.

      “We’re not your living breathing fantasies,” Skylar hissed, unrelenting, “nor are we vessels born solely to fulfill your perversions.”

      “Who says so?  You?  Ha!” Delmont spat.  “Mother Nature says so, sweetie pie.”

      “Not Mother Nature,” Skylar growled, inches from his face.  “Me.  I say so.”

      “If me and my boys don’t get you, who does?” he asked, sniffing the air around her.  Clay tightened his grip on the man.  “I bet a girl like you is ferocious in the sack.”

      Ryker stepped forward, but Skylar held up a hand, stopping him.

      “Ah, there he is,” Delmont grinned.  “The boyfriend.”  Delmont had a splotch of blood on his lip and a growing lump on his forehead where Clay must have hit him in the bathroom.

      When she promised Logan she wouldn’t kill the boys, she never promised not to kill their father.  “Get the gas,” she told Ryker, eyes still on Delmont.  “Every last drop.”

      Behind her, Sludge regained consciousness as evidenced by the sounds of mewling and sobbing.  Blane told him to be quiet.  He tried.

      The staring contest between her and Delmont continued.  There wasn’t an ounce of quit in him, something she appreciated, but only on a very small, very insignificant scale.

      “Before all this, before these Chicom vermin scurried into town,” Skylar said, “you were the blight on this world.  You and those little ingrates you call kids.”

      “I love it when a woman talks dirty,” he whispered, licking his lips, more out of fear than desire.

      The blade was in her hand, right at her side.  She stepped back a good foot.  He saw it.

      “What about when a woman talks about death?” she asked, louder this time.  “Does that make your little pecker twitch?”

      She drove the knife point forward, but pulled it at the last moment.  Still, it was sticking him in the scrotum a fraction of an inch.  He stole a breath, fear crowding out his pride.  She leaned into the blade a good quarter of an inch, gave it a twist.  He cried out, fear now becoming sheer terror.

      “Oh, there it is,” she whispered.  “Do you know the stink of you just changed?  Yeah, it did.  You went from smelling like a dog to smelling like adrenalized game.  It’s fear, and it’s written all over your face.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” he said, unconvincing.

      “You know what they say about adrenaline in the blood, right?” Skylar asked.  Everyone tensed.  She continued, unwavering.  “It taints the taste of the meat.”

      Now she really shoved the blade into him, causing him to howl out and lean forward even farther.  Clay gripped him hard.  Skylar didn’t flinch.  She just held onto him, turning the buried blade just right.  Delmont was huffing out a breath, trying to struggle, but every time he moved, Clay increased the pressure on him and she dug the blade in just a touch more.

      “You’ve fouled this earth with your presence long enough,” Skylar hissed.

      With his head leaning far enough forward, she ripped the knife out of his groin and thrust it straight up into his chin, through his tongue and into the upper palate of his mouth.

      Clay gasped, as did someone else.

      “This is what we call shit on a stick, boys,” Skylar announced, looking over at the two horrified kids.  Delmont was gagging, making ugly, dying noises, bleeding all over her hand.  “Your father is sad to say that he will not be there to see you two take brides, or those ladies—and I use this term loosely—crap out a couple of ugly ass grandkids.”

      The two ingrates started to squirm, but Logan kicked more dirt in their faces.  For whatever reason, this is when Felicity snapped.  She started kicking them relentlessly, especially Blane.  Skylar wondered when she would stop.  But things got very quiet (except for Delmont’s gagging) and Felicity didn’t quit.  Startled, surprised, Skylar watched her go after Blane until she exhausted herself.

      When Felicity was finished kicking the crap out of him, Skylar yanked out the blade and stepped aside, Delmont collapsing into the dirt.  “You want to off the two of them?”

      A fair question.

      Instead, Felicity bit back on her rage, then shook her head no.

      “Are you sure?” Logan asked.  “Because I know that look in a person’s eyes and those two made those same psycho eyes at you.”

      Felicity bent over Blane and said, “If I ever see either of you again, even if it’s a mistake, I’m going to put a round right here.”  She jabbed a finger into his forehead, and then she turned and did the same to Sludge.  “I just saved your lives, so say thank you.”

      “Thank you,” they both said.

      “Now we’re going to take your gas and anything else we want.  And then we’re going to leave.  If in that time you even think about retribution, it will be the last coherent thought to occupy that useless fat sack of rotten jelly you call a brain.”

      Both boys lowered their eyes, unable to look at her.  From across the yard, just outside the workshop, Ryker said, “We hit the motherlode!”

      “Really?” Felicity said, catching her breath.

      “Oh yeah!” he said, smiling wide.  “Get the trucks back here, let’s fill ‘em up.”

      Felicity looked down at the boys and said, “Get up, cretins.  You’re pumping gas now.”

      When they got done filling up the tanks, the gas cans and six more five gallon cans they confiscated from the Ficks, they left the boys standing there.

      To Felicity, Skyler said, “Tomorrow we need to move out of your house and get into the alternative house.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she said.  “If you’re worried about the Ficks though, I think you’re wasting your time.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” Skylar said.  “We just started a war here.”

      “Those two donkeys?” Ryker asked, smiling.  “I don’t think so.  I mean, don’t get me wrong, they could retaliate, but really, what could they do?”

      “That kid’s eyes,” Logan said, injecting his opinion.  “The way Sludge was looking at you…there’s something demonic about him.  I can’t put my finger on it, only to say that look is…wrong.”

      “Why don’t you show me the house you want to take me to on the way back home,” Felicity said, reconsidering.  “Just in case you’re right about them.”

      Skylar drove to the house she, Ryker, Barde and Jin found.  Inside, they took the two dollar tour, walking through the kitchen and living room, and then the bedrooms.  The place was picked clean, not from looting, but because it seemed someone had moved, or that this was a seasonal house.

      Lord knew a person could only take so much Oregon rain before getting depressed.
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      The Chicom convoy rolled into Portland like a thunder storm, the ground vibrating from the crush of vehicles traveling upon it.  Quan turned toward the noise.  They all did.

      “Quan?” Lienna said.

      “SAA, I think.”

      “That’s not the SAA, that’s all of Mexico,” Reed said, concerned.  Reed was one of Brandon’s guys.  He was a tall white guy, skinny but a proficient fighter judging by the way he walked around.

      Brandon said, “Let’s go,” and everyone got to their feet, hustling down the staircase in the darkness, much quicker than was probably safe should the place be crawling with SAA, Chicoms, American Resistance, or violent opportunists.

      The air in the building was stuffy, warm in spite of the early morning hour.  By the time they descended into the lobby, a few of them were sweating, Quan included.  The prospect of fresh air was becoming less of a hope and more of a full blown need.

      Brandon got to the lobby’s front door, carefully opened it up to the street, then peeked left and right into the darkness.  He held up his hand, stopping everyone.  Quan stayed tight on his shoulder.  Cool morning air washed over Quan silken, like a dream, chilling his skin, wicking away the gathering of heat.

      The steady rumble of vehicles cut through the utter silence of the night.

      “How far away are they?” Quan asked.

      “Four, maybe five blocks?” Brandon whispered.  “Can’t be sure.”

      In the dead of night, especially in a powerless city filled with towering buildings and endless streets, sounds could be deceiving.  The source of the noise could be two blocks away, or five, maybe even ten.  Regardless, the longer the ruckus persisted, the more impressive and daunting it became.

      Quan felt his stomach drop.  This is what Five Falls went to war with?  This is the line of vehicles that survived their attack?

      When the streets before them seemed to pose no threat, Brandon slipped out, the rest of the two crews hot on his and Quan’s heels.  Everyone hugged the buildings in a single-file line, moving on the balls of their feet, guns at their sides, heads on a swivel.  They reached the first intersection, and then the second and third intersections.  By the sound of it, the SAA were still several blocks away.

      Brandon raised a hand; everyone stopped.  Turning, he looked them over.  Including Quan and himself, there were five of his guys and six of Quan’s guys for a total of twelve men and one woman.  Thirteen guns, against the SAA.  Brandon’s eyes flicked with worry to Quan’s.

      Quan wondered, what is he doing?  A quick read of my guys?  He wondered, is he trying to determine if me and my team will turn on them when we get the chance?

      “Do I need to be concerned about you?” Brandon asked, confirming Quan’s suspicions.

      “Not me or my team,” Quan said.   “Unless you turn on us.  Do that and you’ll have plenty to be concerned about.”

      “We have bigger problems than each other,” Brandon said, relaxing.

      The big man overshadowed Quan in size, but not in prowess.  Quan had killed larger, meaner men in his time.

      “Let’s go,” Brandon said as they continued down the street, crouched low and vigilant.

      The cool air grew colder by the minute, but the heat under Quan’s skin had returned.  Controlling his breathing, steadying himself, his eyes seemed to find every ambush point.  Yet they were not ambushed.  Were they the only wolves out that night?  Them and the SAA?  Or had all the other wolves lost interest in each other?  Maybe they were like Brandon, just trotting through the night, silently in search of this new, noisy beast.

      When they saw the convoy of SAA vehicles moving through the streets at a slow, steady pace, Quan wondered why the SAA had come into the city.  Why not just stay on I5 and move through?  Obviously they were there for another reason.  He wondered if they were searching for the Chicoms.  Or were they there to scrape the city clean, strip away its last hidden treasures?  He wasn’t entirely sure what the play was, then again, the SAA didn’t know what he knew, and that’s that the Chicoms were not in Portland.

      At one of the buildings, Brandon turned around, looked past Quan and said, “Lavar, crowbar.”

      Brandon had two black guys on his crew, both of them good sized and resolute, both of them self-described bangers, either in this life, the past life, or both.  Lavar slid past them, wiggled the crowbar in the doorjamb of a six or seven story building door.  When it was snug, he leaned on it hard, smiled at the splintering of wood, the give of the hinges and finally, the gunshot pop of the door breaking open.

      Lavar pulled the crowbar out, Brandon breached the entrance, and everyone else slid into the building, quietly closing the door behind them.  Guns were out; a weak flashlight lit the scene before them.  It took a moment, but then Quan said, “There,” and they all moved to the staircase, heading to the top floor in a near silent, single file line.

      There, Brandon said, “Lavar,” and the man was there again.  Instead of prying open the glass door, he turned the crowbar around and used the bent wrist end of it to shatter the glass.  He spun it around again, clearly an expert, and cleared the broken glass edges all along the door frame, leaving nary a shard behind to tear open a shirt, an arm, or a leg.

      At the windows, the two crews had an opera house view of the city below.

      “Mother of God,” he heard Cleavon whisper as he took in the sight of the SAA for the first time.

      Cleavon was taller than Lavar, six three easy; where Cleavon was tall, Lavar was wide.  He had that linebacker’s build whereas Cleavon possessed a basketball player’s height.  Both men moved like they were smaller, lighter, more agile.  Quan would have killed to have two guys like that on his crew.

      He moved to the window, felt a creeping dread working its way through his bones.  All he saw was a long line of headlights and tail lights below.  They snaked through the city like a God-sized Python snake.  If this snake coiled itself tight enough, the damage it could do to Portland would be legendary.

      “I say we let them go through, then get back to business,” Edwin said.  He was about Quan’s size, and reasonable.  No one in their right mind would take on that army.  Not with a dozen guns and limited ammunition between them.

      “We can’t do that,” Steve said.

      “Why not?” Edwin fired back.

      “Because they’re here now, and they’re slowing down,” Steve said.  “If they intended to pass through without incident, they would not have left the interstate.  But they did.  And now they’re stopping.”

      “Great,” Chang muttered behind them.

      “What’s wrong, big guy?” Steve turned and said.  “We just pull up the rear, eat right up through the ass end until we reach the head, then it’ll just be nothing.  A head without a body.  The last bit of life to a beast that was no more.”

      “You’re high as a kite,” Lienna said.

      “Not for years,” Steve replied.  “But what I wouldn’t do for a big bowl of Mendocino Purps, or Golden Goat, or even some of the Ghost Train Haze right now.”

      “What is that?” Lok asked.

      “Different strains of pot,” Cleavon said.  “White people pot.  With fancy names that make you feel like you’re not just some burnout worried about buying seeds and stems when really all you wanted was the good stuff.”

      “He’s right,” Steve said chuckled.  “White people pot is the best.  Say, Lavon—”

      “It’s Lavar,” he corrected, not irritated, or confrontational.

      “Say, Lavar,” Steve said, his eyes just as glued to the army below as everyone else’s, “have you tried The Dirty Girl, or Snoop’s Dream?”

      “Lavar had a dirty girl once, who could’ve been Snoop’s dream,” Cleavon teased, “but she got the crabs and Lavar was stuck itching his patch for a week before realizing he was getting feasted upon by his sweetheart’s G-string seafood.”

      “That’s gross,” Lienna said, but she couldn’t be heard over the ruckus of laughter among them.

      “Knock it off,” Brandon said.  “These fools are getting out of their vehicles.”

      Just then, maybe ten blocks up, an explosion tore a hole into the night, a small fireball boiling up into the sky.

      “One of those knuckleheads is actually doing it,” Cleavon mused.

      “So should we,” Steve said, his voice teeming with excitement.  To Quan, he said, “Boss, what do you say we go smoke a few of these cum dumpsters.?

      Quan turned to Brandon and said, “Well, are you ready to sack up?”

      Brandon looked down the line at his guys, who were looking back at him with anticipation, and perhaps a bit of fear.

      “What do you guys think?” he asked.

      Reed said, “I say it’s open season on the SAA.”

      The distant sounds of gunfire sawed through a mounting silence.  Another explosion erupted, this one closer by a few blocks.  Below, men were getting out of their trucks, weapons ready, wondering if they should head toward the sounds of war.

      “Right up the tailpipe, Quan,” Steve reiterated.

      Brandon peeled off the wall and said, “Follow my lead.  If things get hot, split off with your crews and watch the crossfire.”

      “And the friendly fire,” Quan added, wanting to make sure no one was hit on accident, or on purpose.  He still had concerns about Graham, who—judging by stink-eye he’d been getting ever since he knocked him out—looked like he could not only hold a grudge, but that he might actually do something about it given the circumstances.

      As they swiftly descended the stairwell, the dying light of Reed’s flashlight giving them enough of a view to keep them from tripping on the person in front of them, Edwin said, “So we’re really going to do this?  I mean, we’re really going to poke this bear?”

      “Sack up, Sunshine,” Lienna said.  “Unless you have an issue with us hitting your ancestors.”

      “They aren’t my people,” Edwin said.  “I was born in LA.”

      “She just called you a bitch, in case you missed that,” Cleavon teased his friend.

      Over the snickering among the group, Edwin said, “I was just saying, there’s no tactical advantage to this.”

      “Oh here we go,” Graham chided from up the line.  “You play Call of Duty for five years and all the sudden you’re talking like you’re black ops.”

      “Shut up!” Brandon turned and hissed over his shoulder.

      They hit the first floor, fanned out into the lobby, wordless and in a tight formation.  Quan thought they moved well.  Then again, that was easy when you weren’t taking fire.  Pretty soon, if things went south, they would be in the firefight of their lives.  Edwin was right.  There was no tactical advantage to this.

      “Did your guys get your blades back?” Brandon asked at the lobby’s front door.

      “Yeah,” Quan replied.

      Brandon said, “Knives out, consider a squeezed trigger our death sentence.  Am I clear?  Weapons free only if things get FUBARed.”

      “Clear,” everyone said, nearly in unison.

      “Then let’s roll,” he said, moving out into the street, back around the building and down several blocks.

      When they circled around to the tail end of the last vehicle, they crept up on its rear bumper and held position.  The two occupants remained inside with the engine off.  Apparently, if the front of the convoy was under attack, and if there was a swift, ferocious response, not everyone needed to join that party.  In fact, it looked like the guys in back might actually be bored.

      “Are you kidding me?” Lavar asked.  “They’re just going to sit there?”

      There was no way they could go in with knives.  What were they going to do, Quan wondered?  Just open the truck doors and stab them to death?  They pulled back ten feet, found cover on the side of the road.  A bunch of abandoned cars pushed to the side of the road.

      “We need to get religious with this,” Steve said.  “I’m talking balls out, cut up through the line until the heat gets too hot, then we high tail it back to HQ.”

      “That’s a stupid idea,” Graham said.

      “You just picked your face up off the floor thirty minutes ago,” Steve snapped, “so maybe you don’t get a say in this.”

      That was one of the things about Steve that Quan liked: his loyalty to his crew.  Then again, Quan liked that he was protective and vengeful as well.  The American made for a good role model for the others.

      “You’re talking about a knockout blow like it was a fair fight,” Graham growled.  “It was a sucker punch and everyone knows it.”

      “You hit him with his hands tied behind his back not once, but twice,” Steve said.  “So maybe you just sit back and try not to get us killed.”

      “Says the guy wanting to go in like Butch Cassidy,” Reed said.

      “Steve’s right,” Quan interjected.  “At least, if we want to go in this way, he is.”

      “This is a hard pass for me,” Edwin said.

      “Figures,” Lienna replied.  “We can hit the worst of our people, but he can’t hit the worst of his.”

      Stepping toward her aggressively, Edwin said, “If I crawled up on top of that truck and grabbed a pair of binoculars, I couldn’t see the head on this snake, as the white boy calls it, and you want us to attack?  This isn’t about hitting ‘my people.’  This is about not getting killed.”

      “We’re fighting it here or in Yale,” Gang announce, short on words until now.  “I say we do the stupid thing and hit them now.”

      “I second that motion,” Lienna said.

      Brandon looked around at them like they were crazy.  Quan wondered if the man was having second thoughts, or getting a case of the chicken shits.

      “Well?” Quan asked.

      Brandon looked at his crew who was looking back at him, either uncertain or scared.  Brandon filled the silence quickly.  To Quan, he said, “We’re more like a local crew than a hit squad.”

      “You’re only a local crew because you don’t know the joys of being in a hit squad,” Steve said.  “Trust me, it’s better this way.  More action.”

      “Think of it like a hit and run,” Chang added, resolute.  Looking up the line he said, “We don’t have the full force of them to contend with.  All we have is the vehicle in front of us and the element of surprise.  Now that element is going to run out sooner than later, but like Steve said, once things get too hot, we bug out like our asses are on fire.”

      Quan stepped in front of Brandon and said, “We’re going to work in two man teams.  One of you up each side with Lienna on the outside flank with me.  You guys know the game Leapfrog?”

      Heads were nodding in the dark.

      “Good,” he said.  “Brandon and I will take the first two men, me on the driver’s side, Brandon on the passenger side.”

      “When you pull the cab door open and you’re firing on your guy,” Brandon warned, “watch the crossfire.  That’s the most important thing, watch the crossfire.”

      “As the team in front of you is eliminating their targets, the next team sprints forward, moving like wildfire in a windstorm,” Quan said.  “We’re going to run out of ammo at some point, so make sure you know your round count, and grab whatever weapons you get out of the vehicle.  We don’t want to run our mags dry if we can help it, or we’re literally going to be the clowns who showed up with knives to a gun fight.”

      Quan finished what he was saying, and everyone paired off.  That’s when he realized Lienna was right by his side, looking up at him.  The woman wasn’t big on words, not this little pixie among a pack of testosterone-laden trigger-fingers, but the fire in her eyes was bright enough to push back the darkness.

      “On my lead,” Quan said, his stomach in his throat, but his mind clear of all distractions and hesitation.  To Brandon he looked up and said, “Ready?”

      Brandon nodded, then he turned to his guys and saw they were ready as well.

      “Go!” Quan hissed.

      Quan ran up on the first truck, pulled on the door handle and found it locked.  Dammit!  The men inside turned, wide eyed and adrenalized as they scrambled for their weapons.  Quan flashed with panic, then fired through the glass at the same time as Brandon, killing both men.

      “Doors are locked!” he called out to the others.

      The next two raced past them, and then everyone was on the move.  Quan opened the door, collected their weapons and spare mags, then sprinted ahead just as the doors to the vehicles ahead were opening up to retaliate.  All hell was officially breaking loose, but by the look of it, they’d taken down, or were in the process of taking down, six vehicles.

      “Move!” Quan called out to Brandon as the squad neutralized their targets and other targets were emerging.

      Everyone moved quickly and efficiently, leap-frogging forward, but it was clear to Quan they could only run two cycles.  That meant twelve vehicles at best.  He moved anyway, seeing no quit in Brandon.  They were about to run the third cycle.  It wouldn’t work.  The back three teams were rushing forward when too many of the truck doors in front of them opened up and opened fire on them.  They dove for cover, knowing they’d pressed their luck too far.  Looking for an exit, Quan saw they were at an intersection and unable to flee without running out into the open.

      “Back, back, back!” Quan shouted.

      Everyone backtracked, bullets skipping off the asphalt and making plinking sounds as they struck the metal trucks around them.  When it looked like the wave was about to break over the top of them, Quan turned to Brandon and said, “Get everyone back to your HQ, I’ll provide cover fire and then catch up.”

      Brandon didn’t hesitate to flee, which pissed off Quan the slightest little bit.  A leader would have stayed and gotten his men free first, in Quan’s estimation, but whatever.  Quan made the call and Brandon complied.  The two teams now flooded past Quan as he and Lienna provided cover fire for them.  The mass of SAA soldiers were closing in though.  Pretty soon it was just Quan, Lienna, and one unknown ahead.  The man was dug in and firing on the SAA.

      “Is that Graham?” Lienna asked.

      “Yeah,” Quan replied.

      Graham bolted for cover, taking a round to the back of his shoulder escaping.  He didn’t let the injury slow him much, for he was still moving fast.  But the SAA saw the wounded animal and took chase.  Lienna and Quan stepped out and shot all three SAA, saving Graham’s life.  A moment later, the bearded man ducked behind the same vehicle and tried to catch his breath.  Bent over, heaving, his shoulder obviously stiff, he looked up and growled at them.  “Are you two just going to sit there and do nothing, or are you going to get in the fight?”

      Lienna shot him in the head without hesitation.

      “Thanks,” Quan said as the man dropped dead on the asphalt.  “Let’s get back to HQ.”

      The two of them ran through the night, the sounds of gunfire at their backs, pushing them hard, not letting them rest.  Within ten minutes, they managed to catch up to the others.

      “Graham was hit,” Lienna said, winded.  “He tried to be the hero for too long.”

      Brandon slowed his pace, but then a fresh line of bullets stitched up the streets behind them and they ducked inside the closest building, navigating thought the first floor and emerging on the other side.  When they were out back, they crossed from property to property, cut over a few more streets, basically zig-zagging their way through the neighborhood on their way back.  When they came upon Brandon’s HQ, both teams slipped inside, and that’s where Brandon lost it.

      “Tell me everything about Graham!” he roared in Quan’s face.

      “It’s like Lienna said,” Quan said calmly.  “He stayed in the fight too long.  Guys with a hero complex tend to die first.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Lienna said.

      “Stow it, bitch!” Brandon thundered.  “I don’t need your explanations or your sympathies.”

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” Quan said, standing in front of the man.

      Brandon shoved his shoulder, but Quan made himself boneless, absorbing the shove to his left arm while using the twisting momentum to counter.  His right hand shot out, struck Brandon in the throat.  Instead of hitting him with a fist and killing him, Quan bent his thumb and struck the man’s Adam’s apple with the first joint of his thumb.  Brandon staggered backwards, gagging and holding his throat.  Quan made no advancing move, so everyone just stood there, not sure what to do.

      “It’s okay,” Quan finally said to the others, his hands up in a gesture to stay calm.  “I can understand why he’s bothered.  He lost a friend, one of his soldiers.”

      “No one really liked him,” Cleavon said.  “But he was kind of crazy and, at one point in time or another, he saved all of our asses.”

      “I understand,” Quan said.

      “Your good luck is out the window now,” Steve said, leaning casually against the wall, just outside of the glow of a few candles Reed was lighting.

      “Meaning?” Levar asked.

      “Six is a lucky number,” Lok said.  “Five is a better number.”

      “What are you talking about?” Edwin asked, upset by Graham’s death and showing it, if only in the slight edge of hysteria present in his voice.

      “Six was a lucky number,” Lok said.  “But the number five stands for energy, adaptability, independence of thought, and action.”

      “So that’s better than luck?” Lavar challenged.

      “Skill is always better than luck,” Lienna said.  “Five also stands for an unwillingness to conform.  Which means you are no longer cowards hiding in buildings.”

      “You’re five righteous bad asses who are going to Yale with us to kill the Chicoms,” Steve said.  “Right after these SAA vermin get the hell out of Portland and on their way.”

      “Won’t we have to go through them?” Cleavon asked.

      “He makes a point,” Lienna said.

      Everyone turned to Quan.  Before he could speak, however, Reed said, “We put a dent in them tonight.  They may have some problems in the front of the convoy, but the rear is going to be thinking of us when we’re gone.”

      Across the room, Brandon was swallowing hard, trying to clear his throat, which sounded hoarse.  Quan wasn’t afraid to look at him, for he pushed Quan first and Brandon knew it.

      “We shot the shingle off a roof of a stadium,” Quan finally said, rather dismissively.  “What we took from them just now was insignificant.”

      “Don’t minimize this,” Brandon said, his voice thick and gravely.  “Graham died so we could take that shingle.”

      “He died because he was stupid,” Lienna said.  “We’re better off without him.”

      The look on Brandon’s face could’ve stripped paint off a wall, but Lienna held her own, unblinking, unflinching.  The woman was tough, but she also knew the odds were now seven to five, and Brandon just got checked.

      “We need to get some sleep before day break,” Brandon finally said.

      “Can I trust you and your men tonight?” Quan asked.

      “Can we trust you?” he fired back.

      “Of course,” Quan replied.

      “What about her?” Brandon said, pointing to Lienna.  “She’s got a smart mouth and no understanding of family.”

      “I assure you she understands many things,” Quan said quietly.

      “And she knows who her family is,” Steve added.

      “You’re not worried about a girl, are you?” Quan ruminated, tempting fate a bit.  “She’s five foot four, one-oh-five at best.  What’s she going to do to a man your size?”

      “I’m one-oh-three,” Lienna said.  “And it’s not polite to talk about a woman’s weight, age or vigor in front of strangers.”

      Brandon snorted hard, air only sucking into his left nostril.  It was a strange look, and his eyes were hard and full of judgment, but that only meant he was ruffling his feathers in retreat.

      “We’re going to sleep on this side of the room,” he finally said, “and your team will sleep on the other side.  Think of a line between us and don’t cross it.”

      “We won’t cross it,” Lienna said.

      “Because if you do,” Brandon continued, “that means we’re no longer friends.”

      “Friends are good in times of strife,” Quan said.  “We appreciate our friends.”

      “I will pray for Graham,” Lienna said, not flippant, but enough for Quan to turn and fix her with a look.  In the candlelight her face was sincere, but she knew what he knew—if she hadn’t killed Graham, Quan would have.

      The next day, they woke to Quan’s sat phone buzzing beside him.  He squinted against the daylight, realizing now why Brandon wanted to sleep on the other side of the room.  They still had shade.

      “Hello?” he answered, groggy.

      “Hey, Quan,” the familiar voice said.  “Portland’s a freaking war zone.”

      Quan sat up, turned away from the morning sun.  “Logan,” he said with a smile.  “You could not have called at a better time.”

      “Did you move on, or are you dug in there?”

      “Dug in,” he said.  “But I’ll give you my location.  Oh, and we made a few more friends for our trip to Yale.”

      “We met some folks, too,” Logan said.
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      Logan hauled the five gallon bucket into Felicity’s kitchen.  It was full to the rim with water from the catch out back.  He poured the raw water over a clean t-shirt Harper had stretched over another five gallon bucket, then they ran the loosely filtered water through Felicity’s Alexapur Pro countertop water filtration system.  The system filtered two and a quarter gallons of water relatively quickly, and though processed water would certainly filter better, they were making do with what they could.  He’d just poured clean water into a three gallon jug and added the appropriate amount of bleach when his sat phone beeped.  He capped the jug, then looked at the incoming number.  Smiling, he stepped away for a moment.  He answered the call, provided the caller with directions to Felicity’s home, then hung up, walked out back and looked around.

      “Where’s Longwei and his crew?” he asked.

      “They’re going house to house in search of food,” Orbey said.  She and Harper were filling up another five gallon bucket of water from the water catch system.  Harper looked up, pushed her hair out of her face and said, “Who was that?”

      “A surprise,” he said.  “And a good one at that.”  It was about time they received some good news.

      Felicity stepped out on the back porch and said, “Boone just got back.  He and Clay got a couple of rabbits and three pheasants.”

      “Nice!” Logan said.  “Where’s Skylar?”

      “Off to the side of the house helping to skin the rabbits.”

      He nodded, then went back inside, checked the water he was filtering, and added it to the next three-gallon jug of water.  A few minutes later, he heard the vehicle out front.  Out in the back, he saw others looking up at the sound of an engine.  They stopped what they were doing, but he said, “I’ll check it out.”

      Smiling, Logan wiped his wet hands on the thighs of his pants, then went and opened the door to a friendly, but badly bruised face and one very excited young German Shepherd.

      Cooper started jumping all over him, barking and squirting little bits of pee everywhere.  Logan hugged Stephani and said, “We were missing you.  I’m glad you came.”

      “It’s barely even been a day,” she grinned.

      “Yet it felt like forever.”

      The others joined them and in seconds, Orbey had her daughter in her arms, holding her tight.  Boone came around the side of the house and saw her, his face lighting up with joy.  Harper emerged holding Rowdy, who started crying and reaching for Stephani the second he saw her.

      “I missed you!” Stephani said, taking Rowdy and peppering his cheeks with kisses.

      She’d grown so fond of the child, she once told Harper she’d like to be the boy’s mother.  Even though Rowdy would never know his real mother, he’d need someone to love and nurture him in his older years, and Stephani wanted to be that woman.

      Boone watched her with the child, and that’s when Logan saw it.  Something in Boone had changed.  He wasn’t just looking at the woman who’d taken care of him and his son for the last several months.  There was…something else.  A recognition of something he’d missed, or the final piece of a puzzle he wasn’t sure he’d ever complete.  Or perhaps he was imagining things and Boone was just glad to have the babysitter back.

      “I couldn’t stay there by myself knowing everyone was up here,” Stephani said, Rowdy looking closely at the dark circles under her eyes, and the yellowing and greenish blue bruising on her face.  “Plus Cooper needed a change of scenery, and he needed his family.”

      For all Stephani had endured, she wasn’t the least bit unattractive, for the swelling had allowed her features to return, albeit with bruising and stitching, and a few small scabs.

      When Harper asked her about her injuries, she said, “I’m not dead, and one day I’ll look like myself again, so for that I’m grateful.”

      Skylar came inside, blood on her hands.  Seeing her cousin there, she smiled wide, held her hands out so as not to get them on anyone and kissed Stephani on the cheek.

      “I didn’t realize how much I’d miss you already,” Skylar said, a rare smiling lighting the woman’s face.  Logan watched Skylar’s reaction, but not too closely, and not for too long, for when it came to Skylar, Harper’s insecurities could flare up.  There was no reason for that, he told himself, but was there?  Either way, he treaded lightly, remembering the life he chose.  It was a life with Harper, not one pining after Skylar.

      “Where’s Longwei and the boys?” Stephani asked.

      “Scavenger hunt,” Orbey said.  “Looking for food or toiletries, anything we can take with us when we head to Portland, and eventually to Yale.”

      Clay walked in the front door with a couple of skinned rabbits in hand, saw Stephani and broke into a big smile.

      “My fraternal twin,” he said, the two of them having suffered enough facial injuries to satisfy the entire group for a long time to come.

      “Will you be jealous if we don’t share scars?” she asked.

      “A touch,” he said with a grin.  He hugged her, kissed her cheek and said, “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me, too,” Stephani said.  “And I’m sure I’ll have a little scarring, under my right eye, so we can still be twins.”

      Longwei and the boys returned an hour later with a fair bounty, most of it coming from a single house.  The group had a great dinner—rabbit and pheasant off the spit, canned green beans and canned pears for dessert.

      “I’m going to turn in early,” Orbey said, yawning.  “Try to get rested up for tomorrow.”

      Logan thought they were heading out that night, but apparently they weren’t now.  He gave Clay a sideways look.  The big man shrugged his shoulders and raised his brows in a noncommittal look.  Skylar seemed to have had the same idea as Logan and Clay.

      “So I guess we’re staying the night then after all,” Harper replied after Orbey left.

      “Looks that way,” Logan said under his breath.

      Sitting around the campfire, trying to enjoy the embers and the night sky, Stephani asked what she’d missed.  Skylar told her all about Delmont Fick and the two ingrates, and how they’d fleeced them of their stores of gas.  She didn’t include the part about castrating the man before killing him.  Felicity told them that part, and then the twenty-two year old talked about how the entire town had wanted to kick the crap out of Sludge and Blane, and damn if it didn’t feel amazing that she was able to do just that.

      “We’re going to need to make one more trip there,” Logan said, “squeeze out the last drops of gas before heading out.”

      “How much gas do you think they had left?” Harper asked.

      “Enough for two, maybe three tanks,” Ryker said.  He was sitting by the fire, Skylar curled in his arms, looking ready for bed.  “We’ll fill everyone up, top off the spare tanks, then see what else is there to take before we leave.”

      Longwei cleared his throat, then said, “Are you guys telling tall tales about these Fick kids, or did you really do all that?”

      It seemed his crew was just as curious about the events of the day as Stephani was.

      “Clearly you don’t know who you’re dealing with,” Ryker said.  “When it comes to violence, you’re in the midst of artists.”

      “Violence is artwork?” Jin asked, looking to Ning for confirmation.

      “To these three it is,” Ryker said.

      “What can I say?” Skylar beamed.  “We’re in it to win it.”

      “Or maybe we’re a bit scared at what will happen to all of us if we don’t win,” Logan added.  “That’s why when we see a threat, the first thing we do is figure out how to eliminate it.  That way there’s no looking over our shoulders.”

      “But you didn’t kill the boys,” Barde said.

      “That was my decision,” Felicity replied.

      “It was a bad one,” Barde said, which caused Felicity to frown.

      “Do you really think so?” she said.

      “I would have killed them,” Barde said without pretense.  “But that’s me.  I’m sure you did what you thought was right.”

      Felicity didn’t share the same ferocious survival style as Logan, Skylar and Harper, but then again, she didn’t take Krav from Instructor Yoav.  If they survived this war, if she did, then she might know a new way of survival, one that meant you didn’t toe the line out of fear, revulsion or even the perception of morality and common sense.  If anyone would have asked him, Logan would say survival wasn’t pretty, that it was a big blade and it was always dripping with blood.

      Leaning into Harper a bit more, feeling the warmth of her body, Logan figured Felicity would learn soon enough.  Still, Barde was right: she should have killed them.  Or maybe one of them should have gone back and killed them.  Either way, they’d have another opportunity tomorrow.

      Across the fire, Boone sat next to Stephani, closer than usual and looking like some of the burden he carried about Miranda’s death had lifted.  Logan wondered if leaving their house and the cemetery would do him some good.  Already it appeared to be working wonders for the man.  Even Stephani seemed to notice, for the way she was looking at him was different as well.  Logan could tell she didn’t like Boone seeing her face, but it seemed that he didn’t mind.

      “So what changed your mind?” Felicity asked Stephani, stoking the fire to rouse up a bit more heat before bed.

      “I couldn’t be alone there anymore, not with all the ghosts,” she said.  When she looked at Felicity, she winced, realizing the girl was now in a house of her own ghosts.  “I’m sorry, Felicity.”

      “It’s okay,” the girl said, low but stricken.

      “If anything,” Stephani said, heartfelt and sincere, “we have each other.”

      Felicity nodded, even gave a brief smile.  She seemed taken aback by the statement, but that was because she never expected Stephani to like or respect her.  It seemed as though she was wrong.  Perhaps they were all wrong.

      “We were going to leave tonight,” Logan said to Stephani, looking back and forth between her and Boone, wondering what their sleeping arrangements were going to be with such tight quarters.  “But it seems we’re going to be leaving at first light.”

      After a few more minutes, everyone but Logan and Harper turned in for the night.  The two of them sat together and watched the glowing embers, feeling a sense of calm before the storm.

      “Do you think Stephani should come with us?” Harper asked.

      He shook his head and said, “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I think she’ll be best staying here with Rowdy and Cooper.”

      “Here here?” Harper asked, “Or Roseburg here?  Because that new house might be better, in light of what you guys said you did to the mother Fickers earlier today.”

      Logan let out a low chuckle over the statement, then said, “We can get them situated in the new house tomorrow.  It’ll be good for Felicity to leave here.”

      “Yeah,” Harper said.  “That poor girl.”

      Logan stood, shoveled a bit of dirt on the fire, enough to make things safe, then he and Harper turned in for the night.

      Most nights were bone chilling, but with the heat of Harper, and enough blankets, he found it easier to sleep, even in homes or beds that weren’t theirs.  He was out like a light before she was, but he felt alright drifting off because he could hear the weight of drowsiness in her voice, too.

      He was having the most wonderful dream when the proverbial shit hit the fan.
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        * * *

      

      Logan was torn from his sleep by a screaming ruckus in the front yard.  He stirred just as something smashed through the side of the house, hitting his and Harper’s bed.  The two of them were flung into the wall so hard, he only felt himself hit for a second, then it was all black again.  When he began to stir, it was to Harper lightly shaking him.

      “Logan, please wake up,” the pleading voice was saying.  He didn’t know where he was, what happened, or why he’d gone to sleep and woke up with the worst headache.

      “Whahappened?” he said, his words slurring.

      She helped him sit up, showed him the Mad Max looking muscle car sitting halfway in the bedroom, it’s yellow lights dim but shining.  The grill was dirty, reinforced, and caked with the backside of clapboard siding and patches of drywall.

      He was still trying to get his wits about him when Harper said, “Guess who.”

      Logan’s brain was scrambled eggs at that point.  He was just hoping to guess his own name, let alone try to understand what he was feeling or who did this.

      “Car accident?” he asked.

      “Worse,” Harper said.  “The mother Fickers.”

      As he pulled himself to his feet, he saw their bed was broken in half, the sheets and quilt flung about the room.  He thought he saw a trickle of blood rolling down the side of Harper’s head, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “They’re here,” she hissed, low.

      “Who?”

      “I just told you,” she whispered.  “The Ficks.”

      Now everything made sense.  He turned to sounds coming from the living room.  Looking toward the hallway, he stood, wobbled out of the mess around him, crawled over the front half of the broken bed and touched his head where it hurt.  He felt the stickiness of blood, was hit with a shot of dizziness, then grabbed whatever was close enough to hold onto to keep from falling over.  A second later, he got up and stood by the dresser.

      Harper was at his side again, holding him, her arms wrapped around him.  She was squeezing him near his gunshot wound, but he didn’t say anything.  Pain had many ways of serving him, but in that particular case it served to wake him up.

      “I got it,” he said, standing on his own.

      Sludge was suddenly there, an ugly face in the bedroom door seeing them both.  He grabbed Harper by the hair, spurring Logan into action.  But there was no gas in his gas tank.  Sludge kicked him in the stomach so hard, Logan crumpled over.  Unable to breathe, he dropped to a knee, looked up through strained eyes and saw Sludge dragging Harper out into the hallway, one hand with a knot of her hair, the other with a gun to her head.

      “Come with meeeeee!” he screamed, the shrill, hateful sound curdling his blood.

      Managing to get to his feet, trying not to fight the clenched feeling of his stalled out lungs, he grabbed for something to fight with, but found nothing.  Staggering out in to the hallway, Sludge was there again—that face wild and twisted, his eyes shot open like a freaking psycho.  He drilled Logan again, a gut shot this time.  He bent to the pain, then he felt himself being grabbed and thrown down the hallway and into the living room.  He hit the floor in front of everyone.

      “Well looky what we have here,” Blane said, standing over the top of him with a rifle.  “Mr. Big Hero Thief.  Where’s the bitch who killed our Daddy?”

      Logan tried to sit up, but a boot stood on the top of his head, smashing his face back down in the floor.  Turning sideways, he saw the two solar powered floor lamps with their bright bulbs aimed up at the ceiling.  From there, all he could see were booted feet.

      “You move when we say you move,” Sludge said.  Not a scream this time.  “Now where’s the girl who did our Daddy?”

      “If you keep standing on my head, I can’t actually look for her, you freaking nitwit.”

      The stomp on top of his head was lights out again.

      By the time he came back around, he’d been rolled over and his side hurt.  Did they actually kick him when he was unconscious?  His ribs were throbbing, but not like they were bruised, cracked or broken.  He sat up slowly, took in the scene.

      Ryker, Clay, Boone, Harper and Stephani were all on their knees, foreheads pressed to the floor, hands zip-tied to their backs.  Sludge stood over them with a shotgun.  He turned Logan’s way, but Logan slammed his eyes shut fast, tried to fake being knocked out, prayed he did it well enough.  But then he realized that was stupid because he sat up where before he’d been lying down.

      “I think the hero is awake,” Sludge said.  “You awake, boy?”

      Logan feigned unconsciousness as best as he could, but when the shotgun barrel started prodding his skull, he opened his eyes and looked up…

      ….in time to get kicked in the face.

      Lights out again.

      “Leave him alone!” Blane said from a million miles away, and through a thousand pounds of wet cotton.

      “Need him tied up when he wakes,” Sludge said, closer, but still sounding so far away.

      “Some dummy, not me, didn’t bring enough ties,” Blane mocked, “so just keep knocking him out when he wakes up.”

      Blane was much closer now; Logan was pretending to be unconscious, but he’d come back around and was measuring things.

      “And git a gun on them fellas!” Blane roared, closer than ever.  “One of ‘em’s getting brave.  Good God, no wonder I was always Daddy’s favorite!”

      When he cracked open his eyes, he saw Blane standing before Skylar and Felicity.  The boys, Stephani and Harper were turned away from them, which made this Blane’s show.  But not everyone was going along without a fight.  Rowdy was in the back room crying, and Cooper was barking up a storm.  Logan figured they were locked in the room.  Gritting his teeth, he saw Felicity and Skylar not ten feet away.  Both of them had their hands zip-tied behind their backs.  They were also on their knees, blindfolded and nearly naked from the waist up.  Their shirts had been cut away with a knife and cast aside, and now Blane was eying their bras.  A sickening feeling moved through him, like a snaking coiling around his guts.  He gathered up this fear, this revulsion, this bitter hatred, and he turned it into rage.

      Leaning forward, right into Skylar’s face, Blane pushed a finger on a gumball-sized knot one of the two ingrates had left on her forehead.

      Squealing with delight, he said, “That hurt?”

      “No,” Skylar said.

      He frowned.

      In the back room, Rowdy was really screaming up a fit.

      “That baby needs to shut up!” Sludge roared, turning toward it.

      “Let it scream,” Blane said, standing up, eyes on the two women before him.  “We gonna eat it later, so the more wasted it is, the faster it’ll die.  And we’re gonna kill that damn dog.  We’ll kill ‘em and eat him, too.”

      “I ain’t eating dog or baby,” Sludge said.

      “They took Daddy and our stuff, so we’ll take their baby and that mutt and we’ll eat ‘em both, and that’s that.  Payback’s a bitch, ain’t it?” he said.

      Blane’s eyes moved from Skylar to Felicity.  Through cracked eyes, Logan appraised the two women.  Where the twenty-two year old was scared, Skylar looked like she wanted to tear out this kid’s heart.  Blane must have seen it, too.  He stood back and struck her in the head with the butt of his shotgun.  Skylar fell over, out cold.  Logan tried scrambling to his feet, but it felt more like a drunk trying to drag himself up off the barroom floor than him saving the day.

      “Hey, NO!” Blane roared, seeing Logan.  He racked the shotgun and raised it up to fire on Logan, but a deafening blast came from the hallway and the side of Blane’s head erupted in a spray of red gore.  The kid dropped like a sack of rocks and Sludge started screaming.

      Logan fought the dizziness and pain, but it did not help him get up fast enough.  Sludge turned his weapon on him, and then on Orbey in the mouth of the hallway, just past him.  Logan turned, saw the woman’s face, then was rocked by the echoing blast of the shotgun.  Logan heard a loud oof, and a body falling.  He turned but didn’t see Orbey.

      Bucking against their restraints, and from behind their gags, everyone started to hop around and scream.  Logan fought to get to his feet just as the back door was kicked open.  Sludge spun around fast, but Barde had the gun on him faster.

      “Get your finger off that trigger, boy!” Barde thundered.  He was a scary individual when he wanted to be.

      “She killed him,” Sludge said, quiet, stricken.

      “If he dies, you die,” another voice warned.  Sludge turned and saw Jin.  He’d come through the front door, had a pistol trained on the unkempt maggot.

      “You killed my brother!” Sludge screamed this time.  It seemed he had two volumes: regular and enraged.  He’d hit full volume with the realization that he was all alone.

      “He killed himself a long time ago,” Logan said, managing to get to his feet, still holding the wall for support.  A helping hand under his armpit kept him upright.  He turned and saw Longwei.

      To Ning, Longwei said, “Free them.”

      Ning unsheathed a knife, started cutting away the zip-ties, undoing the gags, pulling off the blindfolds.  Skylar was still unconscious.

      Longwei went to Felicity, bent down and handed her the shirt that had been cut away from her.  Kneeling down, he said, “Are you okay?”  She nodded, but her eyes were flooding and she was shaken.  Seeing her struggling with her emotions, Longwei’s hands became fists and a hostile red glow lit his cheeks.

      Instead of comforting her, Longwei stood and walked to Sludge.  The kid was still aiming his shotgun; Longwei snatched it from his hands fast and hard.  The unsightly kid fell forward, but didn’t put up much of a fight.  He was looking at his brother, dead on the floor, a crimson pool spreading out around his head.

      “What were you going to do here tonight?” Longwei asked Sludge.  The kid was starting to tremble all over, unable to tear his gaze off Blane.  Longwei slapped him hard enough to rock him.  “What were you going to do here?!”

      “We were gonna kill everyone and then make love to the girls,” he said, a sob caught in his throat.  “I wasn’t gonna eat the dog or the baby, though.  I promise.”  When Sludge said this, he looked down at the shotgun Longwei had just snatched from him.  He was holding it by the end of the barrel, his hatred for Sludge plain as day.

      With the admission, however, Longwei stepped back, spun himself around three-hundred and sixty degrees with the weapon now acting as a bat, and hammered Sludge so hard in the side of the head with the stock, the kid dropped over dead.

      The sudden crack of violence stopped everyone in their tracks.  All eyes were on Sludge, rather, his left eyeball, which had popped out of his head a good inch and a half.  When everyone began sneaking glances at Longwei, he pretended not to notice.  It didn’t matter though, because he couldn’t stop staring at the kid.

      “Is he dead?” Longwei finally asked.

      “Why don’t you ask him yourself,” Ryker said, getting up.

      “His freaking eye,” Ning said, horrified.  “What about his freaking eye?”

      The first thing Logan did was go to Orbey.  He prayed she wasn’t dead, but there was a ferocious bite out of the corner of the wall, and beyond that—embedded in the hallway’s opposite wall—was a half spray of double ought buckshot.  When he found her, she was sitting up.

      “Are you hit?” he asked.

      The older woman shook her head and said, “I saw the barrel coming up and stepped back wrong.  I hit the wall and my head.”

      He gave her a hand, gently pulled her to her feet and said, “Can you stand on your own?”

      “Can you?” she countered.

      “Barely.”

      Stephani rounded the corner, saw her mother and gasped.  “Mom, are you alright?”

      “She saved our bacon,” Logan said, giving her to Stephani.

      “Is everyone else okay?” Orbey asked, taking in the scene with a flutter to her voice.  “Was anyone hurt?”

      “Looks like the two degenerates are toast,” Logan said.

      He saw Skylar coming around; Harper and Ryker were looking at her.  Clay took Felicity back to her room, and Boone had gone to check on Rowdy.  So far, so good, he thought.

      Logan went to Barde and shook the man’s hand.  “Sorry we didn’t get here sooner,” Barde said.  “Ning saw the light go on, but we didn’t hear them come in.”

      “They crashed a car into the side of the house,” Logan said.  “But you woke to the lights?”

      “What?” Jin asked.  “We’re heavy sleepers.”
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      Logan’s head hurt, but after four ibuprofen, an apple and a glass of water, the pain began to fade.  The commotion never stopped, though.  No one could go back to sleep.  Felicity’s home had been breached, there were dead people in her house and they had decisions to make.  All of them.  Big decisions.  Namely what to do about their Roseburg headquarters.

      “I don’t want to leave,” Felicity said.  “I can pick things up here.”

      “You can’t be in this,” Clay reasoned.

      “But this is my house!” she countered.

      Harper stepped forward and took Felicity in her arms.  This stilled the girl some, but not enough.

      “This world will take everything from you, if you let it,” Harper said, so low Logan almost didn’t hear it.  “It’s time we start taking some of this world for ourselves.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Felicity said, pushing out of her arms.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Stephani said.  “I’m not anywhere near fighting condition, plus you can’t take Cooper or Rowdy into a war zone.”

      Boone was shaking his head, holding the boy—who wasn’t crying anymore—and looking at Stephani.

      Logan knew exactly what he was thinking.  He didn’t want to say good-bye to his son, but he didn’t want to say good-bye to Stephani either.  War was war though, Logan thought.  You don’t go expecting to die there, but it happened.  It happened all the time.

      “She’s right,” Clay said.  “As much as I hate to say it—because we need every fighter and every gun we can manage—Stephani’s right to stay.”

      “They don’t have to go all the way in with us,” Boone said.

      “We don’t know what’s ahead,” Clay replied, “only that we’re chasing the SAA and they killed the town and half of Five Falls’ fighters.”

      Logan didn’t want to stand around planning; he wanted to do something.  So he fished the keys out of Blane’s pocket, walked out to the car the mother Fickers drove into the house, and got in.  He turned the key and the beast started right up.  He put it in reverse, then fought to get the thing free of the debris.  The big rumbling engine was strong, and even though the interior was dusty and old, the gauges looked new and the seat was comfortable.  There was even a full tank of gas.

      When he managed to back it out of the house and park on the front lawn, he shut off the car, pocketed the keys and started to walk back inside.  But then he stopped.  Turning around, he went back to the trunk and opened it with the key.  What he saw inside…now he had cause to smile!  The smile faded.  There was no one to share his joy with.  Sitting in the big trunk was a cardboard box full of ammo and extra large grenades.  Plus a crap ton of guns.

      “Did someone say they needed guns?” he said to himself.  Then: “Baby, we got guns.”

      When he walked inside, he heard Orbey talking to Stephani.  They looked like they could be arguing.  He plopped down on the couch, felt his head where it had been cut open, felt the blood drying.  He closed his eyes, but the pain did not go away.  He just seemed to notice it more.  Same thing with his chest where he’d been shot.

      “What do you want to do?” he heard Stephani ask Orbey.  “Really, what do you want to do?”

      “I want to get back to your father,” Orbey said.

      To this answer, Logan opened his eyes.  He quietly took in the sight of the two women, and wondered if there was a way to comfort them.  Some pain just won’t burn out or die, and that’s the pain that will drive a person mad.

      “Do you want to get back to Dad….even if it means leaving me?” Stephen asked, her eyes filling with tears.

      “I don’t want to leave you,” Orbey said, wiping her eyes.

      “But you’re going to.”

      Logan turned away from them, lowering his gaze.  It was a private conversation, but with so many people around, and no place to talk alone, nothing was really that private anymore.

      He wanted to get up, but his back was hurting from where he’d been thrown off the bed and into the wall when Blane drove the souped-up muscle car into the house.  So he stayed put, and played the role of the wall flower to the best of his ability.

      “I’ve only ever tried to live a good life, but this war has brought me to places I don’t like, and now it’s left me widowed and angry,” Orbey said.  “Very angry.  I want retribution, sweetheart.  If I stay here, I can’t get that.  But it will be all I’ll be dreaming about.”

      “This isn’t you, Mom.”

      “This isn’t who I wanted to be,” she said.  “But it’s who I’ve become.”

      Orbey leaned in and kissed her, held her, and then they found themselves crying together.  It felt like she was saying good-bye, that she wasn’t coming back.  And with that, Logan quietly got up and went back to the bedroom to check on Harper.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, seeing him.

      “My back’s a little sore, but the ibuprofen is chasing off the headache, so there’s that.”

      “After we get gas and drop everyone off at the alternative house, is there anything left to do?” she asked.

      “No, just go win a war,” he said.

      “Well in that case, the sun’s about to rise,” she said, “so maybe we should load everyone up and hit the road.”

      “Sooner’s better than later,” he said.

      They managed to drop everyone off at the new house, including Felicity—who decided it was best to leave the scene of the crime, and the ghosts of her past behind—then they topped off the tanks at the recently vacated Fick Ranch.  They made one last search of the house before leaving, found some dried jerky, a crate of canned fruits and vegetables, and a six pack of warm Corona.

      After loading everything into the vehicles, Ryker fed the dogs, then let them loose when their appetites were satiated.  Logan and Clay had guns on the dogs, in case they attacked Ryker, but that proved unnecessary.  The second Ryker had moved in to untether their collars, they’d started to lick him.  A thank you for the food, perhaps.

      The next stop before they headed out of town was the most important one.  Rather it was the one Longwei said would be most important.  That’s why he took the lead.  The caravan of Jeeps and the Fickmobile pulled into Zeke Jeffers’s driveway.  Zeke was out front with a pack of guys who looked like ex-bikers and vets.  Logan counted seven of them.  He smiled.  It wasn’t much, but each of them looked capable.

      “The Five Falls Militia joins forces with the Roseburg Rebels,” Logan said in a sportscaster’s voice and speaking into an imaginary microphone, “to take on the Chicom Cocksuckers in a epic battle for the rights to the once great United States.  This is going to be a drag-down, all-out, knockdown war.”  He put the invisible mic in front of a drowsy Harper and said, “What say you, Ms. Whitaker?”

      Leaning forward into the fake mic, she said, “I think you bumped your head and didn’t get enough sleep.”

      “And now a word from our sponsors,” Logan said into the air mic.  Picking up the dented, blood stained can of Del Monte Sliced Peaches, he said, “When your belly is full of meat and canned vegetables, when you’re still starving because there isn’t squat to eat in this entire freaking state, take the time to savor a delicious can of Georgia Peaches.  Sliced and dumped into a syrupy sauce with enough sugar to give a bull moose diabetes, this wonderful dessert serves as the topper to any meal.”

      “Whose blood is that?” Harper asked, pointing the smack of red just above the dent.

      “This is a Fick family favorite, so it’s one of the deceased.”

      “Can you believe Longwei?” Harper said, not giving him the attention he needed.  “The way he swung that shotgun…”

      “It was an eye-popping display of violence,” Logan said, dropping the peaches next to a few other canned goods they grabbed.

      She hit his arm, causing him to wince and pull back.  “What was that for?” he asked.

      “The kid probably had a hard life,” Harper said.  “Now you’re cracking jokes about his death?”

      “When your sister is your mother, or your uncle is your dad—which I’m sure that’s probably the case with Sludge—life isn’t supposed to be easy.  He probably screwed up big time in his last life.  We just put the cherry on top of that crap cake.”

      “Do you really believe that?” she asked as Zeke and his guys piled into an old Camaro, a rusty white and red Ford pickup truck and what looked like a pea green and white Scout 80 International—the predecessor to the K5 Blazer Boone and Clay were driving.  The Scout was smaller, slower, and less roomy than the Blazer, but if it got all four burly men to Yale in one piece and battle-ready, he didn’t care what it looked like or how slow it was.

      “I absolutely believe that,” he said.  “The Fick family might as well be the Manson family, as far as I’m concerned.  Why, are you feeling bad for them?”

      “No,” she said. “Just curious about what makes people the way they are.”

      “Are you thinking of us?” Logan said, turning to her, more serious than before.  “I mean, the way we are, how we…no longer get bothered by the things we do?”

      “Oh, we’re bothered,” Harper said.

      “Yeah, but not like before,” he replied.  “Not like when we first started killing.”

      “I wanted to do what Longwei did, putting that kid out of our misery.  But I would have shot him with his own gun.  I actually saw it in my head.  Me doing it.  Is that wrong, Logan?  Are we…broken people now?”

      “Yes,” he said.  “But in a good way, I think.”

      “Why, because we’re surviving?”

      “Exactly,” he said.  “But this isn’t the time to think about that.”

      The Camaro roared to life, as did the Ford pickup.  The Scout was loaded for bear, but the engine was slow to turn.  Then a putt, putt, poof of smoke coughed out of the mufflers and the engine finally turned over.  The driver gave Zeke a thumbs up.  From inside the Camaro, Zeke returned the gesture.

      Repeating the thing Logan always told her, Harper said, “When the war is over, we’ll rectify the past and pay for our sins, but until then, we’re killin’ commies and SAA swine hand over fist.”

      He turned and smiled at her; she didn’t smile back.  The Harper he knew from San Francisco was a beast, the way she moved from body to body, slicing open throats like it was nothing.  Getting out of the city, no longer running comms for the Resistance, it was like that part of her was getting harder and harder to access.

      “You’d better harden your spine,” he told her.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said, turning to stare out the window.  “Just don’t turn bitch in the battlefield and leave me on the front line alone.”

      He backed the Fickmobile up and followed Longwei out.  The rest of the caravan fell in behind them.

      “It’s not the start I wanted,” Logan said to Harper when they finally merged onto the 5 heading north, “but we’re all alive and in reasonably good spirits, so I’ll take it.”

      He looked over and Harper was already asleep.  “Lucky you,” he said under his breath.

      By the time they reached the outskirts of Portland, it was time to call Quan, see where he was, and how they were faring.

      Logan reached Quan right away, and though he sounded a bit sleepy, he told Logan what he needed to know: the SAA slithered like a snake into the city and were now either pinned down or about to gut the city.

      “Did you at least get a piece of them?” Logan asked.

      “Indeed we did,” he said.  “But it was at the cost of a life.”

      His heart sank as he thought about Quan’s men, and Lienna.  As his mind was scrambling to figure out who died, and which death would hit him hardest, Quan said, “We met some people.  It was one of theirs, a fine soldier who died for the cause.”

      Logan narrowed his eyes, noticed Quan laying it on thick, then said, “Why do I get the feeling you’re not all that broken up about it?”

      Quan said nothing.

      “Am I right?” Logan pressed.  “It wasn’t that great of a loss, or it was a necessary loss?”

      “Roger that,” Quan confirmed.  “But we’re all safe, for now.”

      “Tell me exactly where you’re at and…do you see the pillars of smoke in the air?”

      He heard Quan getting up, most likely getting a view.  “I see them.”

      “That’s not good,” Logan said.

      “On the contrary, the less men, ammo and trucks that show up in Yale, the better.  So if the rebels here in Portland can cut away a little of the fat, we’ll have less to contend with when it really matters.”

      “Yeah, that’s easy to say when you’re holed up in a building.  We’re coming into town in broad daylight with a caravan of our own.  Which is to say we’re not exactly subtle.”

      “I’m going to give you the best way to get here,” Quan said.  “It’ll take you the long way around them, but you should be able to get here in one piece.”

      “Roger that,” he said.  “Go.”

      After he memorized the directions, Logan pulled ahead of Longwei.  Harper motioned for them to follow their lead.  Adhering to Quan’s directions to a T, the group was able to slide in through Portland’s back door and get to the building Quan and his team occupied.  Quan met them on the street, rifle in hand.

      “Get whatever’s valuable and bring it in with you,” Quan said.  “One of the guys is working on getting the underground parking garage open, but it’ll be a minute and the SAA are going building to building, it looks like.”

      “Doing what?” Harper asked.

      “Kill and confiscation orders, I imagine,” Quan said.  “They need food, gas, toilet paper, medicine, whatever they can get their hands on, same as us.”

      “Are we going to sit back and wait them out?” Ryker asked, joining them.  “Or should we thin the herd a bit before they get to Yale?”

      Quan said, “I don’t think they even know to go to Yale.  It looks like they’re just driving up through the state, not aimless, but not urgent either.  We need to give them some urgency.”

      “And how do we do that?” Harper asked.

      “We give them Yale.”

      “What the hell is that?” Steve Daily asked as he walked out of the downtown lofts and looked at the Fickmobile.

      The car was a Frankenstein version of old Detroit pride.  The flat white paint was bone dry and flaking, the seats were a bit too comfortable for a long ride, the engine was big and souped-up, and the tires were fat as hell.  There was a police car ramming bar on the front, metal meshing on the steering wheel and two big steer’s horns screwed to the top off the roof and pointing forward.

      “It’s what almost killed us,” Harper said of the vehicle.  “It runs though, and it can obviously pack a punch.  But most important…it’s EMP proof.”

      Behind them, there was a loud clacking—a grated metal garage door rolling open.

      “Let’s go, homies,” a smaller, but stout Hispanic kid called out.  Nodding, waving them in, he said, “We open for business, yo, chop-freaking-sui.”

      “Go,” Quan said.

      The caravan pulled into the garage, all of them parking on the second floor.  The Hispanic kid rolled the metal door down and joined them at the door leading to the stairwell.

      He said, “We’re on the fourth.”

      They just got settled into a few different lofts when the sounds of vehicles echoed out of the streets and into the building.

      Zeke rushed in and said, “The SAA are here, guys.  They’re here!”

      “Gun up fellas,” Brandon announced.  To Reed, he said, “If they come in, be quiet until it’s time to not be quiet.”  Reed nodded.  The big man turned to Logan and said, “How are you and your team in a fight?”

      “Quan didn’t tell you?” Logan asked.

      “He keeps things close to the vest,” the big man said, eyes on Quan, who was putting on his tactical vest and ignoring Brandon altogether.

      “We can hold our own,” Harper answered.  “Just don’t shoot us.”

      “We know our enemies,” Cleavon said.

      The way Cleavon was looking at Harper touched a nerve in him, but Logan kept those emotions off his sleeve, not wanting to start the infighting early.

      “I’m with him,” Harper said to Cleavon.  Meaning she was with Logan and Cleavon needed to dial back the charm.

      “What?” Cleavon asked, like he was innocent.

      “You know what, Romeo,” Harper replied.  “Put your eyes back in your head and get your game face on.”

      Brandon turned to Cleavon and said, “This ain’t the Love Connection, man.  Readjust your priorities.”

      Logan walked to the window, looked down and said, “They’ve breached the building.”

      Brandon called it out to his guys.  Logan and Harper walked right out into the hallway, brazen.  Several guys were there, doors open, them tucked inside with their guns ready.

      “What are you doing?” Quan asked in a clipped voice.  He was one of the ones waiting for the SAA to enter the hallway from the stairwell.

      “They’re isolated right now,” Harper called back.  “A team of seven, no backup.”

      “So?” he asked.

      “So we’re going to be loud,” she muttered.

      Logan got to the stairwell door, eased it open, heard the men down at the bottom floor coordinating their kill and confiscation orders.

      Logan got one of the Fick family grenades out of his pocket, pulled the pin, waited a beat, then dropped it right on the head of one of the SAA soldiers, four floors down.  It hit the man’s skull square on, knocking him out.

      “Back,” Logan hissed.

      Harper moved inside the hallway and Logan pulled the door shut.  Both of them whipped out their guns as the blast rocked the building.  People were cursing in disbelief in the hallway behind them.

      He turned to Harper and said, “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      He pulled open the door and ran into the haze of smoke, getting to the first floor quickly.  There were body parts everywhere.  Two of the five men they saw were squirming.  Harper put a bullet in the head of one, Logan did the other.  They pulled the door open.

      Automatic gunfire clattered outside, a line of lead threading up the front of the door.  Harper glanced at him through the dissipating haze, waited for his signal.  Flattening his palm, he patted the air.  She nodded, understanding.  Get down.  Harper dropped low, almost prone.  Low at his side, he showed her three fingers, starting the countdown.

      Three, two, one…

      The second Logan stood back and opened the door, gunfire erupted, bullets clanking off everywhere.  Harper popped off three quick shots.  A double tap on one, a single shot on the other.  When she pulled back, Logan shut the door and waited.

      Looking back at the slop of dead SAA, Logan said, “See if any of their weapons still work.”

      When Harper began going through them, Logan opened the door and slipped out into the lobby, crouched, gun ready.

      He saw two dead SAA men lying on the floor.  Harper’s kills.  He cleared the first floor, then headed to the front to clear the SAA vehicle.  Inside the big truck the SAA arrived in, through the dirty windshield, he saw the smudged details of a man sitting in the passenger side of the vehicle.  He was wearing Walkman style headphones and moving to a beat.

      “Idiot,” Logan muttered.

      He returned to the dead SAA men, took the hat off one of the fallen soldiers, then snugged it on his head and walked out front.  Walkman man looked up, saw Logan coming and took the headphones off.  Logan opened up the truck’s door, and when Walkman man went for his pistol, Logan unloaded three rounds into his torso.  Hurrying around the front of the truck, he ripped the door open and pulled the man out of the cabin sideways.  The soldier hit the ground hard, the breath knocked out of him.

      Looking down, Logan saw not a man who looked like a fish out of water, but an executioner sent into the US to kill everyone and steal everything that was not his.  Skylar and Harper were suddenly there.  He didn’t care.  The man was looking up at him with startled, scared eyes.  His life was most likely flashing before his eyes.

      “You want to know why I shot you in the torso with three bullets when I could have shot you in the head and ended it with one?”

      The man blinked, his face beet red, the cords on his neck strained.

      “It’s because I didn’t want your brains or your blood all over the seat.  See we’re going to take this vehicle and we’re going to use it as cover when we kill your friends.”  Aiming his pistol at the man’s head, he said, “I’ll tell them you said hello,” and then he pulled the trigger and the man stopped struggling.

      “Cold,” Skylar said, looking at him.

      His eyes were the dead stare of a man doing ugly, difficult things.  Sneering, he said, “Chilling.”

      When he looked at Harper, she didn’t seem to mind the look.  Skylar didn’t really either.  From the very first moment he and Skylar met, his super-psycho almost-girlfriend had been working to get him to this state of mind.

      Well, here I am.

      Harper climbed into the truck and backed it up to where Skylar was pulling open the gate leading to the parking garage.  Zeke rushed out of the building as Logan was dragging the dead man’s body out of the street.

      Looking at him, seeing what they’d done, Zeke said, “Well hot damn, man.  I thought this was gonna be a redneck massacre, but you boys are technical.”

      “The girls are technical,” Logan corrected him, “the boys are all blunt force trauma.  Hence, the grenade.”

      “Either way,” Zeke said, not sure what to say next.

      Quan headed outside, looked at Logan with some scorn, but then said, “I’m sure you’re about to tell me how you played this just right…”

      “You can see that for yourself,” Logan muttered.  Then: “The SAA soldiers who aren’t blown up, get their uniforms before there’s too much blood on them.  There’s a good chance we’re going to need them.”

      “Um…there’s blood on all of them,” Quan said.

      “We’ll need a Plan B then,” Logan said.
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      Clay saw what Logan and Harper did downstairs and was pissed off that he wasn’t part of the slaughter.  After the BS that went on with the Fick kids, the warrior in him was waking up fast.  The degenerates should not have gotten over on him, even in his sleep, but those two goat humpers hopped up on redneck hash and adrenaline had done just that, and once was enough.  He needed redemption.  The old Clay wouldn’t have taken a knee, much less let himself get zip-tied.  More than anything, he was embarrassed, and needing to make up for it.  Not for Felicity, or Boone, or the others, but for himself.  That’s why—when it came to it—he insisted that he be the one to kidnap one of the SAA soldiers.

      “After a fair amount of planning and discussing this Plan B,” Clay said, “we will need a girl, and we need someone who speaks Spanish.  As for the Spanish, obviously that’s you, Logan.”

      “What about me?” Edwin asked.  “I’m more of a Mexican that he is.”

      “You don’t even speak the language, knucklehead,” Brandon said, looking at his guy with a fair amount of scorn.

      “So technically I’m more Spanish than you,” Logan said.

      Edwin gave him the stink-eye; Logan blew Edwin a kiss.  This little interaction caused a few of them to laugh under their breaths and a few of them to shake their heads.

      “I’ll go,” Skylar said.

      “Why you?” Harper asked.

      “Because you killed people downstairs and it’s my turn.”

      Harper shook her head, but Logan gave her a look, like he was proud of her.  He was.  More important, though, he didn’t want her to lose that edge she just recently unearthed and embraced.  That was the edge she’d need in combat, the edge that might very well save her life, or his.

      “Don’t you dare take her side on this,” Skylar hissed at him.

      Logan raised his hands in mock surrender, then decided to keep his mouth closed.  If she wanted to go that badly, she’d be an asset.  Best she fight for position.

      Brandon said, “I’m going, too.”

      “Why?”

      “This is my city, which means I know my way around,” he said.  “Plus you can use another gun, should the circumstances warrant it.”

      “It’s not safe out there,” Longwei said.

      “We’ll be in one of their trucks, with a Spanish speaker and her,” Clay said, tossing a complimentary nod Skylar’s way.  “That should be enough.”

      “It’s not,” Ryker said.  “I’m coming, too.”

      “We’re not waging war,” Skylar argued.  “This is a surgical strike.  One that won’t need bullets, if we can help it.”

      “I don’t trust him,” Ryker said of Logan.  “Not after that cowboy crap he just pulled.”

      “Suit yourself, Sally,” Logan said.

      They were all loaded into the truck inside of five minutes and heading out.  Logan was driving with Brandon riding shotgun.  In the back, seated on the benches that spanned the length of the vehicle, were Clay, Ryker and Skylar.  There was enough room for at least three more, four uncomfortably, six or seven if they were dead and you stacked them on top of each other.

      Logan started down the parking garage toward the exit.  Edwin was there, opening the gate.  As he was driving out, Logan pulled up beside Edwin, rolled down the window and said, “Gracias, Amigo.”  Edwin frowned, so Logan—still looking at him, unblinking—said, “That means ‘Thank you, friend’ in Spanish.”

      Edwin was just over head-high to the window of the lifted vehicle.  The LA Spaniard spit on the vehicle in retaliation, just below the window.  Logan leaned out, saw the loogie sliding down the dirty outside of the door and frowned.  Looking back up at him, he said, “Spitter, huh?  I took you more for a swallower.”

      Laughing, he rolled up the window.  Edwin spit again, this time with more vigor.  The loogie hit the window, the splat of it large and drippy.

      “Gross,” Brandon said loud enough for him to hear.

      Logan flipped him off, then put the truck in gear and moved out into the street, telling himself that stealth was paramount.

      “You didn’t need to antagonize him,” Brandon said.  “He’s a good kid.”

      “I had this friend named Noah,” Logan said, driving through the streets looking for other trucks like theirs.  “He always messed with the guys he liked.  If he was a dog, for him, it was like sniffing a bunch of butts to find your friends.  That’s all I was doing.  I like the kid.”

      “What happened to him?” Brandon asked.  “Your friend.”

      “He went out like a Boss,” Logan said.  Turning to him, he said, “That’s how I’m gonna do it.  That’s how I’ll punch my own ticket.”

      “You’ve got a screw loose,” the big guy with even bigger knuckles said.  “Hey, right there!”

      There was a gathering of about five men in front of two parked SAA trucks.  It would have been smart to go in search of a single vehicle, but they were seen, so Logan drove straight for them at an easy speed.

      “There are two trucks worth of them,” Ryker warned.  “We only need one guy.”

      “Tighten your panties,” Logan said when they were twenty feet away.  The SAA guys looked up, saw the vehicle, went back to jaw jacking.  “Hang on!”

      Right then, Logan stomped on the gas and slammed into the clot of men before they could even dodge out.  The bodies piled up in front of the truck, four of them getting smashed between their trucks and Logan’s beast.  Two of the men were slumped over, one was screaming and trying to push himself off the grill, and the fourth was just looking at him, dazed, a spray of blood up the front of his shirt where he’d been gored.  No one saw the fifth man.

      “Out!” Logan screamed.

      Everyone piled out, Ryker cursing Logan like a sailor.  Brandon jumped out of the truck, shot all four of the bumper bait in the heads, then moved around the back as seven or eight SAA soldiers poured out of the nearest building.

      Logan dropped down, opened fire, took out two.  Several shots pinged off the trucks around them, but the team put the rest down fairly quickly.  Turning around, looking down, Logan aimed his pistol at the fifth man who’d been hit by the truck.  He got bumped in the thigh as he tried to escape and now something was wrong with his leg.  Logan jammed the weapon into his head and said, “Can you walk?” in Spanish.  The man turned his eyes up at him and nodded.  “Because if you can’t walk, I’m going to smoke your ass right now.”

      “I can walk,” he said in Spanish.

      “English?” Logan asked.

      He shook his head to which Logan said, “No matter.”  He stood up, then said, “Up,” to the man.  He stood, favoring the leg.  “Show me you can walk.  Take three steps away from me, then turn around and take two steps back.  Do anything different and I’m going to show your brains the light of day.”

      The man did exactly as told.  Ryker then walked him around the back of the truck, hustled him in with Clay who seemed pleased by his kills.

      “Are you happy now?” Logan said.

      “Immensely,” Clay replied.

      To Brandon, Logan turned and said, “I’m going to back up off these Muppets and you get the weapons and the trucks.”

      “Roger that,” Brandon said, picking up their lingo quickly.  For a leader, Logan was happy with the way the man was taking direction.

      They made it back in record time, but instead of Edwin at the gate, Longwei was there to greet them.  He pulled open the gate, saw them coming in with two new vehicles and smiled.  Logan was glad to see Longwei had made it back from whatever mental hiatus he’d been on.

      Heading to a separate room on the second floor, they walked the SAA prisoner toward all of his dead buddies and all their blasted out body parts.  It looked like a blood bomb went of in the bottom of the stairwell.  Logan watched the man get two shades lighter.  He sniffed the air, smelled blown up concrete and blood.  To Logan, this was better than breakfast.

      Upstairs, in the room Quan had prepared, Logan sat the prisoner down on a chair and decided to talk to him without deception.  Speaking Spanish, he said, “You are here for the Chicoms, right?”

      “Obviously,” the man said.

      “Well we want them dead, too,” Logan said.  Then: “We can deliver them to you, otherwise you won’t find them.”

      “We’ll find them,” he said.

      “I’d bet you can’t find your location on a map right here,” Logan said, showing him a paper map.  He held it up to the man’s face, then punched it so hard, the map stuck to his sweaty skin where he’d been hit.  Pointing to the sweat stains, Logan said, “Oh, there you are.”

      The man’s nose started to bleed.

      “I’m going to tell you this and you need to listen,” Logan said.  “One enemy occupying the states we can deal with, but two enemies just won’t work.”

      “Who are you?” he asked, his nose bleeding strong now.

      “Harper?” Logan said.

      The woman backed him up with a gun.  Logan bent down, took off the man’s right shoe, then peeled off a dirty sock.  The stink of his feet was legendary.  He then used the sock to wipe their prisoner’s nose and mouth.  Logan wasn’t gentle.  When he dropped the sock, a few of the guys were pulling faces and holding their noses.

      “You want to know who we are?” Logan asked, watching the slow trickle of more blood from the man’s nostrils.  “We’re the people who hit your convoy in Five Falls.”

      The guy stared long and hard at him, wondering if he should take Logan serious.

      “That’s right, pendejo,” Logan sneered.  “That was us.”

      The SAA soldier started thrashing about, so hard that Ryker came in and tenderized him with a few pointed shots.  When Ryker was done, the man was lying on his side, the chair tipped over beside him.

      Bent over, exhausted and holding back the tears, in English the SAA soldier said, “You killed a lot of our men, which means we’re going to kill all of you.”

      When the prisoner’s gaze hit him, Logan saw a special kind of crazy.  Slowly sitting up on his butt, both legs splayed out in opposite directions, the man just sat there, beaten.

      Skylar stepped in, put a foot on his nuts and leaned into it, causing the man to all but shatter glass with his high-pitched squealing.  She rocked back off his balls, but stood before him, the threat crystal clear.  When he looked up at her, his eyes were bulging, he was sweating profusely, and his nose was still bleeding.

      Skylar looked down and said, “My uncle is dead because of you, and you’re still living.  If you prove useful, you stay breathing.  If not, I’ll personally tear your heart out of your chest, but not before I cut off your balls the right way.”

      “Is there a wrong way to cut off a man’s balls?” Quan asked.

      “My friend Noah showed me a particularly torturous way,” Skylar said, not taking her eyes off the prisoner.  “Maximum pain.  You cut open the sack, grab one of them like a grape, then just pull.”  Everyone in the room seemed to squirm upon hearing this, not the least of which was their prisoner who now seemed to understand English just fine.  To him, she said, “Do you know about broom sticking?”

      Logan looked at her and shook his head.  “No broom sticking, not again.”  He couldn’t get the image out of his head from before, and he didn’t need a repeat of it to further wreck his mind.

      “You don’t stand a chance,” the beaten man hissed as he looked around the room.

      “My friend said we were the ones who hit you in Five Falls,” Ryker said.  “But we also hit you in Weed.  That guy you found in the house?  The one we turned into a poopsickle?  That was broom sticking, and we did that.”

      “Broom sticking,” he said, reverently, like the terror of it was just hitting him.

      “Exactly,” Skylar hissed.

      “You people are sick,” he said, tears coming to his eyes.

      “Sick with rage,” Clay said, stepping forward.

      “But there is a way for you,” Quan added.  “One that serves our mutual interests.  We both hate the Chicoms—”

      “But you’re one of them,” the SAA man said to Quan.

      “Me being Chinese does not make me a Chicom, it makes me their first victim.  That’s what the Chinese people are…the Chicom’s first victims.”

      “And so that means what to me?” he cried.

      “It means I’m going to tell you exactly where the Chicoms are,” Quan said, looking down on him the same way Skylar had moments ago.  “While you’re attacking them from the outside, we’ll be attacking from the inside.”

      “And then what?” he asked.

      “We’ll attack you next, and whichever of our armies survives, well…they get Yale, and perhaps the West Coast of the United States.”

      “This is stupid,” the man spat.

      “Was it stupid when we were mowing down your men by the dozen?” Skylar said, getting loud.  “Just a handful of us.  Killing entire slews of you in Five Falls.  How stupid was that, huh?  Tell me again while I flatten your balls.”

      “Fine, fine…what do you want?” he said, dialing it back.  “I don’t know what you want!”

      “Are you completely dense?” Logan asked.  “We want you going to Yale, and then we want you and the SAA to go to war.”

      “That won’t take care of the problem,” he said.

      “It will take care of one problem,” Logan said.  “Because once you’re done with them, we’ll be your next problem, and you’ll be ours.”

      “So you’ll just let me go?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Logan said.

      “Just like that?”

      “Would you prefer another arrangement?” Clay asked.  “One that leaves you convincingly mauled?”

      “No.”

      “Then don’t squeeze cheese in a gift horse’s mouth,” Ryker said.  Reed tried not to laugh, but he did so anyway.  When Logan fired him a look, the man held up a hand and said, “I’m sorry.  It’s just…that’s not how it’s said, but it was funny.”

      “I think the expression is don’t punch a gift horse in the face,” Edwin said.

      “Your English is as bad as your Spanish,” Ryker spat.

      “It’s don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, you clowns,” Clay replied.

      “Still like mine better,” Ryker snarled, turning to the prisoner.  Glaring down at him, Ryker said, “So ese, you ready?”

      He gave a short, curt nod, then said, “My shoulders hurt.”

      “Someone get this bitch a tampon,” Skylar growled as the boys lifted him up.  His body went to dead weight, like a sulking toddler.

      “On second thought,” Logan said, “sit his ass in the chair.”

      They sat him on the chair.  Skylar looked him dead in the eyes and said, “Are you going to be a problem?”

      “I said my shoulders hurt!”

      “Harper!” Skylar yelled in the man’s face.

      Harper’s gun was back in the man’s face, giving Skylar time to work.  She knelt down, ripped the boot off the man.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, scared.

      “Shut up,” Skylar said.

      She finished taking the prisoner’s sock off, then she undid the lace on his boot and stood up.  Without a word of explanation, she punched the man right in the face, rocking his head back.  The second he came back up, she stuffed the sock in his mouth and started wrapping the shoestring around his head, holding the sock in place.

      When she was done, she tied it off in a knot then said, “This is how you shut up and do as you’re told.”

      Standing him up, the soldier now much more cooperative, Logan said, “Let’s get this dog and pony show on the road.”

      They hauled the prisoner back down to the truck then tossed him in back.  Ryker and Clay jumped in with him.  Brandon got up front and Logan drove them out of the garage.  Skylar opened the gate.

      “Be right back,” he said to her.

      She gave a curt nod, not an ounce of give in her expression.  He liked her like this.  Then again, Harper had that same expression.  She’d just been hiding it for too long.

      They circled around and drove to the back of the snaking convoy where a few unsuspecting SAA men were standing around the trucks.

      “Get him the map!” Logan called out.

      “Already done,” Ryker said.

      The map he’d shoved in the SAA soldier’s face before he hit him had Yale, Washington circled in red with the words CHICOM HQ written beside it.

      When they came to a stop, Ryker opened the door and Clay threw the man out of the back.  Ryker had his pistol trained on the SAA men standing there, their jaws dropped, their hands almost reaching for their weapons.

      Ryker and Clay stared at the men the whole time, and then they shut the doors and Clay said, “We’re good!”

      Logan took off, heading the long way back and checking the mirrors for a tail.  No one followed them, which he took as a good sign.  When they got back to the parking garage, Skylar was waiting at the gate.  She opened it quickly as Logan drove in, then she shut it just as fast.

      Inside, Harper said, “What do you think he said to them?”

      “I don’t know,” Logan replied.

      “When they leave, we’ll follow them, see if they head to Yale,” Quan said.  “I need to get in touch with my contact, let him know the war is coming.”

      “What about us?” Zeke said.  “When do we hit them?”

      “I’ve got other plans for us,” Quan answered with a grin.  To Logan, he said, “Where’s Felicity, Stephani?”

      “Back in Roseburg,” Logan said.

      “It’s time to get them,” Quan replied.  “Don’t give them a choice in the matter.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Skylar volunteered.

      “Tell them we’re about to watch a war, then wage another war, and then win this nation back or die trying,” Quan said.

      “I know exactly what to say,” Skylar told him.

      Looking at her, Logan knew she’d have the right words.  Felicity admired Skylar so much, it could only be described as that perfect blend of fear and utmost respect.  The more he thought about it, the more he was sure it would work.  Then again, those two women were unpredictable, which meant there was still a chance they’d decline.
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      Felicity showed up in Portland the next morning without Stephani, Cooper or Rowdy.  Boone was obviously upset by this, but he understood this was no place for a baby, or the woman charged to take care of him.  And as much as everyone loved Cooper, what they were doing was crazy, insane and far outside the realms of possibility or even reality.  But the plan was considered “surgical,” which, in this case, meant one wrong cut and the patient died.  That patient being the Five Falls Militia, the Roseburg Rebels, the Resistance, America.

      “You can’t be serious,” Felicity said when they told her the plan.  It was called “Operation Small Bites Big Meal.”

      “That’s a stupid name,” Barde said.

      Ning nodded his head and said, “That’s a white person name.”

      “You have a better idea, half-pint?” Brandon asked, even though it was Cleavon who thought up the name and he was black.

      “Operation Takedown,” Felicity suggested.

      “Already been used,” Clay said.

      “Operation…” Ning said, not able to think of anything.

      “Coming up short?” Reed asked.

      “Cute,” Ning quipped.

      “He called you short without calling you short,” Jin said, laughter in his voice.

      “Operation Small Bites Big Meal stands then, unless anyone else has any good ideas,” Skylar said.  No one said anything, but then Skylar said, “But for the record, it’s a stupid name and too long, but representative of our overall goal.”

      Skylar’s mother used to say, “How do you eat an elephant?” when things were particularly hard, either for them or for Skylar in general.  The answer was always the same: one bite at a time.  That was the idea behind moving this plan forward.  The American Resistance were but mice trying to eat an elephant and digest it.  Anyone reasonable would tell them they might as well step in front of a bullet and save themselves the pain.  But this ever expanding militia had big eyes, a huge appetite, and the will to push forward.  And according to Logan, they had no choice as patriots but to stand for America.

      “Remember when they told us early on not to make waves?” Logan asked.  “I’m talking ten years ago.  Remember when they said don’t make waves about everything?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “We complied, and what happened?  We lost rights, got infiltrated, were left to the devices of traitors and the Chicoms,” Logan said.  “Remember when they said trust in the patriots?  That they knew what was going on and would stop it?”

      Now, more heads were nodding, even more enthusiastically, with eyes that were filling with anger as they remembered the betrayal.

      “We didn’t stop it,” Logan said.  “In fact, not standing up against these tyrants, and these liars, that’s what truly accelerated things.  We perpetuated this through inaction.  There were no patriots in power, only traitors.  We trusted in others to save us, to take care of our fate, to keep the Boogey Man in the closet.  Now look at us.  Just a handful of true patriots trying to undo a monumental raping.  Something like this, it’s on par with trying to unring a bell.  It can’t be done.  But we’re going to try, and most of us, if not all of us, are probably going to die.  But were we really even living?”

      “No!” came the solemn responses.

      “No,” Logan said.  “So now we fight.  Maybe for ourselves, maybe for others, definitely for this country.  So whatever moves you, you make sure you carry that cause with you into battle.  And into every little interaction.  Because, like Skylar likes to say, we are mice about to attack that proverbial elephant, which is going to be scary and impossible.  But we’re doing it anyway, because every one of those bloodsucking maggots who betrayed us and invaded us deserves a fitting end.”

      The eruption of cheering shook the walls, causing people like Felicity to break free of her self-imposed chains and let loose her own dogs of war.

      “Operation Elephant Takedown,” Ning said, reverently, with a grin.

      A slow, even smile appeared on Lavar’s face and he said, “Yeah, that’s a choice cut there, my little Asian friend.”

      And with that, Skylar said, “Ladies and Germs, let Operation Elephant Takedown commence.”

      The caravan they left with was impressive to them, but puny compared to the mammoth SAA snake of vehicles and soldiers.  As pumped up as they were, right then, nothing could steal their high.  But then, on the way out of town, they saw a body hanging naked from the waist down by a lamp post, the head cut off.

      “What the hell is wrong with these people?” Felicity asked.

      “That’s a page right out of the cartel playbook,” Logan replied.  “Cut their heads off, strip them naked and hang them from the bridges, lamp posts, whatever.”

      “It’s disturbing,” she said.

      “It’s meant to be,” Harper said.

      Logan was in the Fickmobile with Harper in the front and Felicity and Orbey in the back.  No one said much, for the hours before war could be some of the toughest hours, minutes and seconds on a human body.

      “You two okay back there?” Logan asked.

      Orbey nodded, but Felicity said, “If having your guts rearranged every thirty seconds is okay, then I’m fantastic.”

      “It’s exactly the same thing,” Logan said.

      The body’s only job in times of strife was to survive.  There was a conservation of function that took place as it fought off death, a systematic process by which it tried like hell to survive.  In other words, if you didn’t die a grievous, brute force, bloody freaking nightmare of a death, the body was, and would forever be, on a relentless pursuit of life.  But the second you went against your body’s wishes by putting yourself in harm’s way, your body would load you up with warning signs to stop what you’re doing.  Those signs could be emotional sickness, vertigo, the flight version of your fight or flight instincts.  That’s where everyone was at, Logan reasoned to himself.  That place.  The silence that was the calm before the firestorm.  A body wants to survive.  Even after all he put his body through, he was still thinking he’d make it out of this alive.

      He snuck another glance in the rearview mirror at Felicity.  She was looking out the side window, that thousand yard stare in her eyes, like she was caught in a nightmare and looking a hundred miles up the road hoping for a way out the other side.  The only way was victory, he wanted to say, but he didn’t want to break her gaze in case she was thinking of better things.  But how could she be?  His eyes shifted ever so slightly to the side and saw Orbey’s eyes locked on his.  She didn’t smile; he didn’t look away.

      “Logan,” Harper said as they started to drift out of their lane.

      He corrected the car, returning his eyes to the road.  But he thought a lot about Orbey, about what she was going through.  If he was right, she was the only one going into battle to die.  For her, it was not about winning the war, or killing as many of those commie pricks as she could.  For her, this was about getting back to Connor.

      “Are you okay?” Harper asked.

      He glanced at her, read the concern on her face, and said, “I’m good.  Just doing some soul searching.”

      “Are you still feeling good about this?” she asked, lower, so the two women in the back seat couldn’t hear her.

      “I never felt good about any of this,” he answered honestly, “but I’m looking forward to ventilating as many of these rats as humanly possible.”

      The look that crossed her face was not sadness, but madness.  The homicidal side of her he knew in San Francisco was front and center and here to stay.  “No matter what happens, I’m going to find you on the other side of this, be it heaven or hell, and we’re going to have that life we always wanted.”

      “I’m not dying,” he turned and said, resolute.  “And neither are you.  It doesn’t matter what happens, we’re not dying.”

      She sat back straight, lifting her chin and appraising him.  “But if you have to you will,” she said.

      “Damn right,” he countered.

      His sat phone buzzed; Harper picked it up and put it on speakerphone.  “This is Logan,” he said over the rumble of the engine.

      Harper put the phone closer to his face, hoping the noise canceling tech would silence the noise of the Fickface Rattlebox, which is what Harper was now calling the vehicle.

      “I just got word from Tong Lim,” Quan said.

      “Who?”

      “My contact in Yale.”

      “And?”

      “He said we need to double time it to the 432 interchange.  The Chicoms have two large convoys with weapons and equipment headed for Yale right now.”

      “How far out are they?” Logan asked, already stepping on the gas.

      “We’re running about fifteen minutes ahead of them, so if we put on the speed, and if we have no interruptions in traffic—which has been looking good so far—we might be able to stop them.”

      “With what?” Harper asked.

      “Whatever means necessary,” Quan said.  “Tong Lim said there’s enough weapons and ammo in those trucks to fortify a small army.”

      “Did you ask how they are doing in Yale?” Logan asked.

      “Regarding?”

      “The SAA headed their way,” Harper said.

      “He’s not saying anything to the higher ups, obviously,” Quan said.  “Then again, Yale is positioned in a valley, so there’s one way in and it’s right through the center of two ridges.  Once they get in, there are open fields they’ve cleared out for massive ground forces.  And when I say massive, I mean massive.  The mile long procession of SAA will have a tough time getting through them, but the Chicoms will have equally as tough a time defeating the SAA, which will be good.”

      “So after we take the Chicom supply trucks, then we head back and do what exactly?” Logan asked Quan, who sounded like he had plans for them.

      “Up ahead in Woodland, the 503 will lead directly into Yale.  You’ll pass that for now.  After your ambush at the 432 interchange, if you can stop the convoy and confiscate their armaments, you’ll double back and take the 503 all the way in.  You won’t miss the war, but if you can run a surgical ground force, sneak up on the SAA when they’re occupied, that’s going to be key to our survival, and to an overall victory.”

      “What are you doing?” Harper asked.  “Because you sound like you’re not coming with us.”

      “I’m not,” Quan said.  “Steve and I are about to switch vehicles with Zeke at the 503.  There’s a bridge at the same exit, the E CC Street. bridge.  It’s short and Tong arranged to get explosives into the Happy Camper Garage nearby.  We’re going to cross the bridge, then blow it.  From there, we’ll head up NW Hayes Road, which will eventually take us to the backside of the 503, and up on the ridge just above Chicom HQ.  The roads are clear, according to Tong Lim, and though it’s the long way around, our timing has to be right.”

      They all knew why.  What Tong Lim had suggested to Quan was crazy, and Steve Daily was even crazier to volunteer for what amounted to a suicide mission.

      “Bayswater Road is that ridge, and from there we’ll drop down on the roof of their HQ.  Tong says the Chicoms built it into the side of the mountain.”

      “Like the Nazis,” Harper said.

      “Yes,” Quan replied.

      “The good news is it’s not huge, as they are expanding, but what the Chicoms had planned here was a monumental undertaking they could only roll out in stages.”

      “Where are they in the rollout now?” Logan asked.

      “They’ve got phase one of the ridge-side HQ built.  Down below, in the valley, they’ve turned a bunch of farmhouses into Chicom strongholds protecting their HQ.  We’re expecting the SAA to hit those buildings first, which is the Chicoms’ first line of defense.  The response won’t be measured or fierce, because they don’t have the ground forces fully trained yet, so hopefully they’ll tear each other apart in the valley, then you guys can come in behind them.”

      “I have a question,” Harper said, interrupting.  “I know it’s just a touch off point, but it bears me asking.”

      “Go ahead,” Quan said.

      “The Port of Seattle and all the other ports there.  We have a significant military presence there—”

      “You had a significant military presence there,” Quan corrected her.  “When the President deployed the bulk of the military overseas, to all those wars he championed, that left the ports vulnerable to the Chicoms.  Like Long Beach and LA, the Chicoms eliminated any and all opposition.  And with their massive presence in the media, they were able to black out much of the real news while relegating the rest of it to the ranks of propaganda.”

      “Didn’t we have huge Naval fleets there?” Harper asked.

      “Once, yes,” Quan said.

      “So we take out Yale, but they have the ports…” Logan said.

      “The Northwest Resistance is larger than we thought,” Quan reassured them.  “We’re currently in communication with them through our Chinese channels, according to Tong.”

      “Did you know about them?” Harper asked, her voice high, her breath coming a little faster.  Logan knew this was Harper’s world—all of the West Coast communications.

      “No,” Quan said.  “Apparently there’s a big chapter in Montana and we’re getting record levels of patriots coming in from Idaho.  They’ve already begun an assault on the ports.”

      “So it’s just this convoy coming that we have to stop,” Logan said.

      “Yes,” Quan said.

      “Well then, Roger that,” he said.

      They were not that far from the 503 and they were going eighty-five miles an hour.  He didn’t want to push the Fickface Rattlebox too hard, lest something go wrong.  Problems were, after all, inevitable with these old muscle cars.  Logan was praying they didn’t encounter the tail of the SAA convoy before they passed the 503.

      Harper pulled out the map, looked it over.  “The 432 is the only substantial interchange between there and the 503,” Harper said.

      Quan heard her and said, “Then that means you only have one chance.”

      “So do you,” Logan said.

      “Good luck.”

      “See you on the other side, brother,” Logan said, hanging up.

      Logan took a deep breath, then said, “If any of you believe in the power of prayer, now would be a good time to start praying.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fortunately they didn’t see the SAA snake as they passed the 503, and they were moving fast enough that they didn’t see Quan and Steve change cars, head to NW Hayes and blow the bridge.  So far, so good, he thought.

      “You’re running a little hot,” Harper said, eyes on the temperature gauge.

      “We’re not in the red yet,” he said.

      “You’re flirting with it pretty hard,” she replied.

      “How far out are we?” Logan asked as they passed through Kalama.

      “Almost there,” she said.

      He slowed to around ten miles an hour, put his hand out the window, palm flat, pumping it up and down as a way of telling the others to slow down.

      “What are you doing?” Harper asked.

      “Crossing over the freeway.  Most of the way here, there’s been a concrete divide.  We need to be in the other lane when we reach the interchange because we can’t take down one of those divides in the vehicles we have.  We need every one of them for the return trip.”

      When they reached a relatively flat grassy divide, he slowed to a crawl, then drove over the divide, popping out on the other side.  The others followed his lead without incident.  Within a few minutes they were back up to eighty-five miles an hour.  For the longest time, on the divide, there was a concrete barrier.  Logan didn’t want to say he was right, but he was glad that he’d followed his instincts.

      “Smart,” Harper finally said.

      He grinned, then nodded, and then he said, “Mamma didn’t raise no fool.”

      “Apparently not,” Harper laughed.

      Looking in the rearview mirror, Logan said, “You two still okay back there?”

      Felicity nodded, but Orbey was asleep.  How anyone could sleep in this death trap is beyond me, he thought.

      “When I ask,” Logan said to Felicity, “will you wake Orbey?”

      She nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      We’re close, he thought.  Close to the start of this thing…

      “There,” Harper said, pointing to the interchange ahead.

      Up ahead was the proposed scene of the ambush.  He got on the phone, told Longwei and the driver of the Ford truck—he wasn’t sure who was driving that—to turn around, back into the underpass, and stage a wreck, leaving only one and a half lanes open.

      The men moved quickly, and Orbey woke up.

      The underpass wasn’t tall, so there would be no massive loads coming through.  The road was further framed in by endless concrete barriers and five to six rounded concrete pillars holding up the overpass.  Each of the pillars were about three, three and a half feet wide, allowing one guy to stand on either side, hidden from the approaching vehicles.

      Stealth would be critical to the plan.

      When the troop transport was in place, the vehicle cut an angle across the far left one and a half lanes.  The Ford was cinched right into it, so close its bumper was kissing the transport’s skin.  They pulled two more cars behind the staged wreck, making it look like a pile up.  Then they moved a Chicom Jeep in front of the transports, doing the best they could to create a funnel that would guide the Chicom convoy into a single lane.

      For that moment, the Fick Family Funhouse had come to their rescue.  In the back of the Rattlebox was the bundle of automatic weapons and the box of extra large grenades.  These were the tools the Fick boys apparently planned on using when they assaulted them back in Roseburg.  Either that or they were just stupid enough to carry a small arsenal with them everywhere they went.

      Logan grabbed the grenades.

      Next, every single body with an automatic weapon lined up tight outside the concrete barriers.  This was critical to the funnel.  Just inside the underpass, Logan and Ryker climbed on top of the roof of their transport, both of them getting into a prone firing position.  Harper and Felicity ran up the road a half mile, out of the danger zone, but ready for mop up should they need a rear assault.  Skylar was with Orbey at the head of the line, i.e. the farthest point from the assault zone.  Orbey had her rifle and Skylar had hers.  They didn’t expect to have to shoot, but they were there if they were needed.

      At first, Skylar protested, because she wanted in on the immediate action, but then she got it.  With Orbey’s death wish, Logan didn’t want her out of the game early, or at all.

      To Orbey, Logan had said, “You’re my sharp shooter, so if any of these guys miss, and one of the trucks gets through, I expect you to clean up their mess, okay?”

      Orbey had nodded, firm.

      Logan wasn’t pacifying her—which Skylar saw when he said this—he just didn’t know how good Zeke’s or Brandon’s guys were, or if the Fick’s weapons would even work right.  They hadn’t been battle tested and they didn’t want to waste what precious ammo they had on random targets.

      Skylar had mouthed the words, “Thank you,” to him as they headed up the line.

      At the pillars, Clay and Boone stood on either side, both with four grenades between them.  According to Quan’s contact, there were two large transports with two Jeeps in front of them and two in back.  Both sets of Jeeps were heavily fortified.  Clay and Boone were responsible for the four Jeeps.

      “They just passed us,” Harper said through the Unidens.  “Two escorts in the front, both Jeeps, then the two transports, and two more escorts in the rear.  It’s just like Tong said.  We’re on the move now.”

      “Copy that,” Logan said, now seeing the convoy.  Keying in the general channel, from his position on the top of the troop transport, he said, “Everyone get ready, the fox is in the henhouse.”

      “You ever feel like you see the war coming,” Ryker said to him, cheek tucked down, eyes lining up the metal sights on the weapon with his targets, “and in that moment, your gut does something to you and you feel like you might shit yourself?”

      “Yeah,” Logan said, lining up the sights as well.

      “I don’t,” Ryker replied.  “I just wanted to know what guys who get scared feel right before all hell breaks loose.”

      Logan looked at him sideways.

      Ryker winked.

      “Good to be in battle with you, Ryker,” Logan said.

      “You and Skylar were together once, weren’t you?” he asked, the convoy fast approaching.

      Logan’s stomach dropped.  “This isn’t the time,” he said.

      “Sure it is.”

      “Are you talking sex or dating?” Logan asked.

      “Both.”

      “What does she say?”

      “Nothing,” Ryker said, focused.  “She’s good at that.”

      “There’s your answer,” Logan said as the convoy moved into a single file line for the “wreck” inside the underpass.  He turned and shouted to Boone and Clay, “Get ready!”

      The second the convoy entered the underpass, both Clay and Boone stepped out and overhanded the grenades into the lead Jeeps’ windshields.  Seconds later, both cabins exploded and the Jeeps swerved wildly out of control, hitting the concrete barriers.  One of them flipped, the other smashed the front bumper into the barrier and spun around, coming to a stop in the middle of the three lane interstate.

      The lead transport came roaring through the underpass, right into Logan’s and Ryker’s line of fire.  Logan barely saw flashes of red, that’s how fast they were moving.  The second transport was traveling in tight formation with first transport; neither Ryker nor Logan gave a second’s pause before hitting the other vehicle.

      “Dammit, I missed!” Ryker roared.

      “Me, too,” Logan said.

      The last of the escorts came through, both trying to slow down.  The last Jeep actually locked its brakes, skidding to a tire-smoking stop.

      Clay hurled a grenade into the windshield of the third Jeep.  It didn’t bounce off, so Logan knew the grenade broke through the glass, but the vehicle didn’t explode either.  Automatic weapons fire opened up along the line, hopefully eliminating the targets.  The soldiers in the last Jeep hopped out and opened up, cutting twin lines up the side of the troop transport Logan and Ryker were perched upon.

      A moment later, both Chicoms shook and danced as blood spray shot out of the fronts of their bodies and faces.  Harper and Felicity had fired on them from behind.

      Logan gave them a thumbs up as they ran forward to assess the damage and lend a hand, or a bullet as it were, to the takedown.

      Zeke and his guys were already pulling dead guys out of the trucks.  The first two Jeeps were engulfed in flames, fully incapacitated.  The third Jeep had been hit fast, both men inside having choked on a face full of redneck lead, as Zeke called it.  Seeing the giant hole the grenade made in the windshield piqued Logan’s curiosity.  He poked his head in the Jeep and saw a perfect grenade sitting on the seat, the pin pulled.  On the other side, one of Zeke’s guys opened the door, saw the explosive and said, “This is some bush league BS right here.”

      “We didn’t make them,” Ryker said.

      “Who did?”

      “You ever heard of the Ficks?” Felicity asked.

      One of Zeke’s guys, a big-bellied American wearing a Semper Fi ball cap, started laughing and said, “Those inbreeders?”

      Now everyone started laughing.  This chubby tub of fun, this former Marine who called the Ficks inbreeders, said, “You know their momma was their daddy’s sister, right?”

      “That’s just a rumor,” Felicity said.

      “No it ain’t,” the Marine said with rosy cheeks.  “I knew them in Medford, went to school with both of them.   She changed her last name to hide it.  Not through the courts.  Just enough to not draw suspicion.”

      “The kids made the grenades, and that heap of crap we’re driving, aside from the engine, which is strong I’ll admit, is theirs,” Logan said.  “So are the modified ARs and AKs you’re firing.”

      The marine looked at the weapon and said, “Well they ain’t half bad.”

      “Let’s go see about the grand prize,” Logan said.

      They opened the backs of both transports, and true to Tong Lim’s word, there was enough equipment in there to arm half a dozen militias.

      “Well hot damn,” Zeke said, thrilled.  “Looks like the sun’s shining on a frog’s ass today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      When Quan and Steve switched cars, they’d taken Zeke’s Camaro at the 503.  The others bid them a quick farewell, then he and Steve peeled off from the group.  Behind an old AM/PM gas station, just off the 5, were the remnants of the Happy Camper Garage.  He and Steve hopped the chain link fence, moved through the carcasses of old and abandoned cars, then kicked in the back door of a nondescript brown building and found the stash of TNT someone left there on Tong Lim’s orders.  They grabbed the contraband and returned to the Camaro.

      When they crossed the E CC Street bridge, Quan said, “Pull over there.”

      The two men got out of the Camaro, then scaled down the hillside with the TNT and fuse rolls in hand.  Together, under the bridge, they set the explosives in crucial points previously marked with a red can of spray paint.  They then ran the separate fuse lines up the hillside, lit them both and ducked behind the Camaro for cover.  A moment later the TNT blew and twin explosions shook the earth beneath them.

      The front of the bridge immediately dropped in a puff of eviscerated concrete dust and smoke.  When the ugly TNT cloud cleared, they walked over to the bridge, saw that the blown out sections made the road unpassable.

      “We’re good to go,” Steve said.

      Quan fired up the car and they headed left on NW Hayes Road, driving down one of the most beautiful roads either man had ever seen.

      “I know we’re supposed to be going to war,” Steve said, “but I’m seriously in awe of what I’m seeing here.  You just never really feel this kind of peace.”

      Quan could only nod in stunned silence.  The shoulders of the road were lined with impossibly green trees and endless shrubbery.  When there weren’t canopies of leaves and pockets of cool air, there were infinite fields of green, complete with homes and farms, and with farming equipment and horse stalls.  A few people here and there were outside working, unsuspecting of the war about to go down not twenty miles away.

      The scenic drive passed quickly, too quickly.  By the time NW Hayes became NE Cedar Creek Road, and Cedar Creek became the back end of the 503, they’d driven twenty-five miles, passed abandoned gas stations, homes in stark decay from weather and neglect, shuttered churches and more than a few cars that had been shoved off the side of the road to make room for through traffic.  The 503 took them to the Yale Bridge, a single lane road leading through a forest green, short span steel suspension bridge.  The water below was blue and peaceful, the world around it so lush and hilly, it made Quan sad thinking that the Chicoms had stolen so much beauty from this world, and from America.  Deep down, it had him revisiting the old, yet familiar hatred for the Chicoms.  They saw what they wanted and they just took it, unconcerned with who they hurt, or what they killed in the process.

      “They won’t take this,” Quan said.

      Steve looked at him and said, “You want to bet?  Because America started to capitulate more than a decade ago.”

      “What does that have to do with people protecting their lands?” Quan asked.

      “Learned subservience,” Steve said.

      “Yeah?  Well not with us.”

      “I just want to kill some commies,” Steve said.  “Make up for all the bad shit they’ve done to us.”

      “They took everything from me,” Quan said.  “Same as you.”

      “Look for Ham Road,” Steve said as they drove through walls of ferns and trees on either side of the tight, two lane road.  The second they rounded the bend, they saw a yellow arrow and a 35 mph sign.  Pointing left, Steve said, “There it is.”

      Quan hung a left, and then he hung another right onto Bayswater Road.  The big engine was pulling hard and making noise as the Camaro climbed the ridge rising up over the unincorporated town of Yale.

      “Tong said to look for a wide clearing of brush on the right side,” Quan said, driving as close to the right hand shoulder as he could.  “The top of their HQ should be exposed.”

      Steve opened the window and stuck his head out hoping to find the Chicom HQ’s ledge.  Quan slowed a bit, edged the Camaro even closer to the shoulder’s edge.

      “Do you see it yet?” Quan asked, now sitting up taller and trying to see past Steve.

      “Not yet…wait, there it is,” Steve said.  “Stop the car.”

      Quan stopped the car and they both got out, walking to the edge where, just down the ridge, they spotted the jutting concrete ledge.  Quan returned to the Camaro, grabbed the sat phone, made a call.

      “We’re here,” he said, when Tong Lim answered.

      “Halfway down the ridge,” Tong said in hushed tones and on the move, “there’s a chain link fence blocking ridgetop access to the roof.  I snipped a line in the fencing for you.  Squeeze through it and meet me at the doorway on top the roof.  You can’t miss it.  Oh, and are you armed?”

      “Of course,” Quan said, looking at Steve as he started down the side.

      “If you see anyone other than me, shoot them.”

      “Okay,” Quan said. “And Tong?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      When Quan hung up, he followed Steve down the ridge.  “You’ve got your gun, right?”

      “Yeah,” Steve called up.

      “Get it out, and be ready,” Quan said, his own pistol in his hand.  “Tong’s going to meet us, but if I start shooting, back me up.”

      Steve finally dug in the edge of his boot, sliding to a stop on the grassy ridge in front of the chain link fence.  Planting a hand, leaning up against the side of the tall ridge, he said, “What are we walking into here?”

      “You already know that, but we need to be in uniform before we’re seen,” Quan said, stopping next to him.  Seeing the cut in the fence line, Quan moved down five yards, then dropped down and pushed himself through to the other side.  He then pulled the chain link back and Steve shimmied through.  “Once we’re in uniform, well…you know what comes after that.”

      The first time they talked about the plan, Steve wasn’t for it.  When it looked like he was the only guy able to do the job, that he’d have to lay his life on the line for the greater good, the blood ran from his face and his skin paled to a pasty white.  After the reality of their situation was laid out, Steve slowly nodded his head, seeing no other way.  “All I care about is this,” Steve had said, grandstanding a little, “so if this is the end of the line for me, and if I get to kill a handful of these rats doing so, then I guess I’m down.  Let’s do it.”

      The roof sat level with the hillside, a natural weakness when you built your fortress into a hillside.  It did, however, allow the two men to walk right onto the roof, then over to the access door.  They flanked the closed-door entrance with their weapons out, then drew a collective breath when they heard the tromp-tromp-tromp of someone coming up the stairs.  Quan looked at Steve, who was looking back at him.

      The door opened slowly, and that’s when Quan saw Tong Lim and smiled.  Steve let out the breath he was holding, then holstered his weapon.  Tong dropped a linen bag then grabbed Quan and pulled him into a hug.

      “It’s been too long, my friend,” Tong said, excited to see him.

      “Indeed it has,” Quan replied.

      “You’re the white boy,” Tong said, looking him over.

      “How’d you know?” Steve asked with a grin.

      “Solid guess, I suppose,” Tong replied.  He opened the linen bag, pulled out a uniform, checked the sizing, then handed it to Steve and said, “This is for you.”

      Steve began changing into the Chicom uniform right away, unconcerned with either modesty or decorum.  Tong put a set of shoes and a belt down next to him as well.  Steve nodded his thanks.

      “This is yours, brother,” Tong said, handing the other uniform, the second set of shoes and the other belt to Quan.

      When he was in his uniform, Quan drew a deep breath, blew it out slowly.  He looked at Steve a long time, then said, “You ready?”

      Steve smiled and said, “Someone once said, and I’m not sure who that someone was, it’s time to activate beast mode and slay.”

      Tong said, “Turn around, put your hands behind your back.”  Steve did as he was told.  Tong zip-tied his wrists, then knelt down and said, “Don’t move.”  The American didn’t move a muscle.  Quan then watched as Tong lightly snipped one-third of the connecting plastic between his wrists.  “If you pull too hard or too soon, you’ll snap it.”

      Steve nodded, then said, “Roger that.”

      Quan pulled his weapon, sunk the barrel in Steve’s back and said, “Let’s go.”

      Tong led them into the stairwell and down the stairs.  Quan was about to walk into the lion’s den, and any wrong move would mean torture, dismemberment and death, in that order.

      When they reached the end of the stairwell, Tong turned and said, “Steve, you’re about to die.  You know that, right?”

      He nodded.

      “And you’re the one who caught him, Quan,” Tong continued.  “You should be worried about the news he has, and though you caught the traitor, there is no joy in it.”

      “No joy,” Quan said.

      “Good,” Tong replied.  He had his hand on the door handle, about to open it, but he didn’t, not just yet.  Looking between them, he said, “If either of you fail, we all die.”

      “No offense, Tong,” Steve said.  “But I don’t need a pump up session.  Let’s go before I lose my wood.”

      Tong opened the door and they walked out into the crush of Chicoms worker bees in their natural habitat.  The hallways were packed, but people moved out of the way when Tong said, “Move, please,” in Chinese.

      While everyone was making way for them, one man was ahead, standing in the hallway and blocking their path.  Out of the side of his mouth and in English, Tong said, “Be cool,” just loud enough for Steve and Quan to hear.

      “What are you doing?” the man asked Tong in Chinese.

      Quan saw this man’s rank and felt his heart sink.  Tong was one of the highest ranking officers in the Chicom army, two ranks above Quan.  But the stern looking man standing before them outranked Tong.

      “Hello, Kun,” Tong said, refusing to acknowledge his rank and sounding a bit distraught.  “We have critical information for Da Xiao Zheng.”

      The man standing before them was a couple of years older looking than Tong.  If he was a day younger than forty, Quan would be surprised.  Quan looked at him, saw the stern look on his face, a look that could only have etched itself into his features with both time and the immense pressures of leadership.

      “Tell me, and I’ll tell him,” Kun said.  Scrutinizing Steve, he walked past Tong and looked him over.  He had marks on him where he’d been beaten back at the Roseburg Airport, even though they weren’t exactly fresh.  Kun’s discerning eye flicked on Quan, held his gaze, narrowed his eyes.

      “Who are you?” he asked.  Quan told him his real name and rank.  Kun seemed to think about it for a moment, and then said, “I know that name.”  Kun was mentally reaching, trying to place him, or his name.

      “He went off the radar, but not on purpose,” Tong said.  “There was a theft at the Port of Long Beach where he arrived.  Members of The Resistance killed several men and stole a truckload of weapons, ammo and supplies.  Quan followed them, killed most of them, and found this traitor in our midst.  The man you see now.  Steve Daily.”

      Steve lowered his head, acting as if he was unable to hold the man’s eyes.  Kun’s eyes turned on the traitor.  With his fingers under Steve’s chin, he raised the man’s head and forced eye-contact.  Their eyes met, worrying Quan.  The way Steve hated these commie pukes was legendary.  Quan wasn’t sure Steve could keep that hatred in check.  When Kun removed his hand, Steve’s head remained still and Quan could breathe again.

      “I’m not sure why you’re not in plastic cuffs either,” the ranking officer said, looking at Quan.  He said nothing.  To Tong, Kun said, “And you knew about this when?”

      “I was just informed of this an hour ago,” Tong said.  “I couldn’t find you to give you the details, but this is high level intel, for Da Xiao Zheng’s ears only, no offense.”

      “Da Xiao Zheng’s ears are my ears,” Kun purred, one eyebrow raised.

      “I’ll be sure to tell him that,” Tong replied, unfazed.

      “You’re not going to see him,” Kun said.

      Quan moved his hand closer to his weapon.  With the men and women of the command center moving around them like water flowing past a stone, there was enough distraction for small movements.  But if he was forced to pull out his weapon and kill this man, it would be all done for them but the bleeding.  That’s why killing Kun was a last resort.

      “If you stand in my way while I have critical information,” Tong said, his tone deepening, “when this base begins taking fire, and that’s about to happen, I’ll be sure to tell him you stood on ceremony while our troops were attacked.”

      “If you have critical information pertinent to our security,” Kun challenged, his patience waning, “you have an obligation to tell me.”

      “Get out of my way,” Tong snapped.

      Kun didn’t move, so when Tong tried to go around him, Kun stepped in his path, blocking him.  Tong shoved him so hard, the man stumbled into the wall, caught himself from falling, then reached for his weapon.

      “Do that and I shoot you,” Quan said, ripping his weapon out and holding it at his side, finger on the trigger.

      Kun glared at Tong, but then he turned his attention to Quan, weighing the situation while calculating the odds of his survival.

      “You don’t know what kind of hell is roaring your way, you fantastic moron,” Quan spat.  “If you don’t step out of our way, I’m going to paint the wall with what insignificant brain matter you possess.”

      Kun stood up, straightened his uniform, tried to ignore the slowed stream of men and women, the heavily averted eyes, and the sneaking looks.  Another officer walked up to him fast and said, “Sir, I’ve been trying to find you.”

      “Well here I am,” Kun growled, his cheeks visibly burning.

      “There might be a problem,” he said.

      “What kind of problem?”

      The officer leaned in and said something in a voice too low for Quan to hear.  Whatever he said, though, it had a visible impact on Kun.

      “You said there is an attack coming?” Kun asked Quan, humbled.

      “Take us to Da Xiao Zheng now,” Tong said.

      Kun turned and said, “Follow me.”

      As they walked with purpose down the hallway with Kun as their escort, Quan tried to keep from sweating.  He’d just pulled a gun on the highest ranking officer beneath Da Xiao Zheng.  He’d never met the tyrant known as Da Xiao Zheng, but the rumors about him were legendary, and hopefully exaggerated.

      Outside of Zheng’s office, the three of them stared at four guards who were nodding at Kun.  One of the guards slipped inside Zheng’s office, shutting the door behind him in haste.  But he wasn’t so swift that Quan failed to see the officer sitting behind the desk.

      Da Xiao Zheng.

      “You’d better be right about this,” Kun said in English to Steve.  “Otherwise I’ll kill you myself, slowly.”

      Steve lowered his head again, subservient, scared, resolute.

      When the guard opened the door again, it was to summon them in.  The three of them and Kun walked inside.  The guard left, shutting the door behind him.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Da Xiao Zheng asked in English, his eyes on Steve.

      “Sir,” Quan said.  “This man—”

      “Not you,” he barked.

      Quan fell silent.

      “You’re about to be attacked,” Steve said, speaking in as few of words as possible.

      “Who do you think is going to attack us?” Da Xiao Zheng asked.

      “The South American Army, sir.”

      “Do not call me sir, traitor.  You don’t serve me, therefore you are not a subordinate.  I would not kill a subordinate, but a traitor…for a traitor I would gladly relieve your body of its head.  So spare me the false salutation.”

      “He has been dating Gabriela Desoto, the daughter of Sebastián Desoto, President Lorenzo Guerrero’s top General,” Quan said.

      “I know who General Desoto is,” Zheng said.  “I wasn’t aware his daughter was dating anyone.”

      “There are a great many things you’re not aware of, asshole,” Steve grumbled.

      Chicom President Hu’s top man in America shot out of his seat, crossed the fifteen feet of carpeted floor and hit Steve so hard the American fell over sideways.

      Quan looked down and saw Steve passed out on the floor, but more concerning, he saw that the zip-tie had snapped.  Dropping fast, he rolled the man over, covering the tell quickly.  He ripped out his gun and put it to Steve’s eye and looked up at Zheng.

      “Sir?” Quan asked the man.

      Wordlessly, Da Xiao Zheng shook his head while rubbing his hand.  There was a permanent frown on his face, one that cut deep lines in his skin.  Distraught, Zheng returned to his desk and sat down.

      “Tell me everything,” Zheng said to Tong Lim.

      “He can tell you what is coming better than I can, sir,” Tong said.  Turning to Quan, he said, “He has been embedded in their community, behind enemy lines if you will, for months.”

      Da Xiao Zheng turned his eyes on Quan and raised a brow.  An acknowledgment to speak.

      “A mile and a half long SAA convoy tore through Five Falls days ago,” Quan said.  “Last night they also ran through Portland uncontested.”

      The man blanched at the mention of Five Falls, but quickly regained his composure.  “You were in Five Falls?” Zheng asked.

      “I was in Five Falls when it was hit,” Quan said.  “A helicopter killed many of them when it shot up the town.”

      “That was me,” Da Xiao Zheng said proudly.

      At Quan’s feet, Steve started to come around.  He pulled his weapon, aimed it at Steve’s face.  When the American blinked and shook the dizziness loose, Quan said to him, “I’m going to lift you up and if you so much as blink the wrong way, you’re dead.  Nod if you understand.”

      He nodded, slowly, still dazed.

      “Don’t you dare move your arms or your legs,” Quan said.  “Compliance will save your life.”

      He saw the look in Steve’s eyes the second he realized his zip-tie had snapped.  Quan holstered his weapon, then stood Steve up by his arms, holding them close together and keeping his unbound wrists hidden from both Kun and Zheng.

      “I was your inside man in Five Falls,” Quan continued, straightening his uniform.  “Well, one of two men.  I was the one who survived.  I wish you would have reached out to me, sir.  I believe I had actionable intel that could have halted this.”

      Da Xiao Zheng frowned at the veiled insult.  Quan just suggested the man had failed at his job, and he did so without blinking, or looking down.  Zheng stood back up, walked over to the four of them, and stood so close Quan could smell the stink of cooked fish on the man’s breath.

      “Everything happens in its own time,” Zheng said unenthusiastically.

      “Gabriela’s father says the same thing,” Steve lied, looking up and sneering at the highest ranking Chicom officer in the United States.  The Resistance’s martyr was no longer able to contain his rage.  With heat and grit in his voice, Steve all but snarled at the man.  “Unfortunately for you, you are not moving in on his troops, he’s moving in on yours.”

      “Where did you find this gweilo?” he turned and spat at Quan.

      “He was in contact with Gabriela, and through her, General Sebastián Desoto,” Quan explained, the lie preplanned and sounding sincere.  Quan turned his eyes on Steve, withdrew his weapon and pressed the barrel to Steve’s head once more.  “The next time you speak to Da Xiao Zheng like that, you can be sure those will be your final words.”

      “Please continue,” Zheng prompted.

      Quan kept his weapon on Steve’s temple.  “I discovered this traitor in Five Falls.  After the SAA rolled through there and laid waste to that horrible little town—”

      “What do you mean, the SAA laid waste to the town?” Zheng asked, perking up, his eyes no longer on Quan’s weapon.

      “This convoy is on the 503 as we speak,” Tong warned him.

      “Have you confirmed this?” Zheng asked, looking directly at Kun.

      “I’m hearing things from the field now,” Kun said.  “So far they are unconfirmed, but that doesn’t mean this man is lying.”

      “Go confirm them then!” Zheng roared.  “NOW!”

      Kun turned and left before Quan even knew what happened.  Looking at Zheng, Quan said, “If you would like me to handle this situation right now, it would be my great honor to do so.”

      Da Xiao Zheng touched the front of Quan’s weapon, slowly lowering it.  He then said, “I’d like to hear what he has to say for himself, and about the SAA, and then you can dispose of him, or maybe, depending on what he says, I will do it myself.  But not in my office.  Perhaps in a toilet, one that’s not flushed.”

      “This asshole is right,” Steve growled, his eyes angry, but hurt from Zheng’s fist.  “The SAA made their way up through California, ran into Resistance in Five Falls, then got to Portland.  And hopefully, they’ll be here anytime.”

      “Tell me about Five Falls,” Da Xiao Zheng said calmly, not taking the bait.

      “The SAA wiped them off the map,” Steve gushed.  “Five Falls, Oregon no longer exists.”

      “Well at least you’ve brought me some good news,” Zheng said.  Then to Quan.  “Perhaps we find him a flushed toilet.  You can execute him there.”

      As Da Xiao Zheng was dismissing them, the intercom buzzed.  “We are under attack, sir!” Kun said, stern but not doing a good job of masking his panic.

      Outside the window, a helicopter approached, loosing a pair of rockets.  Zheng withdrew his pistol, as if it would do any good.  Seconds later, the building shook under their feet, the drywall cracking, the dust of it raining down from the ceiling.

      Zheng returned to his desk, slammed his pistol in the wood surface, then punched the intercom’s button and said, “Shoot that damn chopper down!”

      Da Xiao Zheng spun and looked right at Steve.  He reached for his weapon, but Quan took charge first.

      “Down on your knees!” Quan roared.

      Steve lowered his head, complied.

      Da Xiao Zheng punched the intercom button again and said, “Move us to full alert and roll out counter measures!”

      Mortar rounds were hitting farther up, along the valley floor.  Zheng depressed the intercom’s button, then pressed it again a second later and said, “And you had better find a way to turn our defensive measures into a full scale offensive by the time I get there or this will be your head!”

      “Yes, sir,” Kun said after Zheng let go of the buzzer.

      And you”—Zheng said to Quan as he walked out from behind his desk—“I appreciate your initiative, but it’s time to go.”

      “In light of the circumstances, and not to take any unnecessary risks,” Quan said, “I would like to execute this man on the spot.”

      Da Xiao Zheng looked back to the pistol on his desk, almost like he wanted to say something, or perhaps do it himself.

      Quan had the barrel of the gun pressed to Steve’s bowed head.  Another direct strike shook the building, entire pieces of drywall now dropping around them.  Quan racked the slide, returned the pistol to Steve’s head.  If he pulled the trigger right then, the bullet would sever the brainstem.

      “Sir,” Quan said, “do I have permission to execute the prisoner?”

      “You do,” Zheng finally said.

      With that, Quan lifted the weapon and shot Zheng in the leg.  The outer door instantly opened; Tong shot the two guards, and the two guards after that.  Zheng was screaming bloody murder, hopping on his leg toward his pistol.

      Tong turned and shot Zheng in the ass, knocking him over, just out of reach of the weapon.  Pulling out the sat phone and dialing quickly, Quan waited for the connection, got it, then said to Logan, “Zheng is down.”  He immediately hung up, then turned to Da Xiao Zheng and said, “Call the President.”

      “I will not!” Zheng said through gritted teeth and enraged eyes.  There was blood on the carpet, and so much heat in the man’s wicked gaze he could have lit half a dozen candles off the surface of his eyeballs alone.

      Zheng reached up for the weapon; Quan shot his left hand.

      “Call him!”

      “No!” he growled, tears standing in his eyes as he cradled his injured hand.  Steve stood slowly, his eyes on Zheng the entire time.  When his hands came around to his sides, unrestricted by zip-ties or any other means of restraint, Zheng’s surprised expression lay bare for everyone in the office to see.

      “Call him,” Steve said, repeating Quan’s orders.

      He walked up to the desk, grabbed Zheng’s pistol and turned it over, giving it a thoughtful look.  He flipped the weapon in his hand, caught it by the barrel, then grabbed Zheng by the hair and wrenched his head back.

      “You’re going to call him one way or the other,” Steve hissed.  Then he struck the man’s teeth with the butt of the pistol so hard, most of them shattered, causing Zheng to shoot forward and start coughing out bloody bits of broken enamel.  The moaning that followed was the same kind of moaning you’d hear from a cow birthing her calf.

      “We can do this all day, Zheng,” Tong said, walking up to him.  “But your empire is falling, your future is dim, and the only difference between an honorable death and what we have planned for you if you do not cooperate, is pain.  An unending, unrelenting amount of pain.”

      Quan handed him the phone and said, “Make the call.”

      He finally relented.  The line rang through and a moment later, the President said, “What is it, Zheng?”

      Quan stood taller, took a breath, then said, “Hello, President Hu, my name is Quan Li and you killed my family.  Before you offer any rebuttal, I want you to know I served you in the Army faithfully, long enough to turn the tides on this war to my benefit and your detriment.”

      Hu began to laugh. “Is this some kind of a joke?” he thundered.  Going from zero to one hundred miles per hour in seconds flat, the President said, “Put Da Xiao Zheng on the line!”

      “You will have a chance to speak with him in a moment,” Quan said, calm.  “He’s currently coughing up a mouthful of broken teeth.”

      “Do you think I care about what’s happening to America?” Hu said, his tone changing, sounding almost dismissive.

      Looking down, he saw the phone’s screen was now asking for permission to make this a video call.  Quan accepted the request, found himself face-to-face with the President.  He did not let this rattle him.

      “The SAA is about to overtake Yale, and after that, the American Resistance will step in and finish them,” Quan said confidently.  “Whatever armaments are left will be ours.  We’ve taken control of the ports, destroyed your boats and killed most of the men there.  And we’re just a handful of Chicom defectors and Americans.  But this country is rallying and there will be more of us rising up to kill off the rest of you when word of our victory spreads.”

      “I am not afraid of you,” President Hu said, heavy shadows on his face.

      “We have Da Xiao Zheng right now, we have Yale, and we’re about to take out two forces in one fatal strike.  If these are your best men, and they have failed, then I dare you to send more you vile, communist pig.”

      “I have infinite resources,” Hu snarled, “but I’m sure you know that.”

      “Over here, all you have is cannon fodder.  If one Chicom sets foot in this country, just one, we will mobilize a slaughter party the likes of which no one in your position has ever seen.”

      “This is comical,” Hu retorted, his tone clipped.

      “The US military has been called back from all their useless wars.  Your spies there were found and executed.  And our men on the East Coast have wiped out the EU and the African Army.  Your network is dead.  Your officers are about to be dead.  And this spy grid and infiltration you worked thirty years to develop?  I mean, do I really need to say it?”

      “As you know,” Hu said, playing the only card he had, “I have the US President.”

      “Yes, well he was weak.  He capitulated to you like the traitorous bitch that he was.  He was someone you bought and sold for this plan, your failed American adventure.  But he was NOT American, and he was NOT a true patriot.”

      “He is here nevertheless,” Hu spat.

      Two armed men opened the door.  Tong shot them both, then pushed the bodies outside, shut the door, and tried again to lock it.

      “The President is currently hanging from a lamp post,” Quan said, letting Hu know the game was over, that the Chicoms had lost.  “All the stooges you placed in positions of power—in D.C., the US media, Hollywood, the colleges, the bio-tech companies—they will all be rounded up and properly disposed of.  After this is over, I will see to that personally.  Rather, I’m going to let the Americans see to that, for it’s their country you have decimated.”

      “Good for you,” Hu said, resorting to the edge of a tantrum.  “I have no use for them anyway.  All those traitors to their country…let them swallow their fate in the form of a bullet.  I don’t care.  No one likes your traitors anyway.”

      “The Americans like them when they’re on the receiving end of that bullet.  I’m sure they’d like to know who sold their country out, that way they can deliver a message that’s both firm and swift.”

      “And what message is that?” Hu asked.

      “That communists are no longer allowed in this country, and our politicians will need to serve a greater purpose than to bow to you or your sick ideals.  They will be beholden to the new America, the Constitutional America, a country that will no longer deal with you or any other communist party on this planet.  That’ll be the message.  Consider this a sneak peek.”

      “My meal is getting cold,” Hu said, “so if there’s anything else…”

      In the background, down in the valley below, the war was getting closer, the earth shaking with the sounds of heavy machinery and death cannons.  Hu registered none of that.  He only knew wrath.

      “Do you have any last words for Da Xiao Zheng?” Quan asked, trying to touch a nerve.

      It worked.  The man flew into a sudden fit of rage.  “I will bring the full weight and force of the Chinese Republic to bear on you if you harm a single hair on his head!”

      Quan looked at Steve with a raised eyebrow.  The American born patriot was now holding a small paring knife, one he’d snuck in with him.  Steve gave the nod.  He was ready.  Quan then turned the phone’s camera on Steve and Da Xiao Zheng.

      Wasting no time, Steve stabbed the man twice in the traps, right near the base of his neck, then grabbed a fistful of hair and began carving a line all around the edge of the man’s face.  Zheng’s screaming was shrill, guttural, blood curdling.

      Hu was screaming on the other end, pitching the mother of fits, even as the war reached their very walls.  A mortar round hit near the base of the building, causing the floor to shift and crack.  But Steve was not done.  He then used the knife’s edge to scrape the man’s face away from his skull, finally ripping the entire mask of it off.  All that was left was a small patch of skin on what remained of Da Xiao Zheng’s nose.

      “Your country will be an ash heap when I’m done with it!” Hu bellowed.

      Steve looked right in the camera at Hu and said, “For your retaliation, President Hu, my name will be important.  You’ll want to know who I am.”

      “You will be the first one I personally gut!”

      Holding Zheng’s face in his hand, he said, “I look forward to that day.  My name is Steve Daily.  I speak for myself and on behalf of all of America when I say you can kiss my American ass, not on the right and not on the left, but right in the middle.  You will never set foot in this country and leave it alive.  Do you hear me, you stinking communist rat?  Do you understand?”

      The President was floored, suddenly rendered speechless.

      “But if you should come to America, if you want to find this man, Zheng, this is where he’ll be!”  With that, Steve flung the man’s peeled-off face straight up at the ceiling where, surprisingly, it hit with the wet side and stuck.

      Quan raised the phone, showed Hu the skin.  But when Quan looked back down at the screen, Hu was gone.  He tossed the phone away, then looked at Steve and said, “Did that just happen?”

      Tong was speechless.

      As if on cue, half of Zheng’s face started to peel away from the ceiling, and then it all fell down on the floor like a wet raspberry crepe.

      Quan looked over at Zheng, who was still alive, but barely aware of anything.  He’d gone into shock.  He walked over to the man, put his gun to Zheng’s head and said, “For my family, and for every other Chinese family you destroyed.”  Zheng was not aware of anything at that point.  So when Quan pulled the trigger, he felt none of his hate recede.

      “We need to go,” Tong said.  “We need to make sure the Chicoms inflict as much damage on the SAA as possible.”

      “Shouldn’t we get out of the way?” Quan asked.  “Let them kill each other, unbidden?”

      “I’ll get to the command center,” Tong said.  “But Kun might have dispatched snipers to the roof, where we came from.  You need to get there, take them out when I tell you, then provide cover for your people.”

      “And until then?” Steve asked.

      “It’s your guys’ job to see that the war persists.  Do not let the other side get an advantage.  That way we can marshal all their resources rather than ours.”

      “When will we hear from you?” Quan asked.

      “I’m going to tell Kun that you and Steve killed Da Xiao Zheng, and that he’s now in charge of the Chicom Army.  He’ll be upset and pleased in equal measures, I’m sure.  As for hearing from me…when the tide begins to turn one way or the other.  Until then, we let the armies do all the heavy lifting.”

      They split up, Quan and Steve returning to the stairwell, and then the roof.  The war had officially begun, which changed the landscape of the roof, as Tong had mentioned.  There were now four snipers in position—two they saw the second they opened the rooftop access door, and two more on the other side of the box.  Only one of the snipers looked up because they would not have ever imagined their HQ could be breached by a few veritable lunatics.  Still in full uniform, Quan gave the man a nod.  The sniper went back to his scope, unconcerned.

      Looking out over the long valley below, now the field of battle, Quan saw two armies engaged in a full scale war.  It was a beautiful sight to see.

      Backing up into the stairwell, all but closing the door, he used the sat phone to dial Logan.  When the man answered, Quan said, “Did you get the convoy successfully?”

      “That’s an affirmative.”

      “Any casualties?” Quan asked.

      “Not on our side,” Logan said.  “Sounds like the party started.”

      “As promised,” Quan said with a smile.

      “We’re almost in position,” Logan informed him.  “I’ll call you when we’re there.”

      “Roger that,” Quan said, then hung up.
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      Later that night, with no signs of the war dying down, Quan and Steve held their positions.  Which was to say, they left the roof door cracked open as they sat on the stairwell, sweating.  Tong had been in touch, but the snipers hadn’t moved.  They had tons of ammo and were prone, taking out targets where they could.  Quan heard from Logan an hour ago.  The crews from Five Falls, Roseburg and Portland were ready to go on Quan’s orders.  Just before the last light of day, Tong met them in the stairwell, looking weary but definitely in the fight.

      “Are you fresh enough to take the evening position?” Tong asked.  Quan knew exactly what that meant.

      “Yes,” he said, feeling renewed.

      Tong looked at Steve and said, “Can you fire a sniper rifle?”

      “I’m surgical,” the American said.

      “Good,” Tong replied.  Peeking out the door onto the rooftop, he unholstered his weapon.  To Quan, Tong turned and said, “You take the two shooters you see, Steve and I will hit the two we can’t see from here.  Steve, you take the nearest one and I’ll take the farthest one.  Clear?”

      “Clear,” both men said.

      Quan pushed the door open and walked out on the roof with purpose.  Steve and Tong circled around the rooftop access structure.  Quan had his weapon trained on the farthest shooter, who was twenty yards away, easy; he waited a beat, then fired the first round.

      A spray of red misted off the bucking head.  The second sniper looked over, took a round above his right eye.  His head flopped down, too.

      Tong appeared and said, “Both targets are down and we have plenty of ammo.  You and Steve set up here for now.  I’ll bring food and water as it’s rationed out, and then we’ll kick this thing off at first light.”

      “The fighting won’t end just because the sun goes down,” Quan said.

      “No, but victory will be neither ours nor theirs until tomorrow or the next day,” he said.  “Best to get some sleep now, if you can.  That way you’ll be fresh come sunrise.”

      “What’s the assessment so far?” Quan asked.

      “Twenty percent of our resources are either broken or about to be broken.  Same with the SAA, if your estimations about their convoy were correct.”

      “They were,” Quan said.  “They are.”

      “By the night, we’ll both take and lose between five to ten percent more.  But tomorrow…now that’s when we really get underway.”

      Quan nodded his head as Tong’s face began to split with a smile.

      “What?” Quan asked.

      “After years of planning,” Tong mused, “we’re finally here.”

      “Yes we are,” Quan said, taking an emotional victory lap.

      “Your boy, Steve,” Tong said, shaking his head.  “Man, he’s something else.  Can you believe Zheng’s face actually stuck to the ceiling?  That’s one for the history books.”

      “That right there was divine intervention,” Quan said.  “Or maybe it was good luck.  Either way, there’s something about that kid I really like.”

      “Don’t let him get killed then,” Tong said. “I’ll get you some food here in a bit.  Water, too.”

      Tong delivered the food and water as promised, and Quan quickly fell asleep after that.  The surface of the roof was hard, though, and the night cold.  Worse still were his dreams.  They ran on an endlessly violent loop, brilliant enough and savage enough to jerk him awake more than once.  Each time, as he lay there struggling to stay warm, to go back to sleep, he’d zero in on the sounds of war and killing below.  Eventually the brief bouts of chaos tapered off into the night and all that remained were a few odd sounds here and there, the seemingly insignificant sounds of crickets and other insects making up their nightly chorus.

      And then the first RPG hit the building.  The concrete shook beneath his body, and twenty-five feet away, the side corner of the building crumbled and fell.

      He scampered across the rooftop, closer to the stairwell.  Was the entire structure about to come down beneath him?  His foggy brain was fighting for purchase, his body sluggish to respond.  Risking a quick look over the edge, he saw the hundred foot drop and tried not to panic.

      Heavy artillery fire animated the valley below as he and Steve set up their confiscated sniper rifles and prepared for the day.

      Fortunately the SAA hadn’t made it deep into the long, wide valley, but they’d moved a fair amount of their troops off the 503 and into the battlefield.  There the SAA crushed the farmhouses and other residences that had been turned into outposts and Chicom storage facilities.  But the Chicom’s answer to the SAA’s morning rush was to unleash their tanks.  They were met by heavy artillery fire, and eventually the SAA’s tank-busting missiles took them out of commission.  A SAA helicopter lifted into the air, fired on the building Quan and Steve were on, rocking it some more, but the chopper was promptly taken down by a surface-to-air missile.  All of this before Quan had really even rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      The sat phone buzzed; he picked it up.  Logan said, “So we’re just supposed to sit back and be patient?”

      Quan might have still be shaking off the effects of a bad night’s sleep, but he wasn’t so drowsy that he’d missed the agitation in Logan’s voice.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “We did that yesterday and it sucked,” he said, steadfast.

      “Let them deplete their resources first before you fire even a single round,” Quan said, yawning deep.  “Otherwise we’ll come up empty with too much to fight and not enough ammo to tackle it with.”

      “We’ll confiscate their weapons and ammo while we’re in the mix,” Logan said.  “Just like we did back in Five Falls.  C’mon Quan, you know we’re down for this.”

      “All that was accounted for,” Quan said, now waking up.  “You know this already.”

      “Yeah,” he grumbled.  “I just feel like the movie’s started and I’m still in the bathroom messing with my fly.”

      “Just be patient and wait for my word,” Quan said.  “At this rate, it won’t be too long.  It’s not like the two armies are leaning on stealth or rationing as a strategy.”

      “And whose word are you waiting on?” Logan snapped back.  “Because I’ve got soldiers itching to fight, myself included.  Especially myself.”

      “We’re waiting on Tong Lim’s word,” Quan said.  “When he says go, we’ll go.  Until then, stay in the bathroom and keep messing with your fly or you’ll ruin everything.”

      The line clicked off, Logan’s way of saying good-bye.  Quan knew Logan well enough to understand the man’s drive.  He was unrelenting in his pursuit of…something.  Vengeance, maybe?  Restitution for a shitty life?  The man was a patriot, like the others, but he was extra committed to the cause.  Skylar and Harper, too.  The three of them trained in Krav Maga together, and though it took years to develop a single minded focus when it came to war, they seemed to work in concert together, almost off the exact same mindset.  This was a rare phenomenon where he came from, and a blessing for The Resistance.  But sometimes that blessing could also be a burden, he thought.  Like now.

      Quan felt he could handle Logan in the short term, manage him from on high, but the second he decided it was time—on his signal or not—the man was going into the battle and there’d be nothing he could do about it but provide cover.

      “Who was that?” Steve called out.

      “Logan.”

      “They okay?”

      “He’s ready to go,” Quan said.

      Steve nodded, eye back in the scope.

      Below, the SAA troops moved forward, advancing their position on the Chicoms.  The fight steadily moved toward the center of the valley.  The Chicoms weren’t overwhelmed, though.  Not by any measure.  And it was clear they were determined to push back.  For awhile it appeared as though the Chicoms were about to take the SAA, but around high noon, the SAA rallied back.  It was still too early to give Logan the go ahead, so he and Steve lined up shots and began to work the field from on high, making sure the kill count from the armies below was astronomical.

      Quan locked in on a turret mounted Humvee.  He put the crosshairs on the gunner’s head, then steadied his breathing.  Taking wind speed and trajectory into account, he lined up his shot, released his breath, then gently squeezed the trigger.  The round punched through the man’s neck, striking him five inches lower than Quan had been aiming for.

      On the next shot, he adjusted his aim.  He quickly took out a man with a rocket launcher, and the next Chicom who picked it up to fire off that round.  By then, Quan felt he was properly calibrated for wind speed and trajectory as well as the slowing of the bullet and gravity’s effect on it.  The next shot was dead on.  He’d hit the grenade that was still in the RPG launcher lying in the dirt between the two dead soldiers.  The explosion took out several SAA soldiers.  After that, the Chicoms began to work their way forward again, the war progressing.

      The sat phone buzzed again.  Quan picked it up.

      “Yeah?” he said, annoyed.

      “My fly is up and I’m about to come out of the bathroom,” Logan hissed into the phone.

      “Patience is a virtue,” Quan said, trying to dial the man back.

      “Dead Chicoms on the field is more of a virtue.  And dead SAA…that’s a virtue, too.  But most virtuous of all of that is me and my men going weapons hot in a war we worked our asses off to be in.  Which means I’m not going to stand back and let someone else have all the fun!”

      “If you want to win, you’ll sit back and take a breath,” Quan snapped.  “But if you want to lose, be my guest.  But the second you go and blow your load, when half the SAA turns on you, don’t expect two guys on a rooftop to bail out the whole team!”

      Logan hung up.

      “Dammit!” Quan barked.

      “What’s wrong?” Steve shouted from twenty feet away.

      “They want to get in the game,” Quan said.

      “Do you blame them?”

      He didn’t, but from on high, the scene was different.  The SAA had yet to move the rest of their army in, and the Chicoms were unpredictable at best.  But when the heavy artillery ran out, when the last armored Humvee was blown up and the last Chicom tank sat dead in smoking ruin, the men would take to the field with only their fighting spirits and their guns.  At that point, the foot soldiers would drown the valley with the blood of their enemies, effectively bringing the numbers down to a manageable advantage.  Only then would Quan make the call to Logan.  The problem with that was Logan was more unpredictable than all of them.  And he had the respect of his people, which meant Quan’s orders held exactly zero sway against Logan’s orders.  And if Logan was holding back—be it by common sense, or trust in the plan, and ultimately Tong Lim—then Skylar or Harper would step up and override them all.  That was when things would ratchet up.  That’s when their people would start dying, when the wrong blood would hit the valley floor.  As far as any of them were concerned, the only blood they wanted spilled was the blood of tyrants and barbarians.

      As he patiently lined up another measured, strategic target, Quan knew in the back of his mind that Logan and company could move at any minute, perhaps even that very second.  If he’d learned anything from their past exploits, it was that he had to expect the unexpected.
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      Logan was tired of waiting for the call from Quan.  Everyone was restless, on edge, and dumping good adrenaline by the minute.  As he watched the rest of the SAA advance onto the battlefield, he decided it was time for a Plan C.  He gathered Ryker, Skylar, and Clay together and started redrawing plans.

      “Operation Elephant Takedown can suck my ass,” Logan said when all of them were together.  “I’m renaming this Operation Tailpipe.”

      “Operation Tailpipe?” Clay asked, a bit of a smirk playing on his face.

      “We’re going to shove this war right up the SAA’s collective ass.  We roll in quiet, knives in one hand, handguns in the other.  First the knives, then if we need it, the guns.  We shoot when things are loud, but if we can shoot with their weapons, not ours, that would be all the better.  It’s not complex, it’s not sexy, but we have the advantage here.  Oh, and every bullet counts, so hit your marks, stay tight, and let’s level the playing field.”

      “You’re not leveling the playing field if it’s two armies against one,” Harper said as she joined them.  “All we’re doing is expending energy while helping to conserve the energy and resources of the Chicoms.  Quan is right.  We should wait until he calls.”

      “What about our momentum?” Ryker asked.

      “What are you talking about?” Skylar turned and asked.  “Are you talking about forward movement, or the mental momentum of our troops?  Because we’re waning on both fronts.”

      “We’re ready to fight,” Logan answered.  “That’s what she means.  She means us being in killing mode while perched on a hillside, hiding, with our operational cuffs restricting us and our insatiable appetite at an all time high.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Harper told him.

      “It’s only our lives, and our future,” Logan snapped back.

      He was in a foul mood.  He saw men on the field that needed killing, men he could kill, but he was supposed to just hang back, let someone else do the job he was there to do?  Absolutely not!

      “I’m going in no matter what anyone says,” Logan finally said, drawing the ire of the some of the more enduring tacticians.

      “When the hell did you become the angry child?” Ryker said.

      “About the time you decided compliance was key to survival, Ryker,” Logan said.  “Get your head out of your ass man, this is the big show.”

      “Oh yeah,” he said, sarcastic, “it’s Operation Tailpipe.”

      “I’m going,” Logan said, getting up.  He handed the sat phone to Harper, leaned down and kissed her.  “I just need a few kills under my belt, then I’ll be back.”

      She took the phone, speechless.  Finally, she found her voice, not that it mattered at that point.  “This is a tactical error,” she said.

      “Only if I’m caught or killed,” Logan quipped, a surge of satisfaction flooding into his heart.

      Skylar stood and said, “It’s about freaking time someone grabbed their balls in this group.  I’m coming with you.”

      “Skylar,” Ryker said.

      “We’ll be back,” she said as Logan took off.  She caught up to him quickly and said, “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m a man on a mission,” he said.

      “No, really,” she said, crouched beside him at the back of a destroyed SAA troop transport.  “Who are you and why weren’t you like this when we were together?”

      He turned and said, “Everything we went through made me into this.”  His eyes were supercharged for war, his heart finding the right gear.  “You being dead in my mind, and not wanting to be with me, all of that turned me into all of this.  Which still isn’t enough as far as I’m concerned.  But I’m working on it.”

      “Trust me,” Skylar said, looking past him, head on a swivel, “it’s enough now.”

      “What are you saying?” he asked.

      Now she looked at him.  “I’m saying I never really saw things working out with us romantically, because I’m not that kind of a girl, but I envisioned this.  You and me, in a spot like this, both of us competent, ready to roll, and both with balls the size of grapefruits.  This was always my dream for us.  This was the end result.  And here we are.”

      “I just wanted to have sex with you, and maybe fall in love,” he said.  “That was my dream for us.”

      “And did you?” she challenged.

      “I did.”

      “Well now it’s time I get what I want,” Skylar said with a grin.

      “Roger that,” he said.  “And into hell we go…”

      Logan peeked around the bumper, saw the coast was clear—save for scores of dead bodies.  He took to the valley in a crouching run, zig-zagging low as he headed for cover.  At that point of cover was a SAA soldier with his back to them.  He was standing at a shot-to-hell supply truck, stuffing ammo into empty mags.

      Logan weaved through the dead, closing in on the unaware soldier quickly and quietly.  It didn’t hurt that mortar rounds were going off just up the valley, or that automatic gunfire rattled through the slightly smoky air at a constant clip.

      He snaked a hand around the man’s face, jerked his head up and sideways, then swiped his blade across the exposed throat, controlling the soldier’s head just enough to keep the shower of arterial spray off them both.

      “Congratulations,” he whispered into the man’s ear as he held him close, “you’re my first kill today.”

      After a moment, the man became deadweight, his knees buckling.  Logan let him drop dead, then he shoved him under the back of the truck and studied the weapons and ammo cases in a long glance.  “This is why the others should be here,” Logan grumbled, picking up a rifle and showing it to Skylar.

      “I can see just fine, thank you very much,” she said.  “Harper was right though.  You and I, we’re not right.  We just got bored sitting around.”

      “True about being bored, and true about Harper, too,” he said.  “But we are who we are, which means change isn’t in the cards.”

      “My turn,” she said.

      From there, following her lead, they made semi-lateral advances, looking up a wide field of war and knowing one wrong move would result in their deaths.

      He and Skylar took out four more men, all in stealth.  But that’s where their forward attack ended.  There weren’t many stragglers, which meant there wasn’t much in the way of low hanging fruit.  And most of the men before them were the weak cut down and left behind in the opening act.

      Ducking down behind a rather sufficient barrier—a Chicom tank rendered inoperable via a tank buster missile—he and Skylar studied the field ahead, both their hearts racing, both feeling alive for the first time that day.

      To the far left and up the valley fifteen yards, they zeroed in on an overturned Jeep.  Behind it, in a makeshift tent—one that could be broken down and moved quickly—was a cluster of at least six men.  These weren’t front line soldiers, or even platoon commanders.  These were the top brass.  Those brilliant men who had more value being over a map than they did being behind a gun.  It looked like they were plotting troop movements, redrawing plans, trying to gain ground on the fly.

      “No freaking way,” Skylar said, kneeling back down.

      She looked at Logan and saw it in his eyes: he knew they were looking at was the head of the SAA snake.  A devious smile crept over her face.

      “This might be our only chance,” Logan reasoned, almost like he was reading her mind and agreeing with her, even though she hadn’t said but three words.

      “I like your thinking,” she replied.

      If the two of them had anything in common, it was that neither of them followed very well, because both had become leaders in the plight to take back their country.

      “We’ll be making a lot of noise,” he argued, studying her features, thinking the battle worn version of her was even sexier than the version of her he knew months ago.

      Regarding the noise, he wasn’t opposed to it, even though he was opposed to dying, and that’s what making noise in Operation Tailpipe meant.  It meant the tailpipe turned on you, and your life was over.  Doing this, running an attack so early in the game, that could be lights out for the Logan/Skylar duo.

      “You want to get in the game with a bang?” she said.  “Because this is how we truly level the playing field.  Da Xiao Zheng is dead.  If we kill those self-important donkey dicks in the tent, if we flat out waste them all, that’s us killing their Da Xiao Zheng.  That’s us keeping the playing field even keel.”

      “So that’s our logic?” he asked.

      “It’s as sound as it’s going to get if we plan on pulling something like this off,” she said.

      “I only have one question,” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want to lead or follow?”

      She frowned at the question then said, “Duh, I want to lead.”

      “Glory hog,” he said.

      “Second best,” she countered.

      Before he could respond, she gave a slight laugh, then made her way through the field, moving from point of cover to point of cover, and checking her surroundings before each advance.  Up ahead, there was an unusually heavy barrage of gunfire, and the smell of smoke drifting over them with the shifting breeze.  So far, none of the artillery fire was aimed at them.  Logan caught up quickly, moved in tight beside her.

      “On this next run, we’ll be exposed one way or the other,” Skylar said just over the staccato sounds of a belt-fed machine gun blazing red hot death on the Chicoms.

      “Go, I’ll follow,” he said.  Meaning he didn’t want them thinking so much that they overthought it and somehow lost their window.  They sprinted to a turret-mounted Humvee that had its cabin blown out by either a grenade or an RPG.

      A bullet plinked off the metal overhead, so loud it sent a shockwave down Logan’s back and caused a sharp piercing in his ears.

      They turned to move on the tent, waited a beat, then went.  They crossed half the distance when an SAA soldier entered the tent from the far side.  He started speaking to what they assumed was the field commander, but he stopped when he saw them.

      The officer opened his mouth to speak when Skylar put on a huge burst of speed; Logan was hot on her heels, racing against time, praying to cover the distance and smoke everyone in the kill box before the man could alert anyone else.

      The men in the tent started turning just as Skylar dove for the nearest target.  Knife out, she caught him in the throat, both of them crashing into the others as they went down.  Logan was in the box fast, slicing throats, faces, punching his blade into armpits and kidneys.  But he was being punched and kicked as well, and the men weren’t dying fast enough.  Even worse, he was trying not to drop on Skylar who was down low, stabbing up into calves and thighs, aiming for femoral arteries.

      Guns were suddenly out and bullets took flight.  While they were holding their knives, a gun fight had broken out.  He dropped his, went for his gun.  He didn’t get it.  Not before he was tackled from behind and wrestled to the ground outside the tent.  The man maneuvered Logan onto his back and overpowered him.  Logan squirmed, but the man pinned both his arms down, and then he grinned victorious.  He drove a knee up into his attacker’s balls just as gunfire rattled the air around them.  Had Skylar been shot?  A sudden burst of adrenaline had him bucking to get free.  It was no use.  The man pinning him in the dirt was too strong.  He rammed his knee up into the man’s balls a second time, connecting flush.

      Anyone who’s ever had the family jewels assaulted knows it takes a good three seconds before a shot sinks in mentally, and another five before for the pain really hits.  But at the eight second mark, unless you’ve had your testes conditioned—i.e., unless you’ve gotten them kicked again and again and you like that kind of pain—that’s when you’re done and in danger of losing your life.  He didn’t have eight seconds.  He needed this guy to weaken now.

      Pinned to the ground by huge hands on his biceps, the man cringing as he felt that awful, churning sensation in his gut from the nut shot, Logan waited a beat, saw the opportunity, then spit up in the man’s mouth—a righteous loogie that hit the mark perfectly.  In other words, it went right into the man’s mouth, nothing but net.

      He started to gag on Logan’s mucoid nugget, coughing so hard, Logan jerked an arm free, shrimped out of the mount, then wrestled his other arm free.  He was too late, though.  He didn’t see what was coming next, otherwise he wouldn’t have struggled.  He would have just let it happen.  But the gun went off, startling him, stilling him, the bullet hitting its mark.

      He didn’t even know it was over until it was.
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        * * *

      

      Seconds after gagging on Logan’s weighted ball of hocked-up snot and spit, just as the gripping pain of having his balls smashed by a second brutal knee strike took hold, the man’s head jolted straight down into his neck, jerking his entire body.  His left eye instantly burst with broken blood vessels and turned into an upwards stare, like someone had pulled a string and it shifted directions.  The other eye just looked at Logan, lifeless.

      Blood immediately fountained out of the man’s crown, an open faucet with no off switch.  He pushed the body off him, his limbs loose, his jaw slack.  A sniper’s round was somewhere in the man’s guts after first traveling through his skull and breaking apart.

      Logan quickly glanced up and in the distance, he saw what looked like a shooter lying prone on the rooftop of the HQ, dangerously close to the crumbled edge of it.  Logan gave the shooter a thumbs up, then watched him scramble back along the roofline, tucking down again.

      Skylar, he thought

      He turned and saw her stabbing one last man to death.  She was bent over him like a nightmare, working him over like this was a prison shanking.  He hustled to his feet, swiped the splashed blood off his face, then joined her in the tent.  Skylar spun around, gun quickly drawn, eyes wild and trembling.

      “I thought you were dead,” she said, breathless.

      “Being dead is for pansies,” he replied.  “Never count me out.”

      “Hey!” someone said.

      They both looked up, saw a SAA officer drawing his gun.  Logan shot him point blank.  His head snapped back and he dropped to the ground.

      “We have to go,” Skylar said, taking his outstretched his hand.  “Thanks.”

      They turned to regroup at their original staging grounds on the ridge overlooking the valley when gunfire sounded behind them.  Over his shoulder, Logan saw two men shooting at them.  He spun around, dropped to a knee and shot them both.  Skylar was already high-tailing it out of there.

      He caught up to her, but by that time, there were a dozen men chasing them.  Fortunately there were enough points of cover between there and the ammo truck for them to safely move through.  But it wasn’t fun.  Running past dead men strewn everywhere, guys lying around with their heads blown off, it was an act of skill to not trip over them, or roll an ankle.  There were also the smoking holes in the earth, impact craters from mortar rounds.  You go in one of those, you cut your speed in half.  And then there were the guys on their heels, their guns now blazing.  Soon, there would be no cover left and they’d have to dig in and fight.  Meaning Quan was probably right.  And he was wrong.

      I can still turn this around, he thought.

      When they reached the ammo truck, four people popped up with Chicom weapons loaded for bear and opened fire, laying waste more than a dozen or so SAA chasing them.

      “Thank God,” Logan said, out of breath.

      Clay threw them both fresh weapons and said, “They’re loaded.  It’s weapons free, baby.”

      Logan felt like an idiot having charged into this war with Skylar totally unprepared.  Clay didn’t say anything, but neither did Boone, Ryker or Harper.  They all just stood there, guns smoking, every bit as anxious to be in the game as the rest of them.

      “Did you clowns actually think you were the only ones wanting in on the action?” Clay asked.

      Skylar looked at Harper and said, “So you’re in now?”

      “Screw it,” Harper said, waving away a moving cloud of smoke.  “I’m tired of sitting around, twiddling my thumbs.”

      Boone turned around, waved to the hillside.  Their private army from three different cities scurried down the hillside, all of them gathering around the truck.  Clay, Boone and Harper passed out weapons and extra ammo.

      Ryker then looked at them and said, “Let’s go kick this bear in the balls!”

      At that point, everyone moved forward in a wave, spreading out, covering the far edges of the valley, the middle and everything in between.  Looking back, Zeke and his men were moving together smoothly.  Brandon and his guys were taking up the rear, moving in unison with everyone else.

      As they moved through fields of smoke, past the skeletal remains of trucks and Jeeps, over the carpet of dead bodies—both whole and in parts—they mentally prepared themselves for the firefight of the century.

      “Good God,” Boone said, as he and Logan huddled behind another point of cover, “how many of them are there?”

      “Hundreds,” Logan said.  “Maybe thousands.  If you’re referring to the dead.”

      “I am.”

      Just as they were about to move, two SAA soldiers appeared, both of them aware of Logan and Boone.  Both men reacted, but they were both too slow to catch the kill.  But then two perfect shots blew two perfect holes in the men, one for each SAA soldier.

      “Was that Quan?” Boone asked.

      Grabbing his Uniden, Logan tuned into the general channel and said, “Sniper cover is active!  I repeat sniper cover is active!”

      Renewed, everyone started moving, but none of them moving as brazenly as Orbey.  She charged ahead of everyone else.

      “Orbey, wait!” Logan yelled.

      She was close enough to hear him, but she wasn’t listening.  Was it the cover of noise that kept her going?  Was it the curtain of smoke now drifting over them?  Or did she have the false confidence of cover fire leading her to act like the tip of this spear?

      She lined up a shot, fired, moved forward.  Logan took up behind her, but she was already on the move again.  Two rounds ricocheted off the roof of the truck in front of her; another kicked up dirt at her feet.  She lined up another shot, fired, then pressed forward.

      “Slow down, dammit!” he roared.

      Skylar was forty feet to the right of him, looking at Orbey with concern, then at him.  Orbey was not slowing, then again, neither was he.  He finally caught up with her, treating her as an equal, not an older widow.

      “Follow my lead,” he turned and hissed at her.

      She didn’t even look at him; she just moved.  Shaking his head, he moved with her, both of them now taking fire.

      “Get down!” he screamed.

      She lined up a shot, fired.  She lined up the next shot, then jumped sideways, a bloom of red shooting out of her back.  She staggering backwards, the rifle sagging.  Logan shot up, fired two rounds, was fired on relentlessly, then ducked back down.

      “Orbey, dammit, get down!”

      Lifting the rifle, she aimed, fired, then stepped sideways, reloading.  Two more shots hit her, causing Logan to risk his own life to save hers.  Bullets nipped at him, catching his calf, an arm, the top of his shoulder.  He didn’t care.  Instead he grabbed Orbey and she collapsed into his arms, her eyes rolled up and looking at him.

      “Why did you do that?” he asked, choking up, angry that she’d been so brazen.

      “I miss him,” she said.

      The second she said this, her head rocked back, a red hole opening up in her forehead.  Scrambling out from under her, he looked up and saw a man with a rifle.  He was hastily replacing an empty mag, his eyes locked on Logan.  Logan leveled his weapon on the man, fired so fast that he hit his shoulder rather than center mass.  The man bucked sideways, groaned, then fought to replace the thirty round mag in his automatic rifle.  Logan fired again.  This time he was the one with the empty mag.  Looking down at his weapon, he thought, how the hell did I miss this?

      Thinking of Orbey, dropping the pistol, he let his heart roar, his soul coming on so big and so ferocious, his body couldn’t even begin to contain it.  Sprinting like his life depended on it, he shot forward with all his might, railing against the pain, against common sense, against the odds, and he went after the shooter, the man who killed Orbey.

      The shooter snugged the fresh mag into the weapon, started to swing it around.  Logan hit him flush, took him to the ground.

      The first thing he did when they landed was dig his thumb in the hole he’d shot in the man.  The soldier screamed and let go of his weapon.  Logan grabbed it, ignoring others shooting at him, and then he stood and emptied the entire thirty round mag into the man’s face, screaming out with rage, with pain, with untethered emotion.  When he was done, he looked up and saw another man with the weapon aimed at his face.

      “Just do it you piece of shit,” he said in Spanish, resigned to his fate.

      The side of the would-be shooter’s head rocked red and he fell sideways.  Logan turned and saw Harper running his way.  She’d saved his life, but now she was risking hers.  Two men shot at her; Logan grabbed a nearby weapon, took one man down, and then a sniper round took out the other.

      “Get down!” Logan screamed.  She hit the deck, crawled his way under heavy fire, then stopped at the sight of Orbey.

      Immediately, she started to tear up.

      “Don’t look,” he said.

      A stitch of gunfire lit up the car in front of them as someone crossed his path.  The lone soldier didn’t notice Logan until it was too late.  Logan dumped two rounds into the man’s side.  As Harper began crying and scrambling through the dirt to get to Orbey, he went after her, grabbed her and pulled her close to a car for cover.

      “You can’t do this, Harper!  Or the next person you’ll be crying over is me, or me over you.  Snap out of it!”

      “She’s dead, Logan!”

      He gave her a shake, leveled her watery eyes with his enraged eyes and said, “Let’s go take it out on them.”

      She turned and saw the man Logan just fired thirty rounds into and said, “Was that him?  Did he do this?”

      “Yes, but we have to go.”

      “Hit me,” she said.

      “I’m not going to hit you!” he retorted.

      “Just do it!”

      He smacked her across the face, hard, shocking her, forcing her to hold her mouth.  He knew what she was doing.  She was trying to get back to herself, the fighter who didn’t know that Orbey was now dead.

      “Too hard?” he asked.

      Eyes once again focused, she shook her head, then grabbed her gun and got to her feet.  He followed her and they continued to press forward, grabbing the guns and ammo left behind by the dead.  As the smoke poured over them, they began to cough, their eyes burning, their throats becoming scratchy and hot.

      Gunfire was still persistent, things were blowing up around them, and the voices of dozens of SAA men had Logan thinking they were in a fight they could not win.

      The sun cut through the haze, painting the valley in odd, haunting colors; bodies were everywhere.  A shadow crossed in front of them, mostly hidden in the choking mist.  Harper looked up into the sky; he followed her gaze.  Above them, carrion birds were circling the dead, waiting for a break in the fighting so they could come down and eat.

      “You better not do anything dumb,” Logan said, having a hard time keeping the images of Orbey out of his mind.

      “This is all dumb,” she said, devoid of emotion.  “We shouldn’t be here.”

      “We’re exactly where we’re supposed to be,” Logan barked.

      Ahead, half of their team peeled back while the other half hunkered down.  They had no idea who was coming at them from behind, or even from the front, the smoke was so heavy.

      “Operation Tailpipe,” she said, just under the compressed, rat-a-tat-tat sounds of a raging gun battle nearby.  Another gunshot sounded off in the distance, the cracking sound of a sniper’s rifle.  Behind them, a body dropped.  Behind the heap on the ground were three more men, all slowed down by their dead comrade.  Dumping her guns and ammo, Harper lifted her rifle, shot the three of them, her mag now empty.  She went for another rifle, but ducked out of the line of fire.  A fourth man crept in.  Logan emptied his mag, but the man found cover.  With a pile of guns in front of them, yet out of reach, they went for their knives and prayed Quan would shoot him.  But he didn’t.  Were they hidden so well by the smoke he couldn’t get a bead on them?  Or was Quan out of ammo?

      Already down, Logan scrambled under the nearest undercarriage while the shooter took shots at Harper, who was fighting to keep her cover as well.  Behind him, someone appeared, there was a flop of red blood, followed by a red rain and a dropped body.  A big boot kicked the body aside, then knelt down and offered Logan a hand.

      “No need to hide anymore,” Brandon said.  “I got him.”

      Logan took his hand, let himself be pulled out, saw a big grin on the big man’s face.  He lifted him up, handed him the dead man’s rifle and said, “No time to take five, brotha…we ain’t even close to done.”

      Harper crawled out from under a truck of her own, then joined them.  Logan’s sat phone buzzed on Harper’s side.  She dropped down, frowned, then fished the phone out and answered it using the speakerphone feature.

      “We’re out of rounds, so you’re on your own,” Quan said.

      “I just figured that out,” Harper said.

      “I’m sorry about Orbey.”

      Without saying anything, she tossed the phone to Logan, who caught it.  There was a touch of silence on the line.  Was he gone?  Logan put his finger in his ear, crouched down, tried to hear above the beating sounds of war.

      “Quan?” he said.

      “Still here,” Quan replied.

      “If we don’t make it through this thing—”

      “You will,” Quan interrupted.  “We will.”

      “I don’t know,” Logan said, popping his head up.  He saw the Portland crew advancing, watched Reed take a shot in the face, and Lok go down from a chest shot.  He saw this and nearly dropped the phone.  His face flush, the blood draining from it fast, he heard himself say, “Either way, it’s been an honor.”

      “For me it’s been stressful,” Quan teased.  “You white people are crazy.”

      With the phone still on, Logan went on the move.

      “This is true,” he said.

      “If we survive, remind me to tell you what Steve did,” Quan said.  “He did something straight out of the serial killer handbook.”

      “Get off the phone!” Harper hissed.

      She was going for the guns when a barrage of bullets tore up the car in front of them.  Brandon and Harper dove for cover.

      Logan ducked down and growled into the phone.  “Don’t let these rats kill you.”

      “Roger that,” Quan said.  And with that, Logan clipped the phone to his side, then looked at Brandon and said, “Where are your people?”

      “Cleavon got hit, so did Reed just now,” he said, his words heavy.  Logan didn’t realize how pale the man’s face had just gone.  “I don’t know where Edwin is.”

      Logan drilled him with his eyes and said, “We’re all going to die, Brandon.  It’s not a race to the finish, it’s about getting as far as we can before we eat our own lead sandwich.”

      He drew a breath in through his nose, lifted his chin in pure and utter resolve, then said, “Okay, then.  I’m ready.”

      And with that, the three of them ran into the crossfire, trying to climb up the backs of the SAA while not getting killed by either them or the Chicoms.  They didn’t see the mortar coming in, but they heard it.

      All three of them looked up in time to turn to run, but seconds later, something blew up so close, the explosion of dirt hit them like a wrecking ball, the blast so ferocious it kicked them off their feet and into the air.

      Logan never even felt himself hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t remember opening his eyes, for it took no conscious effort at all.  One minute everything was black and painless, the next thing his eyes were opening and the pain came flooding in.  Was this his body’s way of getting him back in the fight?  There were hard, gritty things smashed into his face, and his body ached all over.  Face down on the ground, he turned his head, scraping first the bridge of his nose and then his cheek.  Delirious, his hearing slightly off, he took a mental inventory of his body.  He was definitely in trouble, but all systems were still operable…somewhat.

      Slowly, he planted his hands in the dirt and pushed himself off the ground.  As he peeled himself up, a few slurps of blood drizzled out of his mouth and nose, like cherry syrup dripping in the dirt.  There was a persistent ringing in his ear, and as he looked around, it was as if someone else’s eyes were in his head and they weren’t quite aligned with his brain.  As he looked around at the horrors unfolding, none of them meant anything to him personally.  He managed to get his body over, but then he dropped back down, this time on his back.

      Is this what it’s like to be born? he wondered.

      His eyes locked in on a big man bending down in front of him, his face a little bloody, but nothing as bad as what Clay had experienced.  Brandon.  Yes, Brandon!  He was speaking, but Logan couldn’t understand a word he was saying.  All around him, explosives were going off and mags were being emptied out.

      “Are.  You.  Okay?” Brandon said again, this time accentuating his words.

      Logan slowly put his hands to his ears, trying to clap out an obnoxious amount of noise.  The sounds of war fell away, but the shrill ringing wouldn’t stop.  It was coming from inside his head.

      Bent over, shaking Logan’s shoulder, Brandon said, “We have to go.”  Logan was staring intently at his lips.  But then Brandon turned and looked up field.  Logan suddenly remembered wanting to go that way.  Then he remembered that he was in a war.

      Brandon tried to lift him, but his body was limp, weak, all the connections still not made.  He simply slid, boneless, out of Brandon’s grip.  The boisterousness of war hit him full force: explosions, gunfire, the alarming sounds of men screaming, dying.  He tried to sit up, but boiling clouds of smoke rolled over the valley, over him.  He closed his eyes, turned and coughed.  When he looked up, Brandon had a different look on his face.

      He said, “Stay down, play dead until you’re right upstairs.”  He said this as he tapped his head.  Then Brandon lifted his rifle, crouched down low and moved toward the chaotic sounds Logan tried to drown out earlier.

      His head made a word: Portland.  He didn’t know what it meant.  Not until he did.  Brandon was from Portland.  Yep, he thought.  It’s starting to come back.

      When he rolled back over, he saw a leg half covered in dirt, then a torso, hands and then a head.  The breath fell out of him at the sight of the face.  That’s when everything rushed back all at once.  The connections were made as a sob hitched in the back of his throat.  The girl’s mouth was slightly ajar, her face turned to the side.  Her eyes were closed, unmoving.

      “Harper,” he said, going to her.  He shook her, but she did not respond.

      Turning away, looking for help, he saw another familiar face.  Rather, half a face.  The other side was sheared off, like something had cleaved it right down to the bone, taking the skin and muscle with it.  She was missing an arm, part of her leg.  Lienna.  Longwei’s girl.  Part of Quan’s advanced team.

      His body bucked, a deep, wrenching sob caught in his throat.  A tortured moan escaped him as he turned back to Harper.  Then someone grabbed him by the arm, pulled him up and shoved a rifle in his hand.

      “C’mon man,” Barde said.  The big Chinese man.  Longwei’s guy.  He saw Lienna, drew a solemn breath, then saw Harper next to Logan and wavered in his next step.  Barde caught himself quickly, then started to drag Logan with him.

      “Can’t do anything about them but get payback,” he said, unconvincingly.

      Staggering forward, trying to get his legs working again, Logan fought to keep up the pace Barde had set for him.  A fresh eruption of gunfire cut through the air.  The strong grip around his arm, Barde’s grip, released so quickly, Logan lost his balance, tripped on an outstretched arm, then fell face-first into the bumper of a Chicom Jeep.

      The back and forth firing of pistols was a steady, barking noise that let him know Barde was still alive and the Chicoms weren’t using rifles.  Or maybe they were and Logan’s hearing was that far off.  Either way, he tried to get up, but then a strong hand grabbed his shoulder and said, “Get up man, I can’t drag your ass up field and still hold these guys off!”

      Logan tried pushing to his feet, but then he dropped back into the bodies as a whistling, overhead sound rang familiar.  He pressed his face, belly and knees into the dead bodies beneath him, bracing for the worst.  The explosion hit like a concussion burst of ground thunder.  The force of impact rocked the Jeep in front of him.  It also twisted Barde up off his feet.

      More ringing.  More pressure in his chest.

      He turned his head, saw Barde lying a dozen feet away, his body was halfway blasted with a wall of dirt.  He was alive, though, and going for cover.  Logan started to get up, but then Barde looked at him and said, “No, stay down!”

      Two Chicoms closed in on Barde, both men standing over him.  Longwei’s best guy did what he could in that moment, he flipped them both off, then ate a handful of rounds before falling backwards, his face lifeless, his eyes seeing everything and nothing, all at once.

      The soldiers started talking in Chinese; Logan slowly lowered his face into the uniform of the dead man under him.  Then someone kicked him.  Logan was face down, his rifle in his belly, and getting his faculties back by the moment.  He held his weapon tight, praying they wouldn’t shoot him in the back, even though he’d shot a lot of people in the back in the rollout of Operation Tailpipe.

      Another foot kicked him, but then someone grabbed his shoulder, forcibly hauled his body over and looked down at him.  Logan already had the rifle ready.  He stitched a three-round burst up the guy’s body, the third shot punching a hole in the man’s chest.  Without hesitation, he swung the rifle on the other man and sent another three-round burst into the enemy.  The second man was able to get a last-minute round off, but the loosed bullet punched a hole in the body beneath him, missing Logan by an inch.  He turned and saw the eyes of the man he’d been laying on.  They looked exactly like Barde’s eyes, exactly like Lienna’s remaining eye.

      In that slow, surreal moment, all he could think about were the mounting losses.  The names ran through his head, each one turning over like an engine trying to start somewhere inside of him.  The first crank of the engine was from San Francisco: Kim, Yoav, Corbin, Chuck, Paul.  The pain of loss, especially Kim, built up inside him.  The second crank was Tristan, Otto, Connor, Noah.  Now he was getting up, his teeth clenched, his hands pumping against the grip and the stock of the rifle.  That pain turned to something darker, something more menacing.  Something ferocious.  The third crank had him thinking of Orbey, Barde, Lienna, Jin, Lok, Cleavon, Reed.

      Eyes narrowed, his brows bunched together, he strained to see up ahead.  Squinting, he looked over the bodies, past the vehicles, through the smoke and found he was not far from the entrance to the Chicom HQ.  The names were running through him again, with more force this time.  He was getting his sense of reasoning back as well.  If the Chicoms killed Barde, that meant the SAA failed.  If they so casually tried to kill him, it meant they were confident that they won the war.  On that note, he finally managed to get to his feet, his grit returning, the rage inside him stretching its legs, wanting to run free.  He staggered over to where Barde lay dead, snatched up his rifle, as well as a fresh mag half hanging out of his jacket pocket.

      But the killing engine inside him still wasn’t going.  It was primed and ready, but it still hadn’t turned over and caught completely.  There was one more name, the name that hit him hardest.  The one name that threatened to choke the engine and stall him out, but instead pumped him full of nitrous oxide, enough to make him want to kill every last one of those sons of bitches.

      Harper.

      He crouched low and pressed forward, stepping into fields of the dead, and the curtain of slow rolling smoke.  He heard gunfire to the left, followed it in.  All around him, there were corpses from both armies.  And for nearly every one of them, he was able to grab a weapon.  Which meant, when he saw one of those Chicom pukes, he could hit them with a heavy trigger finger.

      Several Chicoms moved through the smoke toward him; he dropped down, blinked his burning eyes, confirmed they were the enemy.  He fired on them, dropped all three, then sunk down into the field of the dead as return fire came in heavy and fast.

      He was but one body among a hundred dead.

      The men who returned fire moved over and through their dead friends, creeping now, but talking low among themselves.  He emptied his mag into them when they were within a few feet, changed mags, then hustled to his feet and moved forward.

      He didn’t encounter much over the next short run, but he stopped when he thought he heard voices.  He couldn’t be sure, though, because even though the ringing in his ears had lessened, it was still there.  Slinking on bent knees, he waited for a moment, then stood up when he heard a slight whistle to his right.  Swinging his rifle around, he saw Ryker and Skylar, both of them tucked behind a small stack of bodies sitting on the rim of a mortar crater.

      Ryker was waving him over.

      Logan moved toward the cratered pit, stepped inside and fell the second his foot met the uneven slope of the ground.  It hurt like a mother-effer when he hit, so much so that he just laid there for a moment.  Ryker’s and Skylar’s response to seeing him told him everything he needed to know about himself.  They were wide-eyed and grazing over every visible inch of him.

      “What the hell happened?” Skylar asked.

      “Mortar round,” he replied, speaking a bit too loud.  “Two actually.”

      “Bullets, frag, shrapnel, rocks?” she asked.

      “All of it, I think.”

      “Shhh, don’t talk so loud,” Ryker said.  Logan was staring intently at his mouth, reading his lips because he couldn’t quite hear him.  “You okay to move forward?”

      Logan nodded.

      “Where’s Harper?” Skylar asked.  “Is she with you?”

      Logan immediately felt his eyes start to water.  Skylar saw this, frowned at him with that pained look.  He turned away, then looked back a second later and saw that her eyes had taken on that terrible shine as well.

      “No,” she said, a whimper.

      He turned away again, sniffed hard, then swiped a dirty hand over wet eyes and saw they were at the front of HQ.

      “What are we waiting for?” Logan asked pulling himself up.

      “A call from Quan,” Ryker said.

      Ryker looked down at Logan’s side, saw the sat phone still clipped on, tapped it with the barrel of his rifle.

      “Any missed calls?” Ryker asked.

      Logan just stared at him, his mind still caught on Lienna, Lok, Barde, Orbey and Harper.

      Harper.

      Before he knew what was happening, Ryker had grabbed the phone off his person and was checking it for calls.

      “Nothing,” Ryker turned and said to Skylar.

      “Who’s left?” Logan heard himself ask.

      “Longwei, Ning, the Chang Gang, and Lavar,” Ryker said, pointing toward the blasted face of the Chicom’s hillside headquarters.  “They’re dug in closer to the door.  If Tong, Quan and Steve succeed, they’ll be pushing what’s left of the people inside out to us in a funnel.  Longwei and his men will hit them from the side while we cut them in half from the front.”

      “What about Clay, Boone and Felicity?” he asked.

      Ryker shook his head, said, “I don’t know.  I don’t think they made it.”

      Skylar wouldn’t look at him.  This bad news…this was his engine revving too high; it was his engine crossing over the red line.  Images of Clay popped into his head.  The man was a beast in battle, Boone, too when he got out of his own way.

      And Felicity…

      His heart jumped, one more terrible sadness taking hold.

      Logan found himself staring down and in between Ryker and Skylar.  There was a stockpile of Chicom and SAA weapons.  At least twenty rifles and pistols with spare mags piled in and among them.  Logan started to look around.  He had two weapons, but no spare mags.  And he had no idea how many Chicoms were left in the HQ.  By the size of it—the first phase, according to Tong Lim—he estimated about a hundred people in there.  One-fifty tops.  But they wouldn’t be the front line soldiers.  They’d be personnel, if he was right.

      Dear God, he Prayed he was right.

      Ryker turned, pushed Logan to his back and fired his rifle.  A steady burst of ten or fifteen rounds.  Beyond him, a four pack of Chicom rats dropped dead.

      “This ain’t no Sunday picnic, man,” Ryker said.  “Keep your eyes peeled.  And for God’s sake, get some weapons.”

      Logan moved back out into the field of bodies, taking weapons and ammo from the dead, staying low because the smoke was still heavy, but not so heavy that he had complete cover.  He’d need to be ready for anyone who materialized through the haze.

      He managed to collect nearly ten rifles, carrying them like firewood back to the mortar crater.  He dumped them against Ryker, then went back out for extra mags.  When he returned, it was to Skylar looking at him.

      At first she didn’t say anything, but then she said, “Did Orbey make it?”

      “She’s fine,” Logan lied.  Swallowing hard, hating himself for lying to her, he said, “Sent her back when it got too hot.”

      His face was immediately burning, the hatred he felt inside his heart not just for those who took everything from him, but now for himself as well.  He still loved Skylar in his own enduring way, so to take this most important moment and answer it with a lie had him even more pissed off inside than ever.

      She gave him a nod, a non-verbal thank you.  He nodded in return, but was left shaken by the interaction.  Sitting there in the smoke, bleeding, maybe even dying, he thought to himself, you don’t lie to those you love.

      You don’t lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Quan and Steve tracked Logan’s, Skylar’s and Clay’s teams as they pushed their way into war.  Brandon, Longwei and Zeke moved behind them, filling the holes between them as they pushed their way into the smoke filled valley.

      The two of them tried to play guardian angel for as long as they could.  But then they were out of ammo.  He had his sights on Logan, but he didn’t have a single round left to cover him with.  He feared Logan wouldn’t make it, his body piano wire tight, his mouth making little anxious sounds.  And when the man he could not shoot that nearly killed Logan was taken down, Quan felt all that tension loosen.

      He used the sat phone to call Logan.  Harper answered instead.  “We’re out of rounds,” he said, “so you’re on your own.”

      “I just figured that out,” Harper said.

      “I’m sorry about Orbey.”

      Harper handed Logan the phone.  They spoke for a few minutes, but then he said, “If we survive, remind me to tell you what Steve did.  He did something straight out of the serial killer handbook.”

      The sound of bullets tearing through metal screamed through the phone.  He pulled it away for a second, then put it back to his ear in time to hear Logan say, “Don’t let these rats kill you.”

      “Roger that,” Quan said before disconnecting.

      He and Steve left the weapons and their posts on the roof, hustled back inside and down the stairs.  At the stairwell door, Quan looked at Steve and said, “If they clear the field, and we clear the building, we win this battle, maybe even this war.”

      “On the West Coast,” Steve said.

      “Right now, that’s all that matters,” Quan said.  “Are you ready?”

      Steve had a Glock, two 9mm mags on his person, a seven inch blade on his side.  He nodded, slowly, his face a little pale.  To Quan’s question, Steve said, “You just worry about yourself.”

      Just then the door opened, causing Quan to stand back.  Weapon at the ready, he waited to see who pushed through that door, not sure if he’d give them a bullet or the knife.

      It was Tong Lim.

      “It’s time,” Tong said.  “The tide’s turned.  There are soldiers falling back inside.  We need to kill our way through these people and fast.”

      “All of them?” Quan asked.  He wanted to know if Tong had friends or contacts he wanted spared, or any women or older men worthy of looking past.

      “My contact went into the field to sabotage the Chicoms, but he was killed.  So yeah, all of them.”

      “Are you sure?” Quan asked again.

      “I watched my contact die,” Tong said, sad.  “I have nothing left to tie me to this place, so if it’s breathing in here, make sure it’s dying.”

      Quan and Steve both gave firm nods.  Quan looked down, saw the pistol in Tong’s hand, the ammo belt on his waist.  When he looked back up, it was into twin pools of sadness.

      “Ready?” Tong asked, less enthusiastic than before.

      Quan nodded again, clenched his teeth, the drew a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Okay,” he said.

      They stepped out into the busy hallway and Quan watched Tong start shooting everyone.  Steve joined in and bodies fell everywhere.  The sight of this immediately hit Quan wrong.  But his hand was out, the pistol ready; he followed Tong, the three of them moving down the eastern hallway.

      Tong shot everyone he saw.  Quan’s eyes, arm and trigger finger were working, too.  Unarmed people were dropping like flies.  He felt sick inside.  One person, one bullet.  Men he didn’t know, women, all people who looked at him and Tong and had no idea why they were dying.  And then they were dead.  Bodies just flopping on the floors, blood slicks everywhere, fallen obstacles to be avoided.

      He dumped one mag, slapped a fresh one home.  Keep moving, he told himself.  They are enemy.  In the employ of the communists.

      For whatever reason, in that moment, he thought of the life he had when he was young, before he knew the country he’d been born into, or the government he’d been enslaved to.  These people he was shooting, they worked for the people who stole every last ounce of happiness he had as a child, or could have had as a boy, a young man, or a full grown man.  They stole everything good and beautiful from China and her people.

      So he kept shooting, and he kept watching people drop.  Behind him, and because of him, the hallway echoed in a deafening buzz of such magnitude, it set his last nerves on fire.  This is a massacre, he thought.

      In the command center, Tong kicked open the door and saw Kun at his post, sweating, freaking out.

      He saw Tong and said, “We lost the valley!”

      “I know,” Tong said.

      “Well then what are you doing?” Kun screamed, the cords in his neck taut.

      “Killing you,” Tong said.  He lifted the weapon, shot the man in the forehead.  Quan and Steve eliminated everyone else, dropped their empty mags, popped fresh ones home and finished the job.

      “We won’t have enough ammo,” Steve said when everyone was dead.

      “That’s why you have a blade,” Quan heard himself say.  It was like he said it from a mile away, his own voice barely registering.  He was seeing his mother, his father, Tong and him forced to join the PLA.  “Use it accordingly.”

      They left the command center, spent every last round, then broke out their blades and went to work.  People were running by, hiding, just standing against a wall, hands on their heads, crying, sobbing, wailing at the bodies that were everywhere.

      They grabbed those people, stuck them in the throat, tore the blade sideways to bleed them out quick, mercifully, methodically.  Because they were in the employ of the communists, they deserved this, he told himself.  They’d chosen the side of tyranny, dictatorship, human enslavement.

      The three of them paused.  Ahead, they heard automatic gunfire.

      Tong said he’d check it out.  Quan and Steve cleared the nearby rooms, picking up guns and ammo off the dead men in the hallways.  Quan slipped into someone’s office, pulled Steve in with him.  Steve’s face and body were sprayed, slicked and drenched with blood.  He didn’t look right.  It’s like there was the body intact, but the soul couldn’t stand to be there any longer.  In a word, he was a zombie.  But so was Quan.  If Steve looked at him right now, blood dripping down his own face like a heavy sweat, would he see the same thing?  Would he wonder if Quan’s soul couldn’t take anymore shame and left as well?

      “This is what we signed up for,” Quan heard himself say.

      Steve looked at him, blank faced and unblinking, a thousand yard stare in eyes that once held life, passion, purpose.

      “You have enough ammo now?” Quan asked.

      Steve gave the barest of nods.

      Tong found them and said, “Chicoms from the valley.  Someone else is in here with us, SAA or our people…I can’t tell.”

      They kept the door slightly ajar, listening to the pace of the battle.  They also needed to hear if other Chicom soldiers were headed their way.  If they were, Tong and Quan could kill them.  Steve, however, was standing back some, his gun at his side, hanging loosely in his hand.  And his eyes?  Quan looked back at him and saw Steve looking at a spot on the wall.  Then something in the American snapped.  He blinked hard, turned and pushed past them, then yanked open the door and started down the hallway.

      “Steve!” Quan hissed.

      “He’s going after the soldiers,” Tong said.

      “I know!”

      Quan wanted to survive this war, but he knew it wasn’t likely.  Maybe he could hold out, let whoever was fighting kill each other first, then pick off the victor, but he couldn’t let Steve go into battle alone.  So against his better judgement, but for this young man whose mind he wrecked bringing him there, he went after Steve.

      The stink of cordite stung his olfactory senses high up in his nose.  Bullet holes pocked the walls by the dozen.  He caught up to Steve, then startled to a stop, his jaw just about falling open.  There were Chicoms lining the hallway, all of them crouched down, rifles up.  And they all had their backs to Steve and Quan, their attention squarely focused on the hallway ahead of them.  Before he could say word one, Steve opened fire, punching red holes in their backs as he went.  Quan fired with him, leaning on the element of surprise while they had it.

      The rush of death, the killing high, swept through him with long, emotional waves.  These were armed men, not women or desk jockeys.  Every single kill was a piece of candy, a summoning of his soul back to his body.  When he was out of ammo, he whipped out his blade, then rushed in and punctured necks, dug into armpits, slashed across faces.  But then the lead shooters turned their weapons on Steve and Quan, prompting Steve to put on a burst of speed.  The American hit the nearest shooter hard, burying the blade just above his collar bone as the gun went off.  Five uncontrolled rounds threaded up the side of the wall close enough to Quan to have him ducking.

      When Quan ducked, some of the Chicoms must have thought he was hit, so they turned their weapons on Steve.  Tong was there, though, grabbing a rifle from one of the fallen, firing on the would be attackers.  But one of the Chicom rounds got through.  The perfect round.  It caught Steve in the temple, and it was over for the American.

      Quan was on the shooter like a heart attack.  The second he started stabbing the man, he went into a bit of a blackout state, that’s how enraged he was.  He was still stabbing the dead man when Clay pulled him off, told him the guy was dead already.

      He hadn’t realized he was mentally gone again, that his body had taken over, but he’d held on to his rage for so long, the vessel was full.  He shook off Clay, walked over to Steve.  The man was lying on his side, making his own red pond this time.

      Quan dropped down, felt that part of him he guarded so carefully starting to pry open.  Before he knew it, he started to cry, but Felicity was there for him, blood all over her, but not hers.  She hugged him as his body shook.  A hand touched his shoulder, a strong, reassuring hand.  He looked up, saw Tong.

      “You can’t do this now, brother,” Tong said.

      Quan nodded, thanked Felicity and wiped his eyes.  Boone appeared, concerned.  “We need to flush the remaining holdouts through the front door, right into Ryker and Skylar.  Longwei is there, too.”

      “Do they know what we’re doing?” Felicity asked.

      “Yes,” Clay said.

      The way Felicity was looking at Clay struck Quan hard.  That was how his mother used to look at his father.  There was a trust there, a deep seated respect.

      And there was love.

      He went with Boone; a few others followed while Clay, Felicity and Zeke stayed behind.  Tong put a rifle in his hand and said, “This is a gunfight.”  Quan sheathed his bloody knife, took the gun, then joined Tong in taking a position.

      When the timing was right, they opened fire, killing a good half dozen weary Chicoms.  The others ran, but there was only two ways to go—the front entrance back into the valley, or the hallway they just came from.

      Gunfire erupted from the other hallway.

      Clay, Zeke, Felicity.

      “Move,” Boone said, looking nothing like the grieving husband and father he’d been in Five Falls.  This man was a hunter.  He had a big dog inside him, and even bigger teeth.

      Quan and Tong advanced their position, eyes on Boone.

      The Chicoms tried to come back their way; Boone put a round in the first man’s head.  It snapped back and the man dropped.  The rest turned and funneled out through the front door.  The ferocious, almost non-stop torrent of gunfire was the sound of them winning the battle, maybe even the war.

      Quan stopped, took a deep breath.  Could it be?  Was this the end?

      Clay and Boone moved their teams forward, crouching, guns ready.  One survivor turned in time to catch a three round burst from Felicity.  He dropped and that was that.

      “We’re coming out!” Boone said.

      “Who is that?” a voice from outside HQ called.

      It sounded like Ryker.

      Quan felt that last tension of war bleed from him, but just before it was gone, he grabbed ahold of it.  If he let it all go, the emotions would wash over him unchecked.  For so long he’d held out for this day.  Now that it was here, he knew he’d need to reflect on it in private.  To reflect upon the nightmare that brought him here, those who died along the way and the very large parts of his humanity he left behind in the process.

      “It’s Boone,” he called back, pulling Quan from his reverie.  “We’re all clear inside.  You clear out there?”

      “As far as we can tell,” Ryker announced.

      They walked out, barrels to the sky, hands free.  The group of men and women that emerged was a far smaller group of survivors than he’d hoped for.  This was another spear right into his heart.  He looked for Longwei, found him, caught him with a hug neither man could pull away from very easily.

      He was sad to hear that only a few of Longwei’s men had survived.  He didn’t see Lienna and this was what really got him.  First Steve, now her?  No.

      “Lienna?” he croaked out.

      Longwei’s face crumbled against the question.  He tried not to lose it, but Quan felt it.  He felt every loss his friend was feeling as his own.  He wasn’t sure how he’d carry all this pain.  He knew he couldn’t.  Then he thought of his parents and knew they’d be proud of him.  This, above all else, seemed to hold his darker emotions at bay.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, during the mop up, Quan found men and women Logan and Skylar easily identified as traitors to America.  Quan was relatively new to the country, having recently arrived, so he didn’t know the three Senators, two media people and the CEO of one of the big tech companies who was first to wipe his ass with the Constitution when he went on a censorship spree in 2018.  The traitorous pack of rats pled for their lives, especially the big tech CEO.  He introduced himself from his knees, begging first for their mercy, and then asking them what they wanted in return to spare him.  He said money was no object.

      “I know every single one of you,” Logan hissed.  He was bloody, dirty, more pissed off than Quan had ever seen him.  “You sold out your country for the promise of untold wealth in a new world.  Their world!  In doing so, you cut our legs out from underneath us.  You gave us no chance!”

      He looked at Skylar and she shot each and every one of them in the thigh.

      Over the screaming, he said, “But what you forgot is that you don’t represent them, you represented us and we are not satisfied with the job you’ve done!”

      “Where are the rest of you?” Felicity snarled.

      “Overseas already,” one of the weeping women said.  Holding her thigh with bloody hands, she said, “We didn’t know…”

      “You didn’t know what?” Felicity asked.

      She struggled for the words, but like every one of them Logan had ever known, when pressed for details, they only stuttered, realizing they were parrots to a party line, and without a single ounce of common sense or decency within reach.

      “Well?” Felicity pressed.

      She looked down, realized she had nothing to say for herself

      Boone leveled his weapon on one of the media heads, his aim on the man’s heart true.  With ugliness in his eyes, or perhaps a bevy of ghosts, he said, “The shelf life on lies always has an expiration date.  As do you, sir, you damn liar.”  He fired his weapon, punching a hole in the former news anchor’s chest.

      “Now how many of you would like to try to be better Congressmen and Congresswomen?” Logan asked.  “Show of hands please.”

      They all raised their hands but one, even the CEO, who wasn’t in the news business.

      “I suppose you’re going to be an honest journalist, right?” Ryker sneered at the surviving news anchor.

      The man nodded his head, tears in his eyes, fear behind the tears.

      “Well there’s no TV in the western United States because the Chicom assholes destroyed the grid, so I guess your value here is vastly overestimated.”

      Ryker lifted his gun, shot him.

      “As for the Congressmen and Congresswomen,” Logan said.  “You brought this country to her knees, but you didn’t take her down.  So by my estimation, you don’t deserve a second chance.  But that’s not my choice.  That’s the people’s choice.  Isn’t it?  Don’t you work for the people?”

      When no one answered, he turned to the crew and said, “Who wants in on this?”

      Every single one of them raised their hands.  Logan nodded his head.  Quan knew the traitors who turned the once great United States over to the communists were about to get what they deserved.  And they did deserve this.  They sold out the last stronghold of freedom on earth, the one country that actually worked in the pursuit of true freedom.

      “On the count of three…” Logan said.  The traitors started squirming, begging, hiding their heads.  “One, two, three…”

      The deafening chatter of a hostile, finite death caused every single one of those traitorous cocksuckers to shake and shudder.  The smell of blood and smoked lead at the end of the firing squad was the cherry on top of this old, ugly cake.  Even though there was a mop up to do, that was but a technicality to this fitting end.

      Quan both loved it and hated this ending.  But now, with nothing left to work toward, no one of significance left to take out of their misery, he turned and walked away, not expecting to see the things he was about to see as the smoke cleared and the battlefield cooled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Turning to Logan, Skylar said, “Well that was a swift and suitable ending.”  Logan simply stared at her, but all he could see was Harper, and Orbey.

      “I have something to tell you,” Logan finally said.  To everyone else, he said, “Can you guys give us a moment?”

      The people there fell quiet, then they turned and took the celebratory talk outside.

      Skylar asked, looking concerned.  He was about to speak when she said, “Is Harper really gone?”

      “It’s your aunt,” Logan said softly, “she didn’t make it.”

      Skylar’s blood-speckled, dirt-stained, sweaty face transformed right before his eyes; he felt his own eyes grow moist, the prickle of tears adding shine to his already sorrowful expression.  The stabbing, squeezing pressure on his heart made him feel like he was about to die from grief.

      In that moment, he would have embraced such a death.  In fact, he could already see himself returning to the barn in Five Falls, putting a gun into his mouth and pulling the trigger.  What did he have to live for anymore?  With Harper gone, and the Madigan family extinct, but for Stephani, was there really anything left for him but endless, mind-numbing grief?

      “She’s dead, too?” Skylar croaked out.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said.

      She shook hard, her chest jumping, her face straining against the pain.  She started to cry, then she looked at the traitors they shot.

      “Are you sure?” she asked through a hiccupping sob.

      He nodded and moved to her slowly, the way you’d approach a tiger, one you weren’t sure would lick you or eat you.  Slowly he opened his arms and she fell into them, the tears coming fast, the sobbing hard.

      “Did you see Harper die?” she asked with a shaky, wet voice.

      “We have to mop this mess up,” Logan said, “make sure the last roach is stepped on.”

      She pulled back and said, “Where’s Harper?”

      “I…I, she’s…”  He couldn’t speak, the words wouldn’t come.

      What did come was a rush of indescribable pain, an agony so deep he didn’t think he could make it to the barn before eating that bullet.  In that moment he understood why Orbey went into war the way she did.  She rushed to her end, taking down who she could before going back to Connor.

      “I’m right here,” Harper said.

      Logan froze, turning slowly, seeing the dirty, bloodstained ghost of his girlfriend past.  Skylar turned, too, then ran into her open arms.

      “I found this one taking a nap in the dirt,” Zeke said.  To Logan, he said, “Thought you’d be happy to see her.”

      “We’ll be doing mop ups when you’re ready,” Clay said, not realizing what was happening.

      Logan didn’t feel himself nodding, but he was, his eyes locked on Harper.  Skylar was hugging Harper, so she was real, wasn’t she?  She had to be, for she was looking at him with heavy, happy eyes.  He stepped forward, touched the arm circled around Skylar, then gasped.

      “But you were…” he said.

      “Unconscious.”

      “You were dead,” he said, breathless.

      Skylar moved out of her arms, looked at him, then back to her.  “He said you were dead.”

      He nodded, the lump in his throat ginormous.

      Harper pulled him into her arms, hugged him tight, drawing tears from his eyes.  Felicity popped her head into the room and said, “We need help upstairs.”

      Skylar was still crying.  Harper wiped her friend’s eyes and said, “What’s wrong?”

      “Can I have a few minutes with Logan?” Skylar asked.  “I know you just came back from the dead for him, but I just need one minute, maybe two.”

      Harper gave them both a funny look, then said, “Okay.  I’ll be upstairs with Felicity.”

      Logan had a hold on her and he wasn’t letting go.  “It’s okay,” Harper said, patting his back.  He didn’t budge a bit.  Leaning forward, she kissed him and whispered into his ear.  “I love you more than life, it’s okay.”

      “As do I,” he said.  “But…”

      “It’s okay,” she said again, peeling away.  “We don’t want any surprises upstairs.  And they need help.”

      When she left, Skylar looked at him and said, “I can’t be with this pain, Logan.”

      “I know,” he said.  “Best to let it out now.”

      She grabbed ahold of him, hugged him tight.  She cried there for the better part of five minutes, then she said, “I’m so sorry I hurt you.”

      “You are who you are,” he said, just grateful Harper was still alive.  “And thank God, because you also saved me and everyone else.”

      “I helped,” she said.  Then: “Are you happy with Harper?”

      He felt himself smile.  “I am,” he said.

      She thought about this for a long moment, her hold on him firm.  “I almost loved you,” she said.  “That’s something for me, isn’t it?”

      “Yes it is,” he said.

      “I don’t love anything,” she confessed, stepping back and wiping her eyes.

      “I know,” he said.  “But you should try with Ryker.  He’s a good guy.”

      “You guys sure poke at each other a lot,” she laughed.

      “It’s because we respect each other,” he told her.  “I’m pretty sure we’ll end up being good friends, but don’t tell him that yet.”

      She took his hand, really looked in his eyes for the first time since she’d known him.  She then moved forward and kissed his mouth slowly, lightly, lovingly.

      “Thank you for telling me about Orbey,” she said.  She put a hand on his chest, gathered up her wits, then said, “I’ll break down again after we bury her.”

      “We all will,” Logan said.  “But she wanted this.  She wanted to be with Connor again.”

      “She really did love that man.”

      “We all did.”

      “Do you think this is over?” she asked.

      “I hope so,” he said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Over the rest of that day, the patriots killed the SAA and Chicom stragglers, then they collected every last gun, every last bullet, and every last resource, including the remaining food and water resources from both armies and the Chicom HQ.  They didn’t know if President Hu would retaliate, if he’d realize he’d lost this war and just sit home and lick his wounds, or if some other faction would rise up out of the ashes of the Chicom regime and try to establish dominance in the new world.  If that happened, they’d need lots of guns, bullets, and medical supplies.

      “Are we about ready to leave?” Quan asked Logan.

      “We’re getting close,” he said.

      They packed the last of the weapons and supplies into the vehicles that still worked, and then Boone asked Zeke and his men, as well as Brandon and his remaining men, if they wanted to come with them to Five Falls.

      “The only way we exist in this world is as a community, helping each other, both in survival and security,” Logan added.  “There are no better people to live with than those you’ve fought and bled with.”

      Everyone readily agreed to stick together, to at least try out the Five Falls way of life.  The last thing they did before leaving the Chicom HQ was use what explosives remained to bring the building down.  They detonated everything they had.  The explosives blew in an extraordinary display of smoke and violence, but the building still stood.

      “Figures,” Harper said, soil smeared into her pores, bits of blood drying with the dirt.

      As they were driving out of the valley, he looked over the battlefield.  In the distance, he heard a hearty rumbling, one that had him looking in the side mirror.  There Logan watched the entire Chicom HQ finally come down, taking down half the ridge along with it in an incredible display of destructive power.

      The caravan was mighty and victorious, but as they drove the 503, leaving the war behind, they had the future to look forward to.  And part of that future was picking up Stephani, Rowdy and Cooper.  Stephani whose mother was dead; Cooper whose other parent was now dead.

      They pulled into Roseburg late that night.  Stephani rushed out to meet them, Cooper in tow.  When she saw them, she asked if it was over and Logan and Skylar nodded, even though both their eyes were filling with tears again.

      “Where’s Mom?” Stephani asked.

      She saw Skylar’s expression, then Logan’s, and then she turned to Harper, who was also stricken.

      “No,” she said, falling into Skylar.  “No.”  She started to shake and cry, bringing Cooper to her leg to press into her.

      He looked up and whined at Logan.

      “I’m so sorry, buddy,” he said, rubbing his head in consolation.

      When Stephani pushed out of Skylar’s arms, Boone was there, looking at her.  Her face bore the pain all of them carried, an agony so fierce no one knew how they’d bear the brunt of it.  They’d all lost someone, and they’d likely lose more in the years to come.  But Boone was there for her now.  He held her.  At first she tried to push him back, but he ignored her, pulling her close, telling her it would be okay.  Finally she let herself be held, sobbing into his arms until he picked her up, walked her inside and put her to bed.  No one saw the two of them that night, but in the morning, when it was time to go, everyone loaded up and left, driving the next two hours without incident to Five Falls.

      They moved from one war zone to the next.  Out of Yale to Portland, out of Portland to Roseburg, out of Roseburg to Five Falls.

      When they got home, they didn’t wait to bury Orbey.  Instead, Logan found Boone and Stephani digging next to Connor’s grave.  He asked if he could help, but Stephani said, “I need to do this.”

      “Okay,” he replied.

      That afternoon, they held a private burial for her.  The men lowered her into the grave, then stood back.  Instead of giving a eulogy, which Stephani wasn’t prepared for, she said, “I love you, Orbey.”

      “I love you, Orbey,” Logan said.

      Harper’s eyes were wet, her body shaking.  “I love you, Orbey.”

      Skylar was holding onto Ryker for dear life.  Logan had never seen the woman cry until recently, but now it seemed like she couldn’t stop.  “I love you, Orbey.”

      The rest of the day was a blur of emotion.  On one hand, the war was over, but on the other, the struggles to survive were just beginning.

      “What do we do now?” Stephani asked, looking up with wet eyes.

      “We rebuild,” Logan said.
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      One year later.  Logan, Boone and Clay stalked through the forest, the first light of day upon them.  As the cold burned off, they carried their deer with them to the clearing.  There they prepped them for easier transport, divvied up the meat, then each headed home.

      “Dinner at sunset, right?” Clay called out to Logan.

      “Yeah, sunset,” he said back, smiling at the brothers as they headed in different directions.

      With nowhere to be, no schedule to follow and no job to do but survive, be a good husband and someday a good father, Logan tromped through the woods, walked past the remnants of town, then made his way up the hill to their house.

      On those long walks, he used to think he was getting back to nature, establishing a better connection with the earth, but the truth was, he’d been in nature for well over a year, and the relationship he’d established happened a long time ago.

      The Chicom vehicles they kept at the house were gone now, for all the available gas had gone bad and there was no where of interest to go anyway.  Immediately after the war, he and Ryker drove the hideous looking vehicles to a nearby valley with a steep hillside and rolled them over the edge into “long term parking.”  One of them blew up.  The others just crashed into each other in a rather anticlimactic display.

      “What about the bone pile?” Ryker asked.  “Is that like some memorial or something?  Because it’s kind of creepy.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s going next,” Logan said.

      So they gathered up what remained of the Chicom bones, crushed them to little bits and turned them into cat litter for a few of the feline friendly households.

      It was a good idea, one everyone seemed to appreciate.

      As the weeks and months advanced, some of the locals began to worry about President Hu.  Whether or not he’d retaliate.  These were valid concerns, for much of the town suffered some sort of PTSD.  In the end, the town’s brightest minds and top military strategists determined that the time, energy and resources Hu would have to dedicate to wage another assault on America were counter productive on every level.  He didn’t have enough years left in his life to wage that kind of a war.  Besides, the patriots had taken apart a half-century plan (give or take) in a matter of days, and that was incentive enough for the Chicoms to steer clear of the people of Five Falls, and of America in general.

      Where the first battle in Five Falls left the front of the Madigan property scarred, four new seasons brought them a lush blanket of meadow grass, forever hiding the horrors of that conflict.  Even the original house was now gone, cleared away stick by stick, all the materials recycled where possible.  All that remained was the building pad, a pad that had become the topic of new, more exciting discussions.

      Much of the physical resources from Connor and Orbey’s former home were used to build Skylar and Ryker’s home just down the hill.  The couple now had a nice two bedroom house tucked in the woods on top of a nearby clearing not far from there.  Skylar didn’t like the seclusion at first, but then she said the silence helped her to find herself.  Something she hadn’t been able to do since her grandmother was killed by the Chicoms so many years ago.

      When she and Ryker left the barn a few months back, they did so making room for Boone, Stephani and Rowdy to move in.  Stephani had been rebuilding her hives, but she’d also been working hard to raise Rowdy right, and tend to the new child now growing in her own belly.  Connor and Orbey would have been so happy to see Stephani settled down with Boone, and making a family of her own.  Boone said he was happy enough for both of them.

      Boone and Clay spent a lot of time catching up, becoming brothers again, working to make up for the years lost when Clay first fled Five Falls to see the world.  In that time, Boone worked day and night to convince his older brother to head up the hill, and join them on the ample Madigan property.  He even promised to help Clay build a home of his own.  Clay had turned to woodworking to keep his mind calm, but he had bigger aspirations than furniture, or in his case, pine boxes.  The furniture was for his own home, and for bartering, but the pine boxes were for Felicity’s parents.  He planned on unearthing the graves, transfer the bodies into the caskets and giving them a proper burial.  Felicity asked that they be moved to the Madigan property where they could join the others.  This, of course, made it easier to present Felicity with the idea of building a home by the others.

      “Wherever my parents go, I want to be there as well,” she said.  He’d had that plan in the back of his mind from the beginning, but apparently she’d had the same plan.

      Logan walked up the hillside, crossed the meadow and headed up a slight grade where he found Harper at work in the garden.  What was once a garden for six was now a multi-acre garden and a rather substantial food production operation for dozens of them.  They’d even managed to plant several fruit trees just past the barn.  In the distance, at the far end of the garden, Skylar was pulling weeds, checking the plants for bugs, letting her skin soak in the morning sun.

      He smiled, as he usually did.  It was still so surreal.  Skylar and Harper, here with him, safe, free and happy.

      He met Harper with a kiss, told her of his and the Nichols brothers’ hunting successes, then told her he was going to prep the deer meat for curing.  Cooper, true to his nature, smelled the animal cuts and practically ran to Logan’s side, his tail going crazy, his sniffer working overtime, and a little whine in the back of his throat.

      In the meat prep area of the barn, when Logan looked down and saw those big, begging eyes, he cut off a small strip of the deer meat and said, “This is all you get, which means if you beg for more, you’ll get none on the next kill.  Bark once if you understand, twice if you don’t.”

      He barked once, prompting Cooper to sit down, look up and start to salivate.  Logan fed the dog the strip, which he gobbled up too quickly.  And then he sat there, looking up once more, controlling his needy, watery eyes and the whine.  Logan looked at him.  Almost told him to go, but laughed inside at the dog’s behavior.  He was unable to leave on the off chance that a missed scrap would fall before him and he could gobble it up.

      “When have you known me to drop scraps?” Logan finally asked.

      Cooper lowered his head, couldn’t meet Logan’s eyes.

      “You know, being in the proximity of food and staring at me, like you’re trying to pull some Jedi mind tricks, that’s the same as begging in my book.”

      He stood and barked twice.

      “Oh, you don’t get it?” Logan asked, unable to hid the humor in his voice.  “Okay, let me explain it to you this way.  If we don’t eat this meat we die, then we can’t feed you, and then you die, or live off of a steady diet of squirrels and field mice.  Is that what you want?”

      Cooper looked down, sneezed, then he looked away for a couple of moments before sneaking in an upwards, yet slightly sideways look.

      “You’re pushing it right now,” Logan said.

      Finally he stood, rubbed his face on the side of Logan’s leg, which earned him a quick back of the ear scratching.  After that, he trotted out of the barn, presumably to be with the women.  Which was exactly where Logan wanted to be at that moment.

      Cooper still wasn’t over the loss of Connor or Orbey, but Logan sensed he was getting back to his old self.  Still, when he couldn’t find him, when the German Shepherd wouldn’t heed his calls, either Logan or Harper found him down at the graves, just sitting with them.  Grass had grown over them now.  They kept it cut back, and had since added small headstones for all of them: Otto, Noah, Connor, Orbey.

      Because it was so peaceful there, and such a spiritually significant spot, Logan, Ryker and Skylar built a beautiful, nearby fire pit.  Harper cleared several large areas for seating.  It was close enough to be near their friends and family, but not so close that it felt disrespectful.  Since the new addition, the occupants and guests of the Madigan family property would go there once or twice a week, start a fire and talk about the old days while enjoying a meal.  Stephani called it “family dinner,” which it kind of was.  Eventually Harper had to clear more spots, this time with Stephani’s help, because the family was getting larger.

      When the deer meat was finally cut, seasoned and hung in the pantry for curing, when Harper and Skylar were done collecting the vegetables for the night’s feast and Stephani had attended to the chickens and her bees, Boone, Clay and Felicity appeared in the barn, the three of them talking and laughing together.

      “Nice of you to finally show up,” Stephani said, planting a kiss on Boone’s lips.  “Did you have fun with your brother?”

      He hugged her, careful not to press against her swollen belly.  “Of course,” he said, carrying several large cuts of meat.  “Trust me when I tell you, tonight will be a feast for the ages.”

      This was a family dinner, but there were also other things to discuss.  Formal things involving Clay and Felicity.  When the Chicom war was over and they first returned home, Clay spent a number of days working with Logan, Ryker and Boone to repair the severely damaged barn.  In that time, Clay confessed to having fallen in love with the property.  Logan suspected that Clay was hoping to build a home on Connor and Orbey’s concrete slab one day, but first he needed Stephani and Skylar’s blessing, and then he needed Felicity’s blessing.  Tonight he would have all three, for that was the purpose of tonight’s “family dinner.”

      But as they enjoyed a sunset supper down by the graves, as the light burned from the sky and night settled in, the conversation about building a beautiful one bedroom cottage took a different turn.  Originally, the cottage had been Felicity’s idea, but now she was changing her mind.  Instead of a large one bedroom with a steep roof line and lots of windows, she said, “I think we’re probably going to need a second room.”

      “For who?” Clay asked, tossing another log on the fire.

      Smiling wide, Felicity pointed to her belly and said, “For this one.”

      “Are you sure?” Skylar asked, an uncharacteristic delight building in the back of her throat.

      Clay pulled her into a hug, and said, “Really?  You’re not joking?”

      “I’m positive,” Felicity said, her grin too huge for words.

      Pretty soon everyone was hugging her, and family night grew bigger by one.

      And so it went in the months following the Chicom war and the great sacrifice: friends became family, families grew larger and small communities doubled in size.  Freedom did not come with so many bells and whistles, but there was a natural grounding of the souls to the earth, to the bounty of nature, and to those you loved and those who love you most.

      In many ways, the new world was better than the old world.  There was a triumphant stillness in both life and in the spirits of the survivors, for their slice of heaven was a world at peace, a balancing of nature, and the promise of a long, healthy future.  Then again, the community recently experienced an unexpected emptiness, for several key members had been called to duty.

      Longwei, Quan, Brandon and their men left Five Falls a few months back to join the new war in Texas.  The SAA recently made another run at Texas, a war effort they heard was taking a toll on the Lone Star State.  It was not an easy decision for them to make, for they had many a round table meeting about it.  But in the end, America fell to the Chicoms because they ignored the signs around them, waited for others to fight in their stead, then fell to weakness and capitulation when they were overrun and it was too late.  As a community, they agreed never to fall to such short-sighted cowardice again, for freedom was fought for one day at a time, sometimes outside your borders, and often inside of them.

      “Has anyone heard from Quan or Longwei?” Boone asked, the coals warm, the night cool and full of stars.

      “He called a few weeks back,” Logan said, his arm around Harper.  “Nothing urgent.  He was just returning my call.”

      Even though “modern technology” had yet to make a comeback across the West Coast, they held onto their sat phones, and Harper monitored her various lines of communication using both American and Chinese satellites.  The Resistance wasn’t dead, it was just on vacation.  Hopefully a permanent vacation, but time and vigilance would tell.

      “How are they doing?” Felicity asked.

      For whatever reason, Felicity bore an unspoken affection for Longwei.  No one truly understood the attachment, or spoke of it, and she couldn’t explain it if she tried.  It was just there.  Something you could feel between them.  Logan eventually chocked it up to two souls who understood each other on a deeper level, kind of like him and Skylar.

      “So everyone’s still alive?” Felicity asked.

      “Yes, but the SAA is bigger than before,” Logan said.  “Then again, Oklahoma and Louisiana are now moving into Texas.  Even the new military has joined the war effort.  So perhaps the influx of reinforcements will tip the scales in Texas’s favor, and they can drive them out of America for good.”

      “Do you ever think about going there to help them?” Clay asked.

      He thought about this often, but had come to no conclusions.  So instead of answering the question, Logan looked at Ryker—a man who’d become his brother in so many ways—and he said, “You want to take this, Ryker?”

      Ryker didn’t have to think about it.  He simply said, “If they need us, we’ll go.  Those of us who aren’t expecting kids, anyway.”

      Felicity smiled, touched her stomach, then tucked her body closer into Clay’s and said, “If Clay needs to go, then the baby and I will be coming with him.”

      This got a few laughs around the fire.

      For a long while Logan thought hard about Texas.  Privately he knew he would go if asked, but while no one was asking, he decided to make the most of his time with Harper, and to maybe work on a baby of their own.  On the one occasion that he asked Harper about children, she had said, “I think it would be easier to go to Texas than to push that special little someone out of me.”

      “It’s your choice,” he laughed.

      “Maybe,” she replied, leaving her answer out there a long time.  She then followed up by saying, “Unless you want to surprise me.”

      After everyone turned in for the night, including Clay and Felicity—who were now sleeping on a mattress under a hundred pounds of blankets in the “guest bed” in the barn—Harper turned to Logan and said, “Shall we put out the fire?”

      Logan glanced over at Ryker and Skylar.  Skylar was almost asleep in Ryker’s arms, and he could hardly hold his head up.

      “Are you ready?” Harper asked the couple, a little louder than normal.

      “Yeah,” Skylar said, sitting up.

      “I got this,” Logan said.

      The two of them said good night to Logan and Harper, then Logan picked up the bucket of dirt and went to smother the fire.  When the last embers faded out, darkness settled over the land.  It was so quiet that night, like a hush had fallen over the forest.  Harper found his hand in the darkness and they walked up the hill together.  A few minutes later, he tucked Harper in to bed.

      Crawling in beside her, he cozied up against her warm body and said, “Family dinner is the best.”

      “I miss them,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “All of them.”

      “I do, too,” he said.  “Sometimes it feels like a dream, and other times, it doesn’t feel so bright.”

      “The other night,” she said, almost hesitantly, “I felt like there was something in here with us, someone maybe.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, turning to her in the darkness, taking in her smells, feeling the reassuring weight of her body pressed against his.

      “I…I think maybe…I think maybe I saw Orbey.  Not like full flesh, but just…etheric, you know?  Like, maybe angelic?  I don’t know, maybe I was seeing things.”

      He thought he’d seen her, too.  A few weeks back.  He wasn’t sure, though.  He’d just convinced himself it was a dream.  Now, upon hearing this, he felt that last little something unwinding inside him, that final piece of a puzzle slipping into place.  Was she their guardian angel?  Perhaps.  He wanted to think so.  And so he did, and with that, a long, magnificent peace not only washed over him, but wandered through him as well, settling into the deepest parts of his soul.

      “Do you think I’m crazy?” she asked, taking his hand in hers.

      “No,” he said.  “I think you’re perfect.”

      

      
        
        End of Book 5
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      Thank you so much for taking this wild ride with me into a new kind of apocalypse!  I hope you liked reading this story as much as I loved writing it!  If so, please consider leaving a quick review when prompted by Amazon, or at the link on the next page.  Also, if you haven’t done so already, please head over and join the Private Facebook Group (CLICK OR TAP HERE), the VIP email list (CLICK OR TAP HERE), and/or click the yellow +FOLLOW button below my photo on my Amazon page (CLICK OR TAP HERE).  And for a sneak peek at the first book in the new series, titled THE TEARS OF ODESSA, (CLICK OR TAP HERE), or continue on for a detailed description.  But first…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Your Voice Matters

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerging authors always get that writer’s high reading great reviews from readers like yourself, but there’s more to a review than an author’s personal gratification. As independent writers, we don’t always have the financial might of New York’s Big 5 publishing firms, and we’d never shell out a bazillion dollars to Barnes & Noble for that ultra-prime shelf space (yet!).

      What we do have, however, is far more valuable than shelf space or movie contracts or all the marketing money in the world: we have you, the devoted reader.

      If you enjoyed this series, I’d be immensely grateful if you could leave a quick and easy review (it can be as long or as short as you want).  Simply (CLICK OR TAP HERE) or just leave a review when prompted by Amazon.  You can also visit Dark Days of the Purge product page on Amazon.com and leave a review there as well.  When you get to the product page, just scroll down to the review section of the main page and click or tap, WRITE A CUSTOMER REVIEW, and you’re done!

      Not only do reviews like yours help this series get the exposure it needs to grow and thrive, reading your kind reviews has become the highlight of my day, so please be sure to let me know what you loved most about this book.  Please note, the way Amazon’s review system works is five stars is good, four stars is alright, and three stars or less are just degrees of no bueno.

      

      *If you happen to see any errors (typos, etc…), they sometimes show up uninvited and can get overlooked (sad face!), feel free to shoot me a quick email at contact@ryanschow.com. Thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tears of Odessa: A Look Ahead

          

        

      

    

    
      Dark Secrets.  An Unexpected Assassin.  A New Worldwide Conspiracy.

      

      Former SWAT Commander, Atlas Hargrove, made the biggest mistake of his life, one that will cost him everything.  But the end of one life heralds the beginning of another, an emerging life where friends just might be your enemies and surrendering to your more primal instincts is tantamount to survival.

      

      Odessa, Ukraine not only has the most beautiful women in the world, the port city has emerged as a high-society hotspot.  With enough money, you can partake of the most unthinkable delights, but that knife cuts both ways.  Everything has its price.  To Halden Barnes’s horror, his young daughter, Kaylee, is that price.

      

      Operating off the grid, seduced by an irresistible offer, Atlas finds himself in Ukraine.  In a world where the lines between right and wrong are blurry, and at times invisible, Atlas and a cagey young assassin named Kiera descend into Odessa’s murky underworld looking for a child that may already be dead, only to uncover a conspiracy more nefarious than even they could have imagined.

      

      The Tears of Odessa is the first book in the Atlas Hargrove novels, a gritty, no-punches-pulled assassination thriller series.

      

      
        
        Pre-Order The Tears of Odessa Now and Save 20% off the Final Cover Price!!
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            Seven Books. One Great Price.

          

        

      

    

    
      Need something to read while you wait for the next book?  Check out the Amazon All-Star Award wining series that put USA Today Bestselling Author, Ryan Schow, on the map as one of post-apocalyptic fiction’s most influential writers!

      

      From the USA TODAY BESTSELLING author of Dark Days of the After and The Age of Embers comes a high-concept, adrenaline fueled post-apocalyptic survival thriller like no other! With 100,000+ copies sold, over 30 million pages read and more than 3000 five-star Amazon and Good Reads reviews, this series grabs hold of you and won’t let go!  

      

      In a collapsing world, are humans resourceful enough to survive?

      

      When Artificial Intelligence wages war on humankind…

      .…how will a handful of humans stave off an extinction level event?

      

      When a breathless, unending assault on one of America’s most iconic cities lays waste to the local infrastructure, an ordinary group of survivors will navigate the ruined city in search of their loved ones. Will they have what it takes to fight an indomitable enemy? And how will they fare against their fellow humans in a dog-eat-dog world?

      

      All of America now sits on the precipice of a new dark age…

      

      As the attack spreads across the nation, the President is forced into a precarious position, one requiring an EMP response. Will this bold, almost hopeless attempt to preserve the nation trigger something far more devastating? Can America even survive without power?  Or will this usher in a new dark age, one with the power to drive humans to extinction?

      

      SAVE nearly 60% off the list price over buying the individual books! Or read the entire series at no extra cost with your Kindle Unlimited subscription! Also available in paperback.

      

      The Complete Last War series is a clean, lightning-fast thriller about several ordinary families struggling to survive the collapse of society in the face of insurmountable odds, an abysmal loss of life and the dawn of a new, post-apocalyptic dark age. This bestselling EMP survival thriller will have you on the edge of your seat, but it will also have you looking at our own world with much different eyes. Prepare yourself for a ride like no other. Are you ready?

      

      Get it now.

      

      THE COMPLETE LAST WAR SERIES is best read in order, as each book builds upon the previous work. The reading order of the complete series is as listed:

      
        	The Last War

        	The Zero Hour

        	The Ophidian Horde

        	The Infernal Regions

        	The Killing Fields

        	The Barbarous Road

        	The Terminal Run

      

      

      WHAT READERS ARE SAYING…

      

      “Wow! I love this author! This is an awesome series...amazing characters, both good and bad...the action never stops plus the scenarios are incredible! I just didn't want it to end!”

      – Mama Who, Amazon Reviewer ★★★★★

      

      “This is the best so far. The focus is not just survival but the description of human behavior, thoughts and ethical conundrums. Character development is very strong and the book addresses all the male/female issues being struggled with today.”

      – Christopher La Londe, Amazon Reviewer ★★★★★

      

      “An epic tale of human fortitude! When the worst happens, some give up, some prey on the weak and then some stand up and become more. The series will stay with you beyond the last page!”

      – Robert V, Amazon Reviewer ★★★★★

      

      “What a story! The author managed to weave a tale of action, depth of personality and realism around an apocalyptic event that grabs you by the throat and does not let go to the very last page!”

      – Dusty, Amazon Reviewer ★★★★★

      

      “This series is one of my favorites! I can’t bear it to end; I need to know what happens with AI. Such a wonderful cast of characters with real life feelings and needs. This series won’t disappoint!!!”

      – Johnnie L. Ritchie, Amazon Reviewer ★★★★★

      

      
        
        CLICK OR TAP HERE TO GRAB YOUR COPY NOW!

      

      

      

      
        
        CLICK OR TAP THE LINKS BELOW TO SEE MORE WORK BY THIS AUTHOR

        The Complete Last War Series

        The Complete Age of the Embers Series

        The Complete Swann Series (Urban Fantasy)
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