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      Below is a brief summary of the cast of characters from the Abandon Series, books 1 – 4:

      

      THE MCDANIEL FAMILY

      

      Colt McDaniel – Colt is the husband to Faith McDaniel and father to three kids, Marley, Rowan, and Leighton.  He lives in Nicholasville, Kentucky.

      

      Faith McDaniel – Faith is the mother of three kids and the wife of Colt McDaniel.

      

      Leighton McDaniel – Leighton currently lives back in Nicholasville, Kentucky after fleeing Northern Kentucky University.  She is a former college student, the youngest daughter of Colt and Faith McDaniel, and she is deaf.  She lost her boyfriend, Niles Bennington, when he was run over and killed by the Hayseed Rebellion.

      

      Rowan McDaniel – After the EMP, Rowan fled Columbus, Ohio, where, as an investigative reporter, he ran two publications.  One was a local circulation; the other was a national underground circulation.  His is the fiancée to Constanza Navarro and the father of Rose McDaniel. In Columbus, he met Hwa-Young Tae and was taken by The Underground, headed up by Marshall Aldrich, and they crashed a meeting in the West Virginia governor’s mansion where he killed the Russian Prime Minster.

      

      Marley McDaniel – Before returning home to Nicholasville, Marley worked in Washington D.C. as a White House Staffer under Killian O’Brien (former Chief of Staff to the President and traitor to America).  She and her colleague, Isaiah Wright, saved and then killed the traitorous President Kennicott, as well as the ambassador to North Korean.  She and Rowan left West Virginia and headed back home to Nicholasville.

      

      Roscoe – Roscoe is the basset hound pup that Colt and Faith adopted before the EMP struck.

      

      SECONDARY TEAM – THE UNDERGROUND

      

      Marshall Aldrich – Aldrich is the former Vice President of the United States, and a member of The Underground resistance group to save America.  He is a combat vet and has three daughters and a wife who are currently living in Texas.

      

      Isaiah Wright – Isaiah is a former White House employee under Killian O’Brien and colleague to Marley McDaniel.  Isaiah lost his mother, father, brother, and sister to tragedy.  Throughout his life, which has been marked by tragedy, Isaiah’s motivations have changed.  He became a die hard patriot who knew something was wrong with America at the highest office.  In that pursuit, he met Marley McDaniel, and then Marshall Aldrich.  He is now fighting with Aldrich and The Underground to save America.

      

      Hwa-Young Tae – Hwa-Young is a North Korean refugee whose entire family was needlessly slaughtered in NK. She fled to America to make a new life, but saw the trouble the nation is in.  After the EMP, she turned into a freedom fighter with a revenge complex. She and Rowan McDaniel fled Ohio where they met Marshall Aldrich.  After Rowan and Marley went back to Kentucky, Hwa-Young and Isaiah Wright teamed up with Aldrich and his crew to continue fighting to both protect and avenge America.

      

      MEMBERS OF ALDRICH’S TEAM (to be introduced in These Times of Insurrection)

      

      Bill Baker – Former sniper – to be introduced.

      

      Marlon Hayes – Gym rat, the muscle  – to be introduced.

      

      Tyler Price – Aussie former triathlete, father to four boys, husband – to be introduced.

      

      Javier Lopez – Brazilian born freedom fighter, good with a blade – to be introduced.

      

      Adam Brooks – a.k.a. the Scottish Butcher, potential serial killer – to be introduced.

      

      T-Dawg – Former street preacher turned freedom fighter – to be introduced.

      

      Niko Igarashi – Japanese gamer turned freedom fighter – to be introduced.

      

      NORTHERN KENTUCKY UNIVERSITY / SILVER GROVE / MELBOURNE SURVIVORS

      

      Hudson Croft – Hudson is a former Golden Gloves champion from Silver Grove, Kentucky who fought alongside Leighton McDaniel and Kenley Riley to both save Silver Grove from destruction and avenge Niles Bennington (Leighton’s boyfriend).  The three of them killed a fire house full of Hayseed Rebellion scumbags by burning them to death.

      

      Kenley Riley – Kenley is the daughter to Jacob Riley (deceased) and a childhood friend of Niles Bennington’s(deceased).  She joined the fight with Hudson and Leighton in Silver Grove, and then she decided to go with Hudson and Leighton back to Leighton’s home in Nicholasville.

      

      Buck – Buck’s father tried to attack Leighton, but was rightfully killed in the process.  He is six years old, orphaned, and is now with Leighton and the gang in Nicholasville.

      

      Chandra Reed – Chandra roomed with Leighton in NKU before the EMP.  She grew up in California, but was shipped out to Kentucky by her parents due to questionable behavior with one of her father’s friends.  She left town with Leighton, Hudson, Kenley, and Buck and went to Nicholasville to live with the McDaniel family.

      

      Niles Bennington – Niles was Leighton’s boyfriend and Kenley Riley’s childhood crush.  He was killed by the Hayseed Rebellion in Silver Grove’s neighboring town, Melbourne.

      

      OHIO SURVIVORS

      

      Constanza Navarro – Constanza is the fiancée to Rowan McDaniel.  When the EMP struck, she was pregnant with Rose, but went into delivery.  Her daughter was taken by the woman who helped deliver her, and then with Colt’s help, they recovered her.  She went with Colt and Faith to Nicholasville where she now lives with Rowan.

      

      Rose – Rose is Constanza’s and Rowan’s newborn daughter.

      

      NICHOLASVILLE RESIDENTS

      

      Gator – Gator is a former Spec Ops contractor, a friend of Walker McDaniel and the McDaniel family, and he now lives off the grid with his new girlfriend and former exotic dancer, Trixie Millsap.  He rescued Trixie from an abusive group of Hayseed Rebellion assholes.

      

      Sheriff Lance Garrity – Garrity is the former sheriff of Jessamine County.  He formed a small hit squad with his former deputy, Marilyn, to take out the community riff-raff before they could become larger problems.  He is friends with the McDaniel family, Hudson, and Gator.

      

      Marilyn – Marilyn was a former Jessamine County Sheriff’s Deputy working under Sheriff Garrity before the EMP struck.  She is single, blonde, and a staunch law enforcement officer, but she has had a difficult time with the sheriff’s lawlessness when she dedicated herself to firmly upholding the rule of law.

      

      D.C. SURVIVORS / PERSONS OF INTEREST

      

      Adelard (Adi) Schmidt – Adi is a ten year old German boy from Seattle who was orphaned in D.C. when the Hayseed Rebellion killed his parents.  He was rescued by Marley and Isaiah during an attack on the White House.  He now lives in Nicholasville on Gator’s property with Marley.

      

      President Althea Kennicot – Althea Kennicot, 46th President, was a traitor to the nation who not only knew about the EMP but she sanctioned it anyway.  She was killed by Marley, decapitated by Isaiah and left as critter bait in the middle of nowhere.

      

      Killian O’Brien – Killian was the White House Chief of Staff, a traitor to America, and Marley’s new boyfriend.  He helped clear the way for North Korea to drop the EMPs on America and was preparing to flee the scene and ride out the apocalypse.  He was, however, shot to death outside the West Virginia governor’s mansion by Marley McDaniel.

      

      ADDITIONAL PERSONS OF INTEREST

      

      Walker McDaniel – Walker was a former Spec Ops soldier working to infiltrate the Hayseed Rebellion when he was killed under orders by their leader and his former friend, Diesel Daley, in a raid on his rental home.

      

      Edric Jennings – Edric killed Diesel Daley’s mother with a rotary telephone.  Due to his tenacity, he was put in charge of the new Hayseed Rebellion ranch by Rhett Jennings when Jennings went to the West Virginia governor’s mansion to meet with the heads of state who helped orchestrate the death of America.

      

      Diesel Daley – Founding Member of the Hayseed Rebellion, shot by Gator and killed by Trixie outside the home of Colt and Faith McDaniel.

      

      Rhett Jensen – Rhett was second in command of the Hayseed Rebellion, but with Diesel Daley’s disappearance, he is left to oversee the outfit. Rhett was killed in the meeting at the West Virginia governor’s mansion in a team effort by Aldrich and Marley McDaniel.

      

      Iranian Minister of Defense, Elham Golbahar – This foreign turd tried to take out America, but he was killed and decapitate in the West Virginia governor’s mansion.  Before his death, he boasted that ten thousand soldiers were coming to America by boats to finish the nation.

      

      Russian Prime Minister, Andros Bocharov – This foreign turd also lost his head in the West Virginia governor’s mansion after getting stabbed in the eye with a pencil by Rowan McDaniel.

      

      North Korean Ambassador, Sung Jong-un – For her country’s role in dropping the EMPs on America, this female foreign turd was beaten to death by both Marley and Isaiah.  She, too, was decapitated in the West Virginia governor’s mansion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “What do you call a hundred billionaires at the bottom of the sea?  A great start.”

        – some asshole in a bar
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Lance Garrity

        

      

    

    
      Garrity sniffed the cool Kentucky air, curled his nose, and frowned.  “You can smell the stink of criminality.  It’s more offensive than someone’s squeezed cheese.”

      “Smells like blood to me,” Hudson said.

      “Blood and rot.”

      Lance Garrity, former Jessamine County Sheriff, glanced over at Hudson who nodded once, letting him know he was ready to rock ‘n roll.

      Garrity looked at the other two: Gator and Marilyn.  Marilyn was gearing up.  Gator was looking like he was good to go.

      As the foursome’s designated sniper—or their overwatch, as Gator liked to call it—Hudson had Colt’s Barrett M82, along with a holstered Sig Sauer, a recent acquisition,  courtesy of a pack of scumbags who recently lost their lives, their meth house, and all their stuff to the judge, jury, and executioner that was Lance Garrity.

      Next to Hudson, Gator was thumbing the last of his 9mm rounds into the rest of his spare magazines.  The spec-ops man had the extra mags stuffed everywhere because, according to Gator, “You never know what you need until you don’t have it.”

      One look at the bearded brute and Garrity figured Gator’s heart was clocking a cool 65 BPM, even though they were about to take down the last of Nicholasville’s nests of insurgents.

      The tipoff to this place had come from a couple of girls Marilyn found robbing an older woman—a prepper who was about to shoot them with double-aught buckshot.  In exchange for the girls keeping their lives and their weapons (albeit they were stripped of all of their ammo), they gave Marilyn information on this last group.

      Garrity cast Marilyn a sideways glance.  The woman had never really been right with his tack, the plan, all the violence.  It was a necessary evil, though.  She understood that.  At least, that’s how their actions had been described to her.

      Marilyn caught Garrity looking at her, showed him her apprehensive eyes.  Her look did nothing to set him at ease.

      “You okay?” Garrity asked, low so the others didn’t hear.

      His former deputy hesitated long enough to cause concern, but then she responded with a firm nod.  He wasn’t buying it.

      Before the EMP hit, before the COVID debacle and the anti-police riots all but destroyed any measure of the rule of law, Garrity had tried to condition Marilyn to answer any crime or potential crime with steadfast force.  He had thought—rather, he had hoped—that this kind of training would have helped her better adjust to the apocalypse.  It hadn’t.  With every hardcore deviant they dragged out of their house and liberated from this world, the woman seemed to lose more of her resolve.

      When would she crack completely?  Garrity sensed the burnout coming.  He even wrestled with his conscience when assembling today’s particular team.

      Though he had his doubts, and though Marilyn didn’t seem too excited about this op, she was the one who got the intel, so it was her raid to run.

      In the old world, the pre-EMP world, Garrity ran the sheriff’s department light and tight with one policy to rule them all: you catch it, you clean it, you close it.  This was her op to clean and close.  After this, however, Garrity was going to retire Marilyn from this way of life.

      “We’re going to smoke these clowns,” Gator said, looking at Marilyn.  “Hope you brought your A-game.”

      “I did,” she replied, smiling with her mouth but not her eyes.  “Thanks for coming, Gator.  I appreciate it.  You, too, Hudson.”

      “You know us,” Gator grinned.  “Any shot at the Hayseed Hoes and we’re in like Flynn.”

      The Hayseed Hoes was a nickname Trixie had recently coined for the Anti-American Marxist/Leninist pukes.  The nickname was funny enough to remember, but it was the former exotic dancer’s explanation of the HR that really made the name stick.

      “Those broken-brained, basement-dwelling twats are overconfident and snotty,” she’d said, “and most of ‘em can’t take a punch.”

      Gator had said, “Are you talking about the HR’s girls or their boys?”

      Everyone seemed to get a good laugh out of this, which was special when you considered how rare genuine laughter had become those days.

      Now, looking up a slightly-rocky hillside covered in weeds and scrub brush, seeing only the tops of the trees in the distance, Marilyn said they had an open meadow to cross before reaching either the house or the barn.

      She said, “There is no perfect entry, but the way the house and barn are situated, it’s the only way in, so stay alert.”

      This, of course, was why they had Hudson, and why they insisted Colt lend the former Golden Gloves boxer the Barrett M82 sniper rifle.

      “Y’all ready to light this fuse?” Gator asked.

      “Roger that,” everyone said, Marilyn being the last to respond.

      Together, they moved up the hillside, staying low before cresting the hill.  From a few hundred yards out, Garrity studied the century-old brick house standing adjacent to a tall, run-down barn.

      “That place looks like it should be condemned,” Hudson asked.  “You sure this is it?”

      “I’m positive,” Marilyn said.

      Garrity lifted the small field glasses to his eyes, glassed the barn, then sucked in a sharp breath.  His stomach started churning long before he could pull the binos away from his eyes and spare his brain further trauma.

      Swallowing hard, he said, “Yeah, this is the place.”

      Hudson scoped the scene with the Barrett.  “Holy shit,” he whispered.  “What is wrong with these people?”

      Garrity handed the binos to Marilyn, who shook her head like she didn’t want them.

      “Told you this was the place,” she said.

      Drawing a deep breath, releasing it slowly, he said, “This is your op, Marilyn, you need to know the landscape.”

      When she shook her head again, when she flat out refused to look, this only served to confirm Garrity’s instincts to retire her after this op.

      “Okay,” Garrity said, checking the extra magazines sitting firmly in his mag pouch and mentally preparing himself for the takedown.

      “You look like you’re about to crap your pants,” Gator said, calm as could be.

      “I’m fine,” Garrity replied without looking up.  He wasn’t feeling fine, not after what he’d just seen.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” Gator said.

      Marilyn looked up, saw that the big-bearded veteran was talking to her.  She seemed to feel like she owed them an explanation.  “I was never okay with any of this, but this is my op.”

      “Because it’s your intel we’re working with,” Hudson said, just as ready to go as Gator.  “So yeah, it is your op, so you need to be okay with this.”

      “That much has already been established,” she said.  “But I appreciate the clarification.”

      Hudson scoffed at the dismissal.

      “This is a Hayseed Rebellion staging ground and it looks like they’re killing regular folks for something,” Hudson said.

      Marilyn frowned and said, “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “You’re really not excited?” Gator asked.

      “This crap makes me sick to my stomach,” she replied.  “I couldn’t sleep a wink last night.”

      “We’re about to wipe these buffoons out of existence and you’re seriously not excited?”  Gator asked Marilyn again.  When she didn’t answer, Gator looked at Garrity, who was working hard not to show his own displeasure.  “Sorry to point this out, Lance, but if we’re able to identify a weak link in the ranks before we get started, then we’re in trouble.”

      Marilyn blew out a huff and looked away from them.

      She loved the law and safeguarded it as a loyal servant of the law in her former life, and she said she understood the merits of cleaning out the community today for a better tomorrow, but it was clear to see that she had failed to acclimate to the new climate.  It was the same thing Garrity was wrestling with when it came to managing his former deputy.  Now Gator and Hudson saw it, too.

      To Marilyn’s credit, and for all of Garrity’s bravado, the former sheriff wasn’t faring so well these days either.  Starting an assassination squad to eliminate future threats was his idea, his “case” to catch and close.  No matter his feelings on the matter, he was going to see it through to the end.  Fortunately, it looked like this was the end.  At least, that’s what all the intel they could gather told them.

      “Eyes on the prize, Marilyn,” Garrity said, unable to think of any other words of wisdom.  “This is the cherry on the pie, or cake, or whatever.”

      “I’m not a weak link,” Marilyn argued, glaring at Hudson.

      “If you get one of us shot because you freeze up, I’m going to put you down myself,” Hudson told her.

      “Don’t say that shit,” Garrity snapped.  “Even if you don’t mean it.”

      Hudson frowned and shook his head.  “I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.”

      “You know, for a guy who was anxious to eat a bullet not that long ago,” Garrity said, looking at Hudson, “you sure are testy this morning.”

      “Get your girl straight,” Hudson snapped.

      “I’m not his girl,” Marilyn replied.

      Garrity shook his head, no longer willing to beat this dead horse.  To say he was concerned about Marilyn, however, was an understatement.

      “She’ll be just fine, guys,” Garrity said.  Marilyn was a former LEO and that had to stand for something.  It had to mean she’d be clutch when the lead started flying, if it did.

      “You hear me though, Sheriff?” Hudson said, unwilling to let it go.

      He took a deep breath, fought to keep his blood pressure in check.  Looking at the angry, offended blonde, Garrity said to her, “He’s right, Marilyn.  You were never this nervous.”

      “We’re not arresting anyone, and we’re not the law anymore,” she snapped.  “We’re mercenaries and thieves.”

      “What’s the difference between that and survivalists?” Gator asked.

      “Under these conditions and circumstances, there is none,” Hudson replied, answering for her.  He seated a round in the Barret, then said, “Screw your head on right, Marilyn.”

      “I’m not doing this again,” she said, finally.  “After this, I’m out.”

      Garrity made a decision he didn’t want to make.  It needed making, though.  “You’re going to sit this one out, Marilyn.”

      “We came as four,” she said, resolute, “we’re going in as four.”

      “Hudson’s right,” Gator told her, even though they were friends.  “If you blow this op and get one of us killed, it’s on you.”  She wouldn’t look at Gator.  “You hear me, Blondie?”

      “I hear you,” she muttered.

      “This apocalypse isn’t going away anytime soon,” Gator added, “so you’d best get on this bike and ride.”

      “Ganging up on me isn’t going to calm my nerves,” she said, glaring at each of them.

      “We’re not here to massage your nerves and tell you everything is going to be okay,” Hudson said.  “We know you’re good, that we can count on you, but when you say the things you’re saying, when you act this timid…”

      “I said I’ll be fine,” she barked.  Then, looking at Garrity, she lifted her chin in either defiance or resolve.  “I’m fine, Lance.  I promise.”

      “Atta girl,” Gator said.  Waving a hand out, like he was hosting some kind of a game show and killing the Hayseed Hoes was the big prize at the end of the big showcase showdown, he said, “You’re running point on this one.”

      Garrity watched Marilyn’s physiology change for the better right before his eyes, but that didn’t mean he trusted her not to do something stupid.  He didn’t trust anyone not to do anything stupid.

      Marilyn set out into the long field of knee-high meadow grass, staying low, her pistol at her side, everything looking good for the moment.

      The brick house across the meadow appeared to have settled on its foundation wrong, and the roof was in major disrepair.  There was a build-up of leaves, fallen branches, and broken shingles all over it.  A large branch from an overhead shade tree looked like it had fallen onto the roof a long time ago and no one even bothered to remove it.

      “This place is a dump,” Gator mumbled.

      “Roger that,” Garrity said.

      Off to the left of the house was an old barn with wood so weathered it had turned gray and managed to shrink between the slats.  Daylight blazed through the structure’s long, vertical slivers, but that wasn’t what was most interesting to Garrity.  What caught and held his attention was the wide-open barn doors.  Rather, what was happening just beyond those barn doors.  This was what had startled and disturbed him earlier.

      By now, he knew Marilyn had seen what was inside.  She hadn’t broken stride, though, which he took as a good sign.

      Staying low as well and moving in unison, Garrity and Gator paced Marilyn.  A few feet behind them, Hudson matched strides with the trio, keeping up until it was time to plant a knee, scope his targets, and unleash hell upon these cowards and clowns.

      Inside the barn, four naked bodies were hanging by their ankles from the rafters.  Of the four of them, three were male and one was female.  The men looked beaten to death and bled dry, but the woman was still alive and crying.

      The closer they got to the barn, the more grisly the interior details appeared.  Below all four bodies was a long metal cow trough.  It stood two feet high and had red splattered all over the place.  Arterial spray.  Presumably, the trough held most of what was once their blood supply.

      They were downwind from the barn, which was why Garrity had no problem smelling the gore from there.  He could smell it because whoever cut these guys’ throats open had stopped only a few slices short of decapitating them.

      “Looks like they made a meat wheel of their necks,” Gator said, referencing the gyro wheels of meat that turned in Greek restaurants across the nation.

      They were fifty yards out and closing in quickly.

      Marilyn still hadn’t broken stride.

      No one had come out of either the house or the barn, which made Garrity a little nervous.  He hadn’t decided if that was a good thing or a bad thing.  Either way, he felt like the quicker they could engage the enemy, the quicker they could dispense of these fools and celebrate a job well done.

      The foursome trotted up to a tree stump with some of the deadfall left behind.  The stump had been cleaned up with a chainsaw long ago, the perfect perch for Hudson.

      As close as they were, Marilyn stayed low and picked up the pace, her eyes on the prize, her gun at her side and at the ready.

      “Putting eyes on,” Hudson called out, letting them know he’d post-up on the stump.

      Garrity glanced over his shoulder.  Hudson opened the M82’s bipods as he came upon the stump.  Soon he’d be scoped-in and ready to provide cover if things turned south.

      When they were thirty yards out, a middle-aged guy wearing a bloody butcher’s apron and a pair of swim goggles sauntered into view.  For the moment, he seemed completely unaware of their presence.

      Marilyn should have dropped down and held her position, but she kept moving, undeterred.  Garrity wondered if the last survivor being a woman was what caused Marilyn to make this misstep.

      The butcher turned in time to see them.  He scrambled to a table, grabbed a nearby gun, and opened fire.  The second he pulled that trigger, Hudson’s M82 barked and the shooter’s head pulped before their very eyes.

      He dropped dead in the barn.

      Marilyn stood to her full height and broke into a sprint, heading straight for the hanging, sobbing woman.

      “She’s done after this,” Gator snarled as he ran by Garrity.

      “I know,” he said, picking up the pace as he fanned out from the others.

      More HR appeared and Garrity and the gang took fire from multiple shooters.  Garrity counted four men with automatic weapons.  These guys weren’t great shots, but they were targeting a bit too close for comfort judging by the sounds of the bullets cutting the grass around him.

      Garrity dropped into a shooter’s stance and returned fire.

      Out of breath and rattled by Marilyn’s behavior, he wasn’t hitting his marks.  Even worse, there was a lot of lead being wasted in the effort, which disappointed him mightily.

      In the end, Hudson put down two more shooters, Gator took down one with a perfect shot center mass, and Marilyn winged the fourth who took off running for the house.

      Somewhere in the exchange, two of the dead guys’ hanging upside down were struck with stray bullets.  Worse, though, the upside-down girl took two rounds to the stomach and was bleeding out.  Who the hell shot her?  Did I do that?  Was it Marilyn or Gator?

      Talk about FUBAR!

      Instead of saving the girl’s life and preserving the scene, they’d let Marilyn run point and now this was a tactical embarrassment.  Not all was lost, however.  The four of them were still standing while four of the enemy were not.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






Lance Garrity

        

      

    

    
      Garrity watched Marilyn drop down before the upside-down girl.  The prisoner appeared weak and in shock, crying almost soundlessly.  Her naked torso looked like a Jackson Pollock painting of red splatter on a lily-white canvas.  She wasn’t going to make it.

      Marilyn did not holster her weapon or relax her awareness, but her attention was definitely keyed in on the girl.  Garrity caught up with her quickly.  Marilyn looked up, saw the rope, then stood and tried to reach it.  The binding on the girl’s ankles was too tight, the rope cutting into her skin.

      “Help me, Lance,” Marilyn said, desperate.

      Gator glanced down in the trough, saw blood so dark it almost looked black.  He fought back a whole host of imagery.  Looking up at the boys’ trenched-open necks, he fought a sudden and uncomfortable lurch in his stomach.

      When Gator moved in to secure the barn, Marilyn finally holstered her weapon.  Turning to Garrity, she said, “Garrity…help.”

      “Put her out of her misery,” Gator growled as he walked their way.

      The girl wasn’t dead, but she was in shock and dying.  Gator touched Marilyn’s shoulder.  The woman seemed to startle, almost like she’d left her body for a second.

      “She’s gonna bleed out no matter what you do,” Gator said.  “You should know that just by looking at the location of the shots.  Unless you want to try to save her, you should shoot her.”

      “I’m not killing her,” Marilyn hissed, her eyes shiny with unshed tears.  “If you’ll just help me get her down...”

      “Someone already shot her,” Gator said.  “Finishing the job will alleviate her suffering because you can’t save her.  Are you hearing me, Marilyn?”

      The dying girl’s trance finally broke, her beet-red face filling with the fear that had gathered so mightily inside her heart.

      “Does it hurt?” Marilyn asked, turning her full attention to the girl.

      “Am I really going to die?” she asked, her voice a hiccupping sob.  She looked like a Portland transplant with her faded green hair, her dumbbell nipple piercings, and the I Love Bill Gates tattoo carefully detailed on her skin in cursive red ink just above an overgrown patch of pubic hair.

      “She looks like one of them,” Hudson said, walking up on her.  He glanced at the naked girl but didn’t stare.

      Gator ignored Hudson and Marilyn, focusing instead on the girl.  “Yes,” he answered the girl, “you’re going to die.”

      “It hurts so bad,” she said, her eyes leaking tears that now ran down her forehead and dripped in the blood-filled trough below.

      “You say the word and Marilyn will end it for you,” Gator told the girl.

      “I’m not doing that,” Marilyn said.

      “This is your op, you blew it on the entry, so you clean up the mess!” Gator snarled.

      “Go easy,” Garrity replied.  “I’ll do it.”

      “I’m not a dog you just put down because, because…” the girl started to say, but stopped like she was either confused or the pain had become too much.  The haze that settled over her broke, her eyes clearing, awareness flooding back into her.  “How many times was I shot?”

      “Two, both in the gut,” Gator said, kneeling down so he could look her directly in the eye.  “If you want, we can try to save you.  But I’ve seen enough of these wounds to know it won’t do anything but prolong your pain.  You are close to dying.  It’s inevitable.”

      She nodded, her face becoming splotchy with color.  “Okay,” she finally said at the end of a hitching sob.

      Gator pulled out his weapon, put it to her forehead, then looked at Marilyn and pulled the trigger.

      Marilyn jumped, glared at Gator, then stormed out of the barn.  Fresh gunfire cut through the silence, the shattering of glass compounding the noise.  Marilyn dropped down, turned to the house, and returned fire.

      She was caught out in the open, completely exposed.

      Hudson’s Barrett barked once but the angle was wrong.  The shooting coming from inside the house continued.  By then, Marilyn was scrambling for cover because even she knew that this wasn’t even close to over.

      Gator hid behind the pushed-open barn door, then popped out and fired three quick rounds into the now-shattered bedroom window.

      Garrity hoped the barking M82 would draw them off Marilyn.  The former deputy ran right for the house, desperate to find better cover.  Tactically, her storming out of the barn before they’d secured the scene was stupid.  But this was Marilyn, Garrity’s friend, part of his blue family.  That’s why he needed to check on her.  After that first shot, when she dropped so quickly, he wondered if she had been hit.

      She was snug against the house, right beside the front door.  The second he ran toward her, gunfire erupted.  There was no way he’d make it.  He dropped down prone and fired off two quick rounds.  He missed both shooters, but both of them backed off for a second.

      Clambering to his feet, he ran for the door, but not before more shots were fired from yet another window.

      Marilyn leaned out and started firing sideways into the window, grateful, it seemed, that Garrity made it all the way there without getting hit.

      The next few minutes were crucial to their survival and Garrity hoped Gator and Hudson had it under control.  Marilyn, however, leaned out again, ran her mag dry.

      “Are you shot?” Garrity asked.

      “I can’t tell.”

      “Until you figure it out, get back in the game!”

      “No,” she said.

      “Yes!” he all but roared.

      “No, I’m not shot,” she said, her eyes clearing.  “I need one of your mags.”

      “You only brought one?”

      “I thought I brought two,” she said.  “My head’s a bit foggy.”

      He handed her a magazine; she switched hers out.  The second the mag hit home and she charged the slide, she was back in the game.

      Garrity looked at her, and though she was ready to roll, something about her spirit felt off.  It must have been the girl.

      Had Marilyn really thought she could save her?

      When there was a sufficient lull in the volley of gunfire, Gator joined them, looking like he was almost enjoying himself.

      Almost.

      All that joy left his face when he eyed Marilyn.  “When we get inside, try not to shoot either of us.”

      “Piss off, Gator,” she said, offended.

      Gator nodded.  “I’ll breach the door and go right.  Garrity, you cover left.  Marilyn, flow in with us and split the center, but stay low.”

      “Roger that,” she grumbled.

      Behind them, Hudson grabbed the M82 and ran for the barn in a crouched run.  The second he got inside the wooden behemoth, he ejected a round from the Barrett, popped the mag, and thumbed out the last round.  When he was done, he set the Barrett down and joined the three of them at the door.

      “I’ll cover Marilyn, then track Garrity,” Hudson said after Gator told them the plan.  “Marilyn, once you’re clear, you trail Gator, but don’t shoot him.”

      She punched him in the arm, hard.  “I’ve never shot anyone I didn’t want to shoot first, so stop acting like this is my first time.”

      “Knock on wood,” Hudson said.

      She fired him a look but rapped two knuckles on the wooden door casing.

      “Y’all ready to tie this thing off?” Gator asked.

      “Quit with the grandstanding,” Hudson said.  “We’re already deep in the mud here.”

      Gator kicked in the door and the four of them flowed in with liquid precision.  Gator opened fire immediately.

      The natural light was relatively low, most of it coming from the bare windows in the back of the small house.  The smell was the worst, though.  It had the sour stink of gym socks and the kind of farty stench you get when refried beans are left in the fridge too long.

      Marilyn dropped behind a couch.  Garrity went left, moving low and quick.  His eyes adjusted to the light, just not fast enough for his liking.

      There was a short hallway with a bedroom door in front of him.  The door was flimsy looking, a fist-sized hole punched in the middle like someone lost their temper but wasn’t strong enough to bust the door in two.  All around the brass doorknob, the wood was heavily discolored with age and wear.

      “Ready when you are,” Hudson whispered from behind him.

      Garrity kicked the door open, ducked back in the hallway, waited for gunfire to tear apart the hallway walls.  Nothing happened.  Garrity poked his head in the room, saw a guy who was waiting for him, finger on the trigger.

      Garrity ducked back as four shots blew apart the edge of the door casing and put holes in the wall behind him.  He poked his head in again, saw a body on the floor.  They must have shot him earlier.

      “One down, one active shooter,” he told Hudson.

      “Roger that.”

      Two more shots rang out on the other side of the house, then they heard Gator say, “Clear!”

      Garrity dropped to a knee and thought of going in low for that split-second advantage.  But then the guy inside the room spoke, causing Garrity’s blood to chill.

      “You’re killing the wrong people, man,” the shooter said, his voice timid with either fear or anger.  “We’re on your side, bro.  We ain’t with them!”

      “It’s too late for your games,” Garrity replied.  “There are four of us and one of you.”

      “You killed them all?” the shooter asked.

      “Sure did,” Hudson replied.

      “Got another one,” Marilyn called out.  Behind them, in what Garrity thought was the coat closet, Marilyn had her weapon trained on whoever was inside.  “Don’t even think about it!”

      “They’re Hayseed Rebellion, you fricking morons!” the guy shouted.  “Out there hanging, that broad with the nipple piercings, they’re all HR!  We smoked them out.  We did that!”

      “Put it down,” Marilyn screamed at the guy she had trapped.  “No, no, no!”

      She fired twice, started cursing immediately.  Garrity entered the room low, caught the shooter off guard, had him dead to rights.  “You do anything other than drop that AR, I turn you into Swiss cheese.”

      The kid was mad as hell, his eyes wild with hatred, that stupid look of forced contemplation all over his face.

      “My partner told your friend not to do what he was thinking of doing,” Garrity said.  “He didn’t comply, and that got him killed.  You have the same option right now.”

      The shooter laid down the AR-15, kicked it Garrity’s way, then sat down on the floor in front of a twin-sized bed and stared at the dead guy on the floor.

      “I’ve known him since grade school,” he finally said of the kid.  He’d been shot to hell, his blood soaking into the booger-green shag carpet.

      “It didn’t have to be this way,” Garrity said.

      “My God, you four are just about the dumbest pricks I’ve ever met,” the kid seethed.  Looking between Garrity and Hudson with hateful eyes, he asked, “How did you two idiots even survive this long?”

      “I’ve got him covered,” Hudson told Garrity.  “Grab that AR.”

      Garrity grabbed the AR-15 and stepped back.  Gator joined them in the room.  He stalked past Garrity and Hudson, then looked down at the kid and asked, “Why cut their throats?  Huh?  Because that’s torture in my book.”

      “You think torture is somehow unacceptable now?” he asked with a maniacal laugh of disbelief.  “Get the dummy a cookie and pat him on the head.  YES, it’s acceptable!  We were torturing them to get to her!  She’s the one with the information.  Tell me you at least kept her alive.”

      Hudson shook his head.

      “She got popped twice in the exchange,” Garrity said.  “Both gut shots.”

      The man raked a hand through his hair looking like he was going to explode.  Then he looked up and shouted, “Do you realize what you just did?”

      Gator, Garrity, and Hudson exchanged glances.  Garrity was starting to feel sick to his stomach.  Was Marilyn’s intel wrong?

      “They were really Hayseed Rebellion?” Garrity asked.

      “YES!”

      Now he definitely wanted to puke.  They had just killed a group of guys like him and his crew—patriots, survivors, good guys.  Well, except for the brutal torture.

      “Dear God, what did we do?” Garrity asked in a moment of weakness, the whisper of disbelief spoken aloud, not as a question but as an admission of error.

      “We found them, bro,” the guy on the floor said, not so riled anymore.  He was starting to look sad, defeated.  “We found all of them, at least we would have found them all had you not come along and pulled that cowboy crap.”

      “Found who?” Gator asked.

      “The guys keying in on you, Paul Bunyan,” he looked up and hissed.

      “Me?” Gator asked.

      “You, your place, your town.  One of you is a sheriff, and then there’s the big boy, and then some other older guy.  The three of you shot up the hardware store, killed a bunch of their guys, stole all their loot.”

      “So what?” Garrity asked.

      “So one of them followed the big guy home, staked out his place on the hill, saw where you’re living and congregating.  They know about you, all of you.”

      “Who knows about us?”

      “Edric Jennings.  He’s the man now.  The head of the Hayseed Rebellion.”

      “They followed us for their stuff?” Gator asked.

      “Yeah, man.  What you got was gold!  And even if they have more stuff, in their minds, plenty is never enough.”

      Gator and Garrity exchanged looks.

      “In addition to Edric’s army,” the kid said, “there’s a second battalion coming, from what we learned.  Hundreds maybe.  We were trying to starve out Edric’s crew, maybe ambush the new crew.”

      “What else?” Hudson asked.

      “There is no ‘what else!’” he screamed.  “You shot the girl, so there is no ‘what else!’”

      Garrity was quickly piecing it all together.  When they raided the hardware store, when they killed those scumbags who shot and killed Deputy Derek, they thought they’d tied off that op.  They hadn’t tied off anything.  They had only kicked the hornet’s nest.  This wasn’t over, not by a mile, not according to this kid.

      “Did someone follow us home?” Gator asked.  “Do they know where we live?”

      The shooter gave a slight nod and said, “I think so, but I’m not sure.”  Garrity watched Gator’s expression darken.

      “So where are they now, and who are they?” Hudson asked, some of the color draining from his face as well.

      “You really killed them all?” the kid asked, like he couldn’t care less about them or what they wanted from him.

      “We didn’t know,” Marilyn said from inside the doorway.  “We were given bad intel and we…we didn’t know.”

      It was one thing to shoot someone for survival, or even to shoot a bad guy who deserved nothing less than a gruesome death, but to shoot a bunch of good guys?

      It is nearly unfathomable in these times, Garrity thought.

      “The guy you first shot in the head,” the kid said, his eyes getting extra shiny, “he’d just gotten the 411 and was about to cut her down when you assassinated him.”

      “The guy that got shot told you what she said, right?” Gator asked, sounding a bit rattled.  “I mean, that info’s not lost, is it?”

      “Inside of a few days, there will be at least a hundred strong in a place just outside Lexington.  They’re moving in fast, and the word is that they want to clean out Lexington, then Nicholasville.  After that, they are going to skin you alive and roll you in salt for what you did, for everything you took from them.”

      “We need an address,” Gator said, lending no credence to the kid’s statement.

      The guy’s veins stood out on his neck, so tall they cast shadows.  “I told you, you monkey, you killed my guy.  He was the only one who knew where they lived.  Him and the girl.”

      He sounded desolate, crushed.  Instead of answering Gator, the kid slowly laid down on the floor in front of the bed.  His body started to shake like he was crying.  Turning away from them, he curled up into a ball.  Garrity felt bad for him.  He could only imagine if the roles were reversed, how badly he would feel.

      “It’s okay, kid,” Gator said.  “We’re all going to be dead sooner or later.”

      That’s when a huge explosion rocked the walls, the sound of the gunshot so startling, someone might as well have fired a cannon inside the small bedroom.  Blood and brain matter blasted out of the back of the kid’s head, spattering Gator’s, Hudson’s, and Garrity’s legs with gore.

      It took a moment for them to process what just happened.  The kid apparently had a gun under the bed and had just blown his brains out.

      Behind them, Marilyn started to cry.  Hudson turned and said, “For real, Marilyn?  Not you, too.”

      She stormed off, but the three of them didn’t follow.  Instead, they stayed and looked at each other, not sure where to go from there.

      “We really screwed the pooch on this one,” Hudson said.

      “It was my fault,” Gator admitted.

      “No, it was mine,” Hudson said.  “I lit that kid up pretty quickly.”

      “We’re all complicit,” Garrity said, his stomach roiling.

      The trio of men left the house, walking outside for fresh air.  The squawking of birds in the trees, along with a soft spring breeze, revealed nothing of the violence that had just broken out.

      Garrity paced in the tall meadow grass, trying to bridle his thoughts.  At the other end of the meadow, a murder of crows burst from the trees, taking flight overhead.  There must have been two dozen of them.

      Inside his heart, Lance Garrity burned with shame.  How had they gotten this so wrong?  How did Marilyn get the wool pulled over her eyes so easily?

      Ever since he relinquished the badge, he’d been playing loose and violent, thinking everyone was the enemy if they didn’t look or act innocent right out of the gate.  Now a handful of good kids were dead, the enemy was out there gaining strength in numbers, and if the shooter was right, the Hayseed Rebellion would be gunning for them soon enough.

      A hand clapped his shoulder, startling him.  He turned and saw Gator.  Was Garrity so lost in his head, in his thoughts, that he missed the big guy walking up on him?

      “We all screwed this one up, but we need to make the best of it,” Gator said, trying to reassure him.  “Let’s go see what they have that we can use, get back home, and figure out what’s next.”

      “I can tell you what’s next,” Garrity said, panic crowding out reason both in his brain and in his heart.  “A war with these HR pukes where they know where we live and they outnumber the hell out of us.  That’s what’s next.”

      “I built my house on a hill for the vantage point, brother,” Gator said.  “Trust that I know what I’m doing.”

      “You killed that girl in cold blood,” Garrity said while holding the man’s gaze.

      Garrity expected to see a vast, icy emptiness inside Gator’s eyes.  Instead, he saw only sadness and resolve.  At that moment, Garrity knew the former spec-ops contractor regretted what he had to do, what he’d done.  Gator didn’t kill her in cold blood, he had spared her unnecessary pain.  And he’d spared everyone else from the task.

      “I might have put the last bullet in her, but the girl was dead the minute she got here,” Gator said.  “She just didn’t know it.”

      “That’s not true,” Garrity said.  “The kid in the bedroom said they were going to cut her down.”

      “People say a lot of things they don’t mean,” Gator argued.

      Garrity shrugged his shoulders, silently agreeing to disagree with the man.

      “There’s only one truth, Garrity.  We’re here because of who we are.  The guys we killed today were here because of who they were.  And the girl and her buddies?  Well, they died because of who they were and what they did.  We’re all living out our natures, which means nothing could have changed.  It is what it is.  Get over it already.”

      “I suppose one could make that argument,” Garrity said.

      “We can’t go wallowing in that guilt pool, or that blame pool…it’ll tear you, me, and the rest of us apart.  Trust me.  I’ve seen an entire unit cave in a hot minute for saying the kinds of things you’re saying.”

      Garrity tried to shake off the mental fog, but the tremors in his hands and heart were persistent.

      “I know,” Garrity said again, having seen units crumble before as well.  “It’s just…the girl was so scared, you know?”

      “If she was really part of the Hayseed Rebellion, then she deserved to die,” Gator said, his voice hard now, his opinion etched in stone.  “They ran roughshod over this country.  These are the true domestic terrorists—these Marxist/Leninist cocksuckers—not people like you and me.”

      “They got duped by the news, by big tech censorship,” Garrity said.  “They’re victims, too, just a different kind of victim.”

      Gator waved a dismissive hand.  “If I had a bullet for every single one of them who lifted a hand against America—no matter the lies they believed—every single bullet would find a home in their heads or spines, believe that.  The girl I ended was no different.”

      “I know,” Garrity said.  “It’s just…all this killing is finally getting to me.”

      “We’re not done yet,” Gator said.  “Not while that viper’s nest is still in play.”

      The former sheriff gave a conciliatory nod and fixed his eyes on the house.  “Alright then, let’s see what we can salvage.  Then let’s find a place to burn the bodies.”

      “I say we burn the barn down where it stands,” Gator said.  “There’s nothing but a bunch of dirt and meadow grass around it anyway.”  He licked a finger, lifted it into the air, and said, “Yeah man, there’s barely even a breeze.”

      “It’s a good idea,” Garrity agreed.

      “I have to say it, then I’ll move on,” Gator said.  “You need to stop feeling bad for these people, even though they were victimized.  We were all victimized, but we didn’t ruin this country.  We didn’t burn down buildings, loot, kill people, tell everyone patriotic in this country that it’s a garbage country with garbage ideals.  And you didn’t hear us screaming about racism and white nationalists and calling every single person who didn’t agree with us names because we’re not those people.  That’s why I say screw them and their crappy ways of dealing with a world that doesn’t give a lick about their hurt feelings.  And screw you if you’re going to carry a cross for them.”

      Garrity slowly nodded his head, his jaw fixed, but Gator’s point was valid.  It reminded the former sheriff of an old saying: “It’s not the problem that’s the problem, it’s how you handle the problem that’s the problem.”

      “You’re right,” Garrity said.  “Enough said.”

      “Good,” Gator replied, ready to put this burden to bed.  “I’ll get the Jeep while you guys search the house and barn for anything of value.”

      Thirty minutes later, the four of them packed the rest of what loot they’d found inside the heavily-modified Jeep CJ7.  After that, they returned to the barn, the scene of so much carnage.

      “You ready?” Gator asked Marilyn.

      “I want to say a prayer first,” she said.  “They deserve at least that.”

      “Some of them,” Hudson muttered.

      The three of them had kicked down enough of the barn’s slats to construct a decent-sized funeral pyre.  After stuffing hay under the broken slats for kindling, they piled the bodies onto the stacks of wood, then stood back and contemplated what was next.

      “This feels like it should be wrong,” Garrity said.

      “Totally,” Hudson said.  “But it is what it is and we’ll have to live with it.”  Turning to Marilyn, he nodded.  “You’re up.”

      Marilyn stepped forward and prayed over the bodies.  She was a mess, nearly every circuit in her misfiring.

      When she was done, she went to the Jeep while Garrity and Gator splashed gasoline all over the scattered hay on the barn floor.  Hudson had a gallon of gas as well.  He shook it all over the walls hoping for an even burn.

      “It’s not going to take much to get this tinderbox going,” Gator said.

      “Let’s hope you’re right,” Hudson replied.

      Gator started the fire and the flames spread fast.  After setting the big barn ablaze, after watching the flames devour the walls in a frenzied feast, the roof caught fire, and then the inferno reached heights none of them could have imagined.

      The once-gray wood soon glowed in varying shades of orange, the structure caving in on itself, the embers hot enough to scorch flesh and singe hair from a distance.  After the entire structure collapsed and the flames began to die down, the three of them joined Marilyn in the Jeep.

      Gator drove them back home.  Hudson was up front with Gator, while Garrity sat in the back seat with Marilyn.  Garrity cast the former deputy a quick glance just to make sure she was okay.

      Emotionally, he couldn’t see her recovering from this.  She had wanted to save the girl so badly it had overtaken her instincts.  Then again, Garrity felt the same way.  In terms of recovery, would he fare as poorly as Marilyn?  Like his former deputy, Garrity decided he was done killing people for crimes they had not yet committed.

      Enough had finally become enough.

      Studying the men in the front seats, he had the feeling that they were more affected than they let on.  Or was that just him?  He looked at his hands, saw his trembling fingers, quickly closed them into fists he held at his sides.  Looking out the dusty windows but tied firmly to memories of the takedown, he couldn’t stop seeing the upside-down girl’s head buck when Gator shot her.

      Biting the inside of his lip, tasting blood, he worked hard to keep his emotions in check.  If he could just get home, if he could crawl into bed and sleep for a few days, it would be okay, wouldn’t it?  Maybe sleep was not the answer.  Maybe time was the answer.  All these things he’d done, he was going to have to live with them as much as he was living with everything else he’d done in the name of community service and protection.  Then, hopefully, time would soften the edges and allow him the peace of mind he craved.

      A hand reached for his.  Marilyn’s hand.  He opened his fist, held her hand for the first time since he’d known her.  He was grateful she was there, that she could see past her own transgressions to know he was having a hard time processing this, too.  As he interlaced his fingers with hers, his thoughts turned inward.  They were not pretty thoughts, and they were directed squarely at himself.

      For the first time since the EMP took down the grid, he wondered if the darkness he embraced had spread to the far reaches of his soul.  He prayed that wasn’t the case.  But if it was, would this sickness infect him fully?

      Had it already?
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      “What are we going to do about all of these dead bodies?” Marshall Aldrich asked.  The forty-five-year-old former vice-president stood outside the governor’s mansion in Charleston, West Virginia—the site of the earlier slaughter.

      He stood among his men, a pack of salty dogs with varying histories, all of them edgy as hell and pertinent to the new American struggle.

      In addition to being with the boys, there were two new additions he was very excited about: Isaiah Wright and Hwa-Young Tae.  Both of them opted to stay with him and the team after Rowan and Marley McDaniel left to return home.

      Aside from the headless corpses now cooling inside the mansion—those of the Russian prime minister, the Iranian ministry of defense, and the ambassador to North Korea—there were butchered bodies everywhere.  They were the corpses of the private security forces who had come to America to protect the foreign dignitaries whose heads were now setting on the Yeager Airport runway like tossed trash.

      Aldrich’s team and Hwa-Young had made a mess of the security teams.  A few of Aldrich’s guys sustained minor injuries, but no one was shot, and everyone was above ground.  In his book, that was a win.

      He laid eyes on the Irishman, Killian O’Brien—former White House chief of staff turned traitor to his nation.  O’Brien was as dead as dead could get.  Aldrich checked the bottom of his own shoe to make sure he hadn’t stepped in the man’s brains.

      “All good?” Marlon Hayes asked, watching him.  Marlon was a beast, the kind of hulking gym rat who would rather beat you to death with his bare hands than shoot you and get it over quickly.

      “Yeah,” Aldrich responded.  “I’m good.”

      O’Brien lay face-up on the ground, eyes rolled in opposing directions, a bullet hole in his forehead where Marley McDaniel shot him less than an hour ago.

      Shaking his head at this man’s utter betrayal of both God and country gave Aldrich reason enough to curse the man.  Most U.S. politicians had no sense of loyalty and a compromised moral center.  Not all of them were nearly as distasteful as O’Brien, but there had been enough to take America down some very dark roads.  The slow creep toward communism finally took hold, signaling the beginning of the end.  It sickened him to know what happened to this country.

      He spat on the fallen man’s face, then turned and fixed Isaiah with a jealous stare.  If he could have been the one to hack Kennicot’s head from her body, Aldrich would have taken satisfaction in knowing he’d given someone so instrumental in America’s takedown the gruesome death she deserved.  Alas, his only trophy was the memory of killing the men inside the Governor’s mansion.

      “What now?” Tyler Price asked.  Price was one of Aldrich’s new guys, an Aussie transplant who got stuck in America because of the timing of the EMP.

      “I was just thinking that America isn’t dead,” Aldrich said.  “It can’t be.”

      “Look around you, mate.  Everything’s dead.  And what’s still left breathing is not long for this world.”

      Even though Price was right and it was too late for the country, Aldrich ached to fight in America’s name and for her principles.  He would do so until his dying day.

      Now Price wanted to know what was next.  War, of course.  That’s why, on the dignitaries’ planes, he’d called out those world leaders who had a hand in the destruction of America.

      He showed those fascist, communist pukes his face because he intended to make good on his threats, even if all he had for an army were the nine warriors standing beside him.  Few as they may be, they were like Aldrich in that they vowed to stand against those monsters.

      He snapped out of his trance, looked around at the bodies that lay untouched before him.  The question he had asked moments ago rose to his mind once more.  “When I asked what we’re going to do with the bodies,” Aldrich said, looking up with a sour taste in his mouth from thinking about America’s traitors, “it wasn’t a rhetorical question.”

      “I guess that all depends on what’s next, boss,” Bill Baker said, taking the initiative.  “We could leave them here, burn them, grind up their bones for later…”

      Baker was in his very late forties, a few years older than Aldrich, and surreptitiously mean.  He looked like a professional backpacker or a long-distance runner, but he was, in fact, a former sniper for the U.S. Military and a contractor for various outfits after the first Iraq war.  Eventually, Baker started his own security firm and ran it like a seasoned pro until the United States became the conquered states.  In the aftermath of this epic tragedy, Baker volunteered to run with Marshall, something for which Aldrich was eternally grateful.

      “I say we leave them here for the vultures,” Hwa-Young said about the bodies, disgusted by the sight of them.

      A few of the guys looked over at her—the slight, violent woman who seemed to always be there.  For some reason, she still managed to surprise a few of them when she brought attention to herself.

      “And waste this opportunity?” Adam Brooks asked, giving one of the dead Russians a solid kick in the spine.  The Scot looked at her funny and said, “You are new, aren’t you little girl?”

      Brooks was a Scottish fiend with a perfect boy-band haircut (the “Hitler” cut, as Baker called it) and the look of either a male model or a serial killer.  Some days the guys said he looked so pretty they could hardly believe he was ravenous for women and not still in the closet.  Other days they watched their backs a little too closely around the man because you could never quite tell what the Scot was planning.

      “Don’t mind Brooks,” Aldrich told Hwa-Young.  “He’s living up to his nickname.”

      “Which is?” Isaiah asked.

      “The Scottish Butcher,” Javier Lopez replied with the kind of thick Mexican accent Aldrich just loved.

      “Every time you speak, Javier,” T-Dawg said, “I want something expensive to drink.”  T-Dawg was a black man and a former street preacher.  Looking around, he asked, “Does anyone see any alcohol anywhere?  A Dos Equis preferably?”

      “The next time one of us takes a warm piss,” Tyler Price chimed in, looking right at T-Dawg, “we’ll let you know.”

      “If someone’s offering up warm piss, make sure you let me know if it’s your piss,” T-Dawg teased, licking his lips like he was thirsty.  “I’m thinking a warm Australian ale just might hit the spot right now.”

      The Australian wasn’t much for words, but when he spoke, the things he said weren’t nice.  Despite his calm-looking demeanor and his rugged good looks, Price was perpetually agitated.  Then again, he had missed his flight back home, the EMP hit before he could catch the next, and he’d lost all hope of returning to his wife and four sons.  Other than telling them about his family and claiming to have once been a triathlete, no one really knew what Price did before all this.  They only knew that he was scrappy as hell, that he actually wanted to fight, and that he was getting better with a gun and a knife every day.

      Frowning, Hwa-Young asked, “How did we go from dead bodies to drinking each other’s urine?”  The nineteen-year-old North Korean refugee wasn’t easily amused, it seemed.

      “You say that like it’s not normal,” Baker joked, picking dried blood out of his beard.

      A few of the guys started up with the mindless banter causing Aldrich to tune them out in a moment of deeper introspection.  He found himself studying Hwa-Young.  The young refugee wore the gory evidence of a bloody battle, as did the other guys.  It was different with her, though.  She was too young to get caught up in such a war, and she was a girl.

      Aldrich then looked down at his bloody hands, wrists, and shirt sleeves.  He’d almost beaten Rhett Jensen to death when Marley came in with her brother’s broken water glass and gouged open Jensen’s neck.  That wasn’t right of her, cutting in line like that.  But it did tell him everything he needed to know about women in the apocalypse.  Given the resolve, they could be as deadly, if not more deadly, than their male counterparts.

      Thinking about Hwa-Young reminded him of the three daughters he left behind.  If they had any hope of surviving this American nightmare without him, the three of them would need to be as tough as Hwa-Young Tae.  Sadly, that would never be the case.

      Hwa-Young was as strong as forged steel, a sword beaten to perfection over hot coals and then sharpened to a razor’s edge, the product of a society not even close to civilized.  In contrast, Aldrich’s daughters had grown up in east Texas around people who loved them, and in a world that looked for every opportunity to spoil them.  His girls could not be more different than Hwa-Young if they tried.

      “Hey, boss,” Baker asked, snapping his fingers to get Aldrich’s attention.  He watched Aldrich’s eyes clear, then he waved a hand in his face.  “Where’d you go man?”

      “I was thinking of my daughters.”

      “While staring at Hwa-Young?” Brooks asked with his serial killer grin.

      “Shut up, Brooks,” Aldrich snapped.  Hwa-Young turned away.  Changing the subject, he said, “Since all you geniuses want to do is jaw-jack and make jokes, I’ve decided to use the bodies to our advantage.  We still have rope, right?”

      “Plenty,” Niko Igarashi answered right away.  Then, under his breath, the former Japanese genius added, “Even though you’re about to take my idea.”

      “I’m sorry, Niko,” Aldrich said.  “I was in another place thinking about other things.”

      “Roger that, boss,” Niko said as if all was forgiven.

      Niko was a twenty-two-year-old gamer and the team’s navigator.  He was soft-spoken and kind, but when times necessitated it, he could be abruptly and notoriously violent.  From what Aldrich gathered traveling with the kid, and from fighting side-by-side with him in a few skirmishes, Niko’s years of professional gaming had wiped out his ability to feel remorse.  At first, Aldrich thought the kid was a sociopath, but Niko said it was just his training kicking in.  When Aldrich asked where he was stationed, he said, “Right in front of Call of Duty, Wolfenstein, and Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six.”

      “Before any of us started killing so freely,” Niko continued, “the video games desensitized us, retrained us, taught us movement and strategy.”

      “So you really feel nothing?” Aldrich had asked him one night.

      “I have a ‘kill board’ in my head, just like the ones we had on the screens in the gaming world.”

      And who says the meek will rule this world? Aldrich thought as he looked at Niko.  All hail to the psychos and sociopaths.

      Without further prompting, Niko fetched the rope.  Aldrich swallowed hard thinking of what they were about to do.  He didn’t like it, but it was a necessary evil, a way to maybe make the best of their situation while at the same time preventing further loss of life.

      If anyone questioned him, he’d tell them his decision was all about optics and inspiring terror.  If they pressed the issue, he’d say it was about conserving ammunition.

      “Is this like the masks?” Hwa-Young asked when she figured out what Aldrich was intending to do.  When the North Korean teenager spoke of the masks, she was referring to the creepy baby-faced masks that Aldrich and the crew had worn to scare people away from their convoy.

      “Sort of,” Aldrich said, “but worse.”

      “A lot worse,” Brooks added with a knowing grin.  Turning to Aldrich, the Scot asked, “How many headless bodies do you have inside?”

      “Just the three,” Isaiah said, checking the position of the sun.  “Are we doing what I think we’re doing with them?”

      “We are,” Baker said to Isaiah.  The sniper then turned to Hayes, the team’s muscle.  “You want to help me get them?”

      “Why don’t you take Isaiah,” Hayes said.  “He looks like he’s got a few things to work out.”

      Isaiah looked like he wasn’t up for the task, not by a mile.  This gave Aldrich pause.

      Baker looked at the former bodybuilder with a frown.  “It would be your chance to lift something heavy, to really pick something up, then put it down.”

      “Yeah,” Hayes said, ignoring the subtle jab.  “I could use a pump…”

      “You get the Russian,” Baker called out over his shoulder as they walked inside, “and I’ll grab the Iranian.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      T-Dawg produced a joint, turned his head sideways, then lit the end, and said to Aldrich, “I wanted to be that big once.”  He was referring to Hayes, of course.

      “What happened?” Hwa-Young asked, not intending to slight him.

      “The bigger you get, the smaller your dick looks,” T-Dawg replied, drawing the smoke in deep, holding it, then letting it out.  “At least, that’s what I’m told.”

      “But you’re black,” Hwa-Young said.

      “T-Dawg’s the exception to the rule,” Aldrich teased, holding up his pinkie finger.  “We’ve all seen him piss.  His pecker is not up to standard the way you think it should be.”

      T-Dawg laughed and said, “It’s true, sad to say.  But it is bigger than his pinkie finger.”

      “Not by much,” Aldrich said.

      T-Dawg offered Hwa-Young a hit of the joint.  Hwa-Young shook her head and smiled with only half of her mouth.  He offered Isaiah and Aldrich hits too; both men declined.

      Smiling, he said, “Suit yourselves, that just means more for me.”

      Hayes and Baker walked out of the governor’s mansion with the bodies of the Russian and the Iranian draped over their shoulders.  More than a little gore spilled out of the men’s butchered necks.  It wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Near one of the cars, Niko was already unraveling several lengths of rope.  Isaiah looked at Niko, then turned to Aldrich and said, “So we’re just going to strap them onto the hoods?”

      Aldrich said, “We need a place to settle in for the night, we have to find some food—if there’s not enough for the ten of us—and then we need to plan for tomorrow.  It would be best to do this with proper shelter.”

      Niko spoke up, addressing Isaiah’s question, the one Aldrich had ignored.  “You know when a hillbilly shoots a deer, then straps it to the hood of his truck?”

      “Unbelievable,” Isaiah mumbled.

      “It’s not just hillbillies who hunt,” Hayes said, flopping the headless Russian on the ground in front of Aldrich’s truck.  “Regular folks hunt, too.”

      “There’s nothing regular about any of us,” Price said, finger-combing his shoulder-length sandy-blond hair.

      “Anyway,” Niko said, “it’s like that.”

      “You have a weak stomach, mate?” Price asked as he looked at Isaiah.

      Isaiah swallowed hard, shook his head, then glanced at Hwa-Young.  “Actually, I was thinking about her.”

      Hwa-Young shot him a look.  “Men with the ministry of state security raped my mother and sisters in front of me, then they hacked off my family’s heads with a dull machete and made me watch.  If you cut every one of these scumbags down the middle and turned them inside out, I would still be able to eat a steak afterward.  Take responsibility for your own weak stomach, Isaiah.  My stomach is cast iron.”

      A few of the guys laughed, but it was Price who studied the girl longer than anyone else.  More than a few of them took notice.

      Hayes smoothed over his beard, then straightened his hair.  His biceps bulged without him even trying to flex.  He looked like a Viking minus the long hair.  “You’re going to have to watch out for the Aussie,” Hayes said like it was no big deal to him and the others but a very big deal to her.

      “Or else what?” Price challenged, firing Hayes a hard look.

      “Or else she’s gonna pay The Price,” everyone said at once.  The whole lot of them started laughing.

      Price looked a little embarrassed, but then he said, “Everyone gets STDs at least once or twice in their life.”

      “Yeah, but three times?” Lopez asked, deadpan.

      “That third one was a misdiagnosis,” Price said, flipping T-Dawg the bird.  The street-preacher was the one laughing the hardest.  “Besides, I told you fellas that in confidence.  Not so you could blab your mouths to an underage Sheila.”

      “I’m not underage,” Hwa-Young said.

      “Why don’t you clowns quit dicking around and get these bodies on the hoods,” Aldrich said, slightly irritated by how long it was taking them to leave.  “I’m dreaming of a soft hotel bed and nine uninterrupted hours of sleep.  We can’t do that if y’all want to sit around here turning each others’ cranks.”

      Hwa-Young looked at Isaiah and said, “Let’s go toughen up your stomach.”

      “How old are you really?” Isaiah asked, almost like he was mad that she was so much younger than everyone else while appearing to be more confident and more mature.

      “Old enough,” Hwa-Young said.  “You grab him under the armpits and I’ll get the ankles.”  They were standing over Elham Golbahar’s decapitated body, Iran’s minister of defense.

      “I’d rather take his ankles,” Isaiah said.

      “And that’s why you get the shoulders,” she replied.

      “I’m gonna get junk drained on me.”

      “Grow up,” Hwa-Young replied, ignoring the fact that Isaiah was at least six years older than her.

      With a huff, Isaiah bent over and hooked his arms under the dead man’s armpits.  The pained, almost barfy look on Isaiah’s face was priceless.  Hwa-Young saw the pained look on his face, at least that’s what Aldrich thought as he watched her.  It was all he could do to keep from laughing himself.  Isaiah dry-heaved twice, his eyes watering, then he lifted the body with Hwa-Young.

      Discretely, Aldrich tapped Javier on the shoulder, pointed at them, and grinned.  Javier was an older man of little expression, but when the former Brazilian freedom fighter did feel something, all signs of outward emotion could be found in his eyes.

      When Hwa-Young and Isaiah hoisted the big body onto the hood of the car Rowan and Hwa-Young had driven, Isaiah turned, fell to his hands and knees, and started convulsing, his cheeks expanding outward like a puffer fish.  Blood and meat sauce had spilled all over his arms.

      The guys started clapping the way you clap for the waiter who drops the drink tray.  But then the headless body started to slide off the hood and everyone stopped clapping.  They held their collective breath, not a single one of them blinking.

      Hwa-Young had the ankles, but when she saw what was happening—how the guys were looking on like it was a show—she let go of Golbahar’s ankles and let the body complete the slide.

      The corpse dropped off the hood, its upper body landing down on Isaiah’s back.  Isaiah jolted to a start, the weight of the body causing him to scream.  The uproar of laughter was boisterous and entertaining, to say the least.

      Isaiah managed to wiggle out from underneath the body, patting the back of his neck hard, like something had spilled down his shirt.  What started as a girlish shriek became an audible, almost high-pitched squeal.

      The guys’ laughter was almost thunderous at this point.

      “I felt something wet go down the back of my shirt!” Isaiah roared like that was an acceptable reason for screaming like his nuts had been squeezed in a vise.

      Now, even Hwa-Young was giggling, something Aldrich would have sworn he’d never see in this lifetime or the next.

      “It’s just a little blood,” Hwa-Young said, picking up the corpse and wrestling it back on the hood.  She waved to Niko, catching his attention.  “Hey Japan, come help me rope him up!”

      “My name is Niko, not Japan,” he said, bringing the rope over.  He extended a friendly hand which Hwa-Young hesitantly shook.  “Niko Igarashi, pleased to meet you.”

      For a gamer, this kind of polite introduction might as well have been a red-carpet soiree complete with distinguished guests, overpriced catering, and live entertainment.  When it came to everyone else—at least from Aldrich’s point of view—Niko merely gave them a nod, an acknowledgment Aldrich couldn’t help thinking of as “the lazy gamer’s nod.”

      “I’m Hwa-Young Tae,” she said, taking one end of the rope, “and don’t think about it.  I’m not even close to interested.”

      “With me, you won’t have to pay the price for anything,” he said, making another joke at Tyler Price’s expense.

      Hwa-Young glanced at the red-faced Aussie who heard the comment but wasn’t taking the bait.

      “With you, I won’t be doing anything,” Hwa-Young said.  Under her breath, so low Aldrich could barely hear, she added: “Just strap this thing down and save the small talk for your friends.”

      Aldrich smiled to himself.  Yeah, she was going to fit in just fine.
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      The guys finished tying the headless Russian and the North Korean bodies to the hoods of the cars.  Then, with enough rope left over, T-Dawg bound the ankles of a few of the dead guys from the security pool.  When the former street preacher tied one of the bodies to the back bumper of Aldrich’s truck, Aldrich shook his head and said, “That’s a little excessive, don’t you think?”

      “We have headless bodies strapped to the hoods of our cars and you’re talking to me about excessive?” T-Dawg asked.

      “If you want to do that, which is gross by the way, then tie the ropes around their necks so their heads aren’t ripped off on the road.”

      T-Dawg raised an eyebrow.  “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.”

      “I ain’t lynching nobody,” he said.  “You realize I’m black, right?”

      “No, this is the first time I’m hearing about this,” Aldrich said, sarcastic.  “This is a truck, not a tree, and you can save that social justice BS for the street pulpit because no one here is going to stop the clock to hear about your feelings or your virtue signaling.”

      “It’s about history, my brother,” he said, patting Aldrich’s shoulder.

      Aldrich frowned.  “Necks, not ankles.”

      “Ankles,” T-Dawg said, firm.  “It’s a matter of principle, you soulless prick.”

      “You want to tie him by the ankles, you freaking psycho?  Fine, but you’re driving behind this one so you can see what I’m talking about.  In fact, let me know the sound the head makes when it bounces up into the grill.”

      T-Dawg smiled, then said, “Forget the bodies, then.  But I’m taking the Humvee.”

      “I’m taking the Humvee,” Aldrich said, “you can take my truck.  Now hurry up, we’re burning daylight.”

      When the entourage was ready, Aldrich gathered the team together and said, “Listen up fellas and Hwa-Young.  We’re headed to downtown Charleston just off I-77.  There are restaurants, hospitals, banks, and a bunch of destination shopping spots along the way.”

      “Is that by the Convention Center?” Isaiah asked.

      “Right by it.  Now maybe there are things up for grabs there, but most likely this isn’t the case.  I expect the place has been ravaged.  Who knows for sure, though.  What I can say for certain is that these places are magnets for opportunists and the downtrodden.  Some may have guns, so keep your heads on a swivel.”

      “Why go there if you’re worried?” Lopez asked.

      “I didn’t say I was worried,” Aldrich replied.  “I only said keep your eyes open.”

      “Why are we really going there?” Brooks asked.

      “There are two rather nice hotels I’m interested in,” Aldrich said.  “The Embassy Suites and the Courtyard Marriott.  Whichever hotel gives us less resistance, that’s where we’ll be staying.”

      There were a few low-throated cheers, a palpable excitement at the prospect of not sleeping on the ground or in the vehicles.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” T-Dawg said with a huge grin.

      “We’re going into the heart of downtown, so—as I said—expect resistance,” Aldrich said.  “The bodies strapped to the vehicles will help deter the weak-willed and the innocent, and the masks will hopefully make the nutjobs think twice—”

      “We’re the nutjobs,” Brooks said without emotion, almost like it was a fact best left alone.  This from Brooks the Butcher.  “Maybe they should think twice about us.”

      “Yeah,” Aldrich said, “but we could be outnumbered.”

      “Not outgunned or outclassed,” Hayes said.  He held up a Russian AK-47 then pulled the charging handle for effect.  It was hard to look past those big freaking muscles of his.

      “Is this even smart?” Isaiah asked.

      “Maybe it is, but most likely it’s not,” Aldrich admitted.  “But after this spectacular takedown today, I think a soft bed and a good night’s sleep are in order.”

      “I second that,” Hayes said.

      “As long as Hayes has a mirror to flex in,” Lopez joked, “he’ll be just fine.”

      The guys laughed, but the truth was, none of them wanted to be on the receiving end of a Marlon Hayes haymaker.  Aldrich had watched the beast punch a man in the face several days back.  Everything broke—the orbital process around his eye, his nose, two teeth—all in a single, focused punch.  The man was dead before he even hit the ground, which was both impressive and scary.  The truth about Hayes was that he was a blunt-force object and invaluable to the team.  Then again, they were all instrumental in one manner or another.

      “As Hayes said, we will not be outgunned or outclassed,” Aldrich said as he looked around at this team of warriors he’d amassed.  “If we can get to one of the hotels alive, and if we can get eight or nine solid hours of sleep, then we’ll be heading out first thing.”

      “Heading out to where?” Isaiah asked.

      “Norfolk, Virginia.”

      “What the hell are we going there for?” Brooks asked, twisting the longer ends of his mustache.  “Because when we crawl into those beds, you’re gonna have one hell of a hard time pulling us out.”

      “He’s got a point,” Niko agreed.  “I need my beauty sleep.  Maybe two days of it.”

      “You need three,” Price said under his breath.

      “We’re in no rush if Niko or the Butcher wants to get some extra shuteye,” Aldrich said to the others.  “But this nation is dying and we’ve still got a credible threat ahead of us.  So maybe when you two are done thinking like girls—no offense Hwa-Young—we can start acting like men on a mission.”

      “The nation isn’t dying,” Hwa-Young said.  “It’s already dead.”

      “The threat you’re referring to,” Isaiah said, “are you talking about the things Golbahar said at the meeting?”

      Aldrich assumed Isaiah was referring to the Iranian’s threats of war.  Golbahar laid the threat out mere seconds before Rowan McDaniel stabbed the Russian prime minister in the eye with a pencil.

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Aldrich confirmed.

      “What did he say?” Hayes asked.

      “He said there are ten thousand troops on their way to America by sea,” Isaiah said.

      “He’s full of crap,” Baker grumbled.  “The Iranian naval fleet is a joke if you’re talking about them going up against the US of A.  And there’s no way in hell they’re getting ten thousand men here by boat.”

      “How do you know that?” Price asked.

      “Because I’ve gone up against their pirates before,” Baker replied, cool.  “Their homeport in Bandar-Abbas isn’t much when you consider the size and activity of our ports.  They’ve got a handful of frigates and some fast-attack boats as far as we know.”

      “What’s a handful?” Aldrich asked.

      “Maybe eight legitimate frigates the last time I heard,” Baker said.  “They have almost as many subs, but only three of them are kilo class, which are their Russian-built attack subs.”

      “They aren’t crossing the Atlantic in subs, are they?” Price asked.

      “I don’t see that happening,” Baker answered.  “As I said, their primary force is made up of fast-attack patrol boats.  They weren’t thinking about boat rides to America when they built these.  They were thinking they could dominate the Strait of Hormuz and the Gulf of Oman.  But who knows?  Maybe they’re just dumb enough to try.”

      “What if they do try?” Aldrich asked.

      “It won’t matter,” Baker said.  “They’d need the Avland class, the Moudge class, and maybe the Bayandor class frigates to move any serious numbers.”

      “The what, the what, and the what?” Isaiah asked.

      Waving off the question, Baker continued undeterred.  “Two of the Bayandors in the fleet were sunk forever ago as was one of the Avlands back in ’88.  That leaves eight ships capable of getting here.  Maybe.  And even if they do survive the crossing of the Atlantic, and even if they have a fueling ship with them, it’s likely a one-way trip.”

      “What about on-board personnel?” Aldrich asked.

      “One forty to one-hundred-and-fifty heads per frigate,” Baker said, the warrior in him shining through his eyes.

      “So twelve-hundred max?” Aldrich asked.

      Baker nodded, looking stoic and unaffected by anything, let alone the threat of twelve-hundred members of the IRIN Fleet.

      More and more, Aldrich suspected the Islamic Republic of Iran Naval Fleet wouldn’t be coming to attack America.  Now that he thought about it, this would be a fruitless pursuit and a waste of resources to any real military.  No, if they came at all, Aldrich suspected they would arrive looking more for a permanent residence than a new world war.

      Baker said, “They’d have to know this was a one-way trip, right?”

      “Oh, they know,” Hwa-Young said.

      “Yeah, they know,” Aldrich added.  “They’re perfectly clear on the EMP and what that means.”

      “Why bother coming if they’ve already broken our spine?” T-Dawg asked.

      This conversation was starting to reflect Aldrich’s earlier thoughts.  From what he knew of Iran’s culture, landscape, and future prospects, America would make a far better home than a battleground.  The mere thought of Iran’s supreme leader and its president and their families taking up residence in a fallen America dredged up thoughts of his old commanding officer.  The old man described Iran as a waterless wasteland stuffed in between two seas and a ring of mountains.

      Over time, he found his CO to be spot on.  The barren nature of the Iranian landscape doled out its fair share of punishment.  Whether it was spewing gases and mud from Mount Taftān or the unremitting turmoil created by constant earthquakes, even Mother Earth seemed to revolt against the Persian people.  For a time, the Shi’i state trafficked in oil and literature, but Iran never managed to modernize its society, which led to an overthrow of the Pahlavi Dynasty in the revolt of 1979.  Since then, Iran had become the petulant child of the middle east, a bully to Iraq, and a rich breeding ground for terrorists and terrorism around the world.

      “If they’re coming over here to live,” Hwa-Young said, “then some of the twelve-hundred wouldn’t be soldiers, would they?”

      Before Aldrich had a chance to answer, Isaiah asked, “If these boats are their only way to America, and maybe a few one-way flights at best, wouldn’t they send the country’s royal family at some point?  Especially if they planned on abandoning their homeland for a fallen America?”

      “First off, there is no royal family anymore,” Aldrich said, still speculating on the Persians’ endgame.  “The leftists of their day overthrew them in 1979 and turned Iran into the unsavory hellhole it is today.  As for the boat’s passengers, I’m thinking the supreme leader, the president, and their families will come first.  Maybe they will bring a few prized members of the legislature or the judiciary, but to favor a few to the exclusion of so many others may just prove to be too much struggle for too little reward.  Regardless of their selections, I can tell you this, the crappiest most downtrodden cities in America are better than most of Iran on a good day.  That alone is motivation enough.”

      “That’s hardly fair,” Baker said.

      “So?” Aldrich turned and said to the man.

      Baker shrugged his shoulders, almost like he no longer cared about challenging Aldrich’s bold, yet negative assessment of the country.

      “All I’m saying is that if you look at their lands and then you look at ours,” Aldrich told Baker, “knocking out America presents an incredible opportunity for Iran’s ruling class to completely change their lives, everyone else be damned.”

      “Fertile lands, a better climate, plenty of opportunity for the taking,” Tyler Price said with a nod.  “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “Our apocalypse is their fresh start,” Hayes said, chiming in.

      Aldrich found himself nodding.  It all made sense.  A fallen America was a conquered nation and a chance for those in power to finally live in peace.  The same could be said for the ruling elite of North Korea and Russia.

      At this pace and with the EMP, global order would die, for the loss of the American supply chain was a death sentence to much of the world.  The first-world nations would become third-world nations, and third-world nations would die.  Massive death and despair.  Ninety-percent of the world would be wiped out in a year or less.

      With a diminished world population and American land up for grabs—whichever lands these marauders decided to call their own—the brutal fiends and the opportunists could drastically improve the course of their lives.

      This thought chilled him to the bone.  But another thought worried him even more.  Considering all that had occurred and all that was to come, would he be part of the ten percent who lived, or would he fit in with the ninety percent who wouldn’t see next year?  If there was ever a time when fast, ferocious, and violent ruled the day, it was now.

      “If we kill all of them,” Aldrich said, “if we slaughter their best warriors, their richest families, those self-serving politicians who would abandon their lands and their population in favor of a better life for themselves, it would be us sticking it to them in the worst possible way.”

      “But there are only ten of us,” Javier said.  “What do you expect to do with nine men and a girl?”

      Baker laughed and said, “We put together an army of one hundred and find a strategic advantage over their incoming fleet.  I know that ten warriors won’t present the kind of threat necessary to take these heathens down, but maybe a hundred seasoned fighters can neutralize their twelve hundred.  If we’re right about them trying to move to new lands rather than conquer that which has already fallen, then a lot of them won’t even be warriors.”

      “Most of them will be the ruling class,” Aldrich said in agreement with Baker, “for there will be no war on the open seas.”

      “That’s if all of them are arriving by boat,” Hwa-Young said.  “I imagine the richest will travel by air and join the advance teams at their final destination.”

      “Which would be where?” T-Dawg asked.  “What’s their final destination?”

      “Good question,” Price said.  The Aussie then looked at Aldrich.  “Do we have that intel, boss?”

      “There is no intel, only speculation, Price.  All we know is what Golbahar said, and all he talked about were the boats.  But if a strategic relocation is part of their plan, and if we can somehow learn the final destination, then we can take out the last of them there and be done with this.”

      “Great,” T-Dawg said.  “Again, where the hell is the final destination?”

      “What about Russia, North Korea?” Hwa-Young said.

      “That’s a west coast issue,” Hayes said.

      Baker nodded then said, “We can’t change what we don’t know.”

      Aldrich held up his hands, irritated.  He couldn’t stand the unknowns, the guessing, the speculating, but it was all they had.  “Think of this as a kill mission with Iran’s fleet in our sights.  If we can do that, we pump the survivors for intel.”

      “And if we see politicians on the boats?” Lopez asked.

      “Then you can do whatever you’d like with your knife to whomever you’d like to do it to,” Aldrich said.

      “Even the Ayatollah?” Brooks asked.

      “He is the supreme leader, the top politician, and the commander of the military, so yes,” Aldrich said, “even the Ayatollah.”

      “So we just forget about Russia, China, and North Korea?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “Hayes already said the west coast is on their own,” Baker said.  “Over here, we’ll deal with Iran and any other middle eastern nation sniffing around here looking for treats.”

      “Exactly,” Aldrich said.

      “I’m good with that,” Brooks said, “as is everyone else, I’m sure.  Back to the present moment, fellas, and…girl.  There are likely to be a bunch of scared, hungry people who may stand in the way of us securing a hotel.  We have to prepare for that.”

      “We already talked about this,” Aldrich said.  “As for the details, Baker can neutralize the obvious threats from on high, maybe even make an example out of a few others, but we need to get to shelter quickly so we’re going to move fast and as one tight unit.  When we arrive at our destination, Brooks can get us into the rooms so we can luxuriate before we begin our suicide mission east.”

      “I second that motion,” Price said, his Aussie accent thick.

      “No one needed you to second anything,” T-Dawg said.  “This ain’t a democracy.  Aldrich is in charge.”

      Ignoring the banter, Aldrich said, “Any other questions?”  No one said anything.  “Good.  Saddle up and follow me.  Price, you’re in the Humvee with me and Lopez.  I want Baker up top and prone, for OpSec—”

      “I’m not riding into a possible hot zone on the roof of that archaic beast,” Baker said, nodding to the Humvee.  “That’s not OpSec, that’s just plain stupid.”

      “In the old days, hell yes it would be stupid and I wouldn’t so much as think about it,” Aldrich said, “but these aren’t those days and this isn’t exactly a hot zone.”

      “There are desperate people and scumbags everywhere,” Baker said.

      “How many of them are trained snipers?” Aldrich challenged.  “And how many are going to actually attack us looking the way we do?”

      “I’m not wearing the baby-face mask,” Baker said.  “Not if you’re putting me on display.”

      “That goes without saying,” Aldrich conceded.

      “So how far, then?” Baker asked, grumbling and scratching his neatly-kept beard.  “Because I want it on the record that this is a really stupid idea.”

      “It’s not far enough for you to get all emotional about it,” Aldrich said, getting a bit irritated with the man.

      “If I’m on the Humvee, you’re in the driver’s seat,” Baker told Aldrich.  “Not him.”  Baker pointed to T-Dawg who mouthed the word racist.  Baker fired him a look then discretely flipped him off.  T-Dawg blew him a kiss and that’s when Aldrich shook his head and wondered how he’d become a babysitter to grown men.

      “I’m driving the Humvee,” Aldrich said, putting Baker at ease.

      Satisfied, Baker said, “Alright, let’s get on with it.”

      “Hwa-Young and Isaiah, you’re behind me, and T-Dawg and the others are behind us.  I want everyone ready to get frisky with the locals if it’s warranted.”  To Baker, Aldrich said, “If you run into any issues, two taps on the roof is ‘stop,’ and one tap is ‘go’ if we’re at a forced stop.  If there’s a long-range threat you can take out, you have permission to unleash hell.”

      “That’s the ROE?” Baker asked.

      “If it moves and you want to kill it, then kill it,” Aldrich said.  He looked around at all of them.  “From now on, those are the rules of engagement.”

      “Roger that,” Baker said, still unhappy.

      “Roger that,” everyone else said.

      They climbed into their assigned vehicles, fell in behind Aldrich and the Humvee, then got on the road heading for downtown Charleston.  Fortunately, they made their way through traffic and onto the interstate without significant incident.  The moving was slow, but no one shot at them, and they weren’t ambushed.  Quietly, Aldrich considered this yet another win.

      When the downtown skyline finally came into view, Aldrich saw the off-ramp ahead and realized the going was about to get a lot slower and that the threat-potential was about to go through the roof.

      “Give me the binoculars,” Aldrich snapped as they came to a stop in the middle of the interstate.  Lopez obliged him.  He then glassed the road ahead, drew a deep breath, and said, “Oh, for God’s sake.”
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      Interstate 77 had taken Aldrich and The Underground (as they began this journey referring to themselves) to the Leon Sullivan Way/Capitol Street exit and to their possible deaths.  It was when Aldrich saw the downtown Charleston exit that he realized nothing else would be easy that day.  He lowered the binoculars and handed them back to Lopez.

      “Looks like we’re all getting a workout.”

      They rounded the sweeping one-lane off-ramp, Aldrich riding the brakes hard.  Without the stopping distance of a car, or even his truck, he slammed into the back of the vehicle stopped in front of him.

      Irritated, he kicked open the front door, got out, then released a tirade of curse words.  How much time would this take?  He looked up at Baker, wanting his SITREP.

      “We’re jammed up pretty good, boss,” Baker said, seeing the question all over Aldrich’s face.

      “How many cars?” he asked Baker, who was now walking off the roof, sniper rifle in hand and looking just as pissed as Aldrich.

      “Ten cars,” Baker said.  “Most of them manageable.”

      “Well then, let’s get on it.”

      There was no way around the line of cars, not with the narrow off-ramp, an excessively high curb on one side, and a solid guardrail on the other.  Baker hopped off the Humvee’s hood, slid his sniper rifle inside the rig, then grabbed his pistol and joined Aldrich as the man made his way toward the lead car in the procession.

      “There’s an opening at the split ahead,” Baker said.  “But all these cars are going to have to be moved by hand.”

      Behind them, the rest of the team got out of their vehicles and made their way to the front of the line.

      The official count ended up being eleven vehicles.  “Pick a car boys and Hwa-Young,” Aldrich said.  “I’ll get the windows.”

      Aldrich took out his tactical pen and went down the line of cars and trucks breaking the windows with the glass-breaking end of the tool.  Everyone got into a car or truck, accessed the shift-lock release—or just broke open the console and freed the transmission, in Hayes’s case—then put the transmission in neutral and awaited instructions.

      From the front of the line of vehicles, Hayes began easing his car forward, pushing it toward the Leon Sullivan Way/Capitol Street split.  Everyone else began to push as well.  Together, they moved all of the vehicles onto the Capitol Street exit until they piled up.

      “You couldn’t have pushed your car another twenty feet?” Hwa-Young asked Hayes.  They were all thinking it, Aldrich included, but the North Korean firecracker was the one to say it.

      “Don’t talk to him like that,” Baker said.

      “I’ll talk to him however I please.”

      Hwa-Young stared him down, but Baker looked at Aldrich, who made the “simmer down” hand to all of them.

      “She’s right about Hayes,” Aldrich said.  Then, looking at Hwa-Young, he said, “But so is Baker about you.”

      “I’m not in your command structure,” she said.

      “You are if you’re traveling with us,” Hayes replied, glaring at her.

      Hwa-Young sized him up, then let out a slow, almost psychotic smile.  Aldrich knew the girl was establishing herself among the men.  He took this to be a good sign.  As long as she didn’t hit the others the way she had hit him at the airport, everyone would eventually get along just fine.

      “There’s just enough room on the outside shoulder, right at the split,” Aldrich said, walking back to the Humvee.

      Putting the rig in gear, Aldrich eased forward, snuggled in bumper-to-bumper with the Buick Enclave in front of him, then gave it some gas.  He successfully pushed the Enclave into the minivan in front of him, both cars now on the move.

      When the timing was right, Aldrich gave the Humvee some gas, steered a little wide, then guided the two vehicles onto Capitol Street exit.  The minivan in front of the Enclave clipped the sweeping concrete wall heading in the right direction and adjusted, allowing Aldrich to clear enough of a path for them to get down Leon Sullivan Way.  The on-ramp to Capitol Street, however, was now impassable.

      Aldrich frowned, even though the job was done, then backed up and signaled the others.  As he made his way to downtown proper, he used the Humvee to nudge more than a few cars out of the way.  There were people out, but none of them harmful looking.  The problem wasn’t what they could easily see, it was what they couldn’t see that worried him.

      All around them were one-story buildings with flat rooftops perfect for any sniper to hide if he were lying prone and looking for targets.  Baker was right.  In that situation, he was a sitting duck, the perfect target.

      Javier Lopez sat next to Aldrich, the smell of the man’s body odor ripe.  Then, on further inspection, Aldrich lifted an arm and discretely smelled himself.

      “Yeah, that’s you,” Lopez said, no stranger to Aldrich’s ways.

      “Thought it was you,” Aldrich said.

      Turning, looking at him, he said, “It kind of is, brother.”

      The two of them laughed then Aldrich said, “Glass the road ahead.”

      “Baker’s got it,” Lopez said.

      “I would feel better with a second set of eyes,” Aldrich said.  “This doesn’t feel good or right.”

      “Then turn around and we’ll make camp somewhere else.”

      “I want a bed,” Aldrich snapped.  “I’m getting a damn bed.  Besides, after COVID and before the EMP, the hotel industry never really recovered.”

      “There might be some vacant homes nearby,” Lopez suggested.

      For a while, Aldrich didn’t speak.  He was trying to keep from blowing up, which was completely irrational but a problem nevertheless.  “We’re going to a hotel,” he finally said, his tone measured.  “End of discussion.”

      “Roger that, boss,” Lopez replied.

      “The man wants a bed,” the Aussie said from the back seat.  “How hard is that to grasp?”

      “I got it, Crocodile Dundee.”

      “I bet you did,” Price quipped.

      Aldrich glanced over at Lopez.  The Brazilian’s salt-and-pepper-colored hair and beard, as well as his distinct look, reminded Aldrich that he was dealing with a foreigner in his late fifties, a real dark horse who had walked this earth more than a decade longer than Aldrich.  The man understood the chain of command, but the truth was, he could teach Aldrich a thing or two.

      When they first found each other, Lopez had killed five of the Hayseed Rebellion clowns by himself before getting cornered.  Aldrich and his team tore through the bone-thin commie twats, making mincemeat of most of them, but not before Lopez could gut two more of his own.  The man was a wizard with a blade, reportedly a carryover from his past life as a Brazilian revolutionary. The fact that he was on the team was yet another blessing he never lost sight of.

      “Price is correct,” Aldrich said to Lopez.  “I’m not looking for a house.  I want my own room with my own freaking bed where I don’t have to listen to a bunch of snoring, farting, sleep-talking guys with nightmares.  Y’all are great, but after a while, I just want some peace and quiet.  So don’t mention houses to me again.  We’re going to a hotel and that’s that.”

      “Okay, boss,” Lopez said, unoffended.

      “Eyes ahead, brother,” Aldrich said.

      Nodding, Lopez took out the binoculars and glassed the road ahead.

      The going was slow and tense but without incident.  Aldrich couldn’t help reflecting on his days in Fallujah.  IEDs, roadside bombers, kids with machine guns, and snipers in windows haunted him to that day.  What he didn’t want to tell Lopez—but what the man surely knew after spending a few nights sleeping nearby—was that Aldrich didn’t want to feel the guilt of waking up the other guys with his own sleep fits.  His inability to sleep deeply, and his penchant for screaming and cursing all night long, was what had drawn a wedge in his marriage.  If he wasn’t careful, it would create issues with the boys as well.

      “Keep your eyes on doorways, windows, and the rooftops,” Aldrich reminded Lopez.

      “Yeah,” Price said from the backseat, “eyes on the doorways, the—”

      “Shut your piehole, Price,” Lopez grumbled.

      On the corner of Washington Street E., there was a parking lot with chain-link fencing on the opposite side of the street as well as a hotel on the corner: the Charleston Capitol Hotel.  It was too exposed for Aldrich’s liking.  They had no place to shelter the vehicles, which was what he remembered from when he was last in town.  Next door was the Quality Inn and Suites and across from that was the bricked-in post office.  It was a tight squeeze through the traffic and the streets but he felt better having Baker and Lopez on lookout.

      Then Lopez went stiff.

      “What?” Aldrich asked, glancing over.  Baker hadn’t tapped the roof, so that was a good sign, but did Lopez see something Baker had missed?

      “It feels like we’re going into a gauntlet,” Lopez said.

      “Have you ever been in a war zone?”

      Lopez rocked his head back and forth, a non-committal answer.  “Kinda, sorta,” he said, his eyes still glued to the binos.

      “It almost always feels like a gauntlet,” Aldrich said.  “Sometimes, because you know how much you have to lose, you see enemies even where there aren’t any.  Why don’t you be sure of what you see before you spike my blood pressure again.”

      “Roger that,” Lopez said.

      They passed brick churches, tire shops, packed parking lots, and signs for burgers, windows, and doors.  Outside the FedEx Office, there was a compendium of death.  It looked like whatever altercation had happened took place outside the FedEx building.

      “There must be forty or fifty of them,” Lopez said of a massive scattering of bodies.  They were everywhere, worse here than what had occurred at the governor’s mansion.

      Aldrich drove by the dead slowly, reverently.  “If we ever settle down anywhere, remind me we need to burn or bury our dead because this has bad luck written all over it.”

      “Jesus in heaven, Marshall,” Price said, looking out the window.  “That girl is still in pigtails.”

      Shaking his head, refusing to look at the slaughtered child, Lopez said, “It looks like whoever did this spared no one.”
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      They ventured farther into the city, saw more evidence of previous street wars, ran across more dead bodies.  Then, at the corner of Capitol and Washington, a bullet first plinked off the hood then ricocheted off the top of the windshield.  Two taps on the roof had Aldrich braking fast but not too fast.

      The big barking sound of Baker’s sniper rifle was startling and reassuring.  Lopez was glassing the road ahead.

      “What do you see?” Aldrich asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Windows, rooftops?”

      Lopez angled the binos north, scanning the many windows in the eight- and nine-story buildings.

      “Got him!  Second building down.  He’s four floors up in an open window.”

      Price popped the door open and relayed that message to Baker.  Another shot from the .50 cal cracked in the quiet afternoon air and Lopez sighed with relief.

      “Right in the throat,” Lopez said.  “Target neutralized.”

      One tap on the roof.

      Aldrich let off the brake, eased on the gas, then continued moving through town.  The blue-glass BB&T high-rise building made him nervous, but not as nervous as the eight-story parking garage across from it.  When they passed both structures, as well as the cinema and another parking garage, Lopez said, “I kind of felt like you were almost dumping in your pants back there.”

      “The worst memories hold on the longest,” Aldrich said.

      In Iraq, the driver of his convoy, a friend, was hit in the cheek by sniper fire in the gauntlet of a similar structural situation.  The man bled to death in his arms.  Aldrich was never the same.  Nor were his dreams, or nightmares, as it were.

      “I hear that,” Lopez said, quiet, perhaps wrestling with memories of his own.

      The Huntington Bank skyscraper cast a long shadow over the road.  Beyond that, Aldrich spotted the Embassy Suites.  He drove right past the hotel because something felt off.

      “Are you going to stop?” Lopez asked, looking back over his shoulder.  Price wasn’t saying anything; he was busy looking to the right.

      Two taps on the roof stopped him and gunfire erupted.  Bullets starting plinking the side of the Humvee.  Behind them, Aldrich heard automatic gunfire.  They were suddenly taking fire from the four-story MVB building on the right.

      The long white MVB building was a nearly formless rectangle with four windows up and five windows across.  More gunfire came from multiple windows.  He spun the wheel and pulled into the front of the building perpendicular to the broken front door, snugging the vehicle in tight.

      Baker dropped off the roof, stuffed his sniper rifle in the back seat; Price handed him his nine and a mag pouch which Baker affixed quickly.  The three of them moved inside the building,  fast and thorough; behind them, their two smaller assault teams moved inside and fanned out.  The interior of the building was dark but they were able to clear the offices on the first floor quickly.  Outside sporadic gunfire erupted.  On the second floor, they ran into one of the enemy nests.

      T-Dawg charged in with his .45 bucking hard and multiple shooters dying.  There were maybe twenty of them with substandard firepower.  Not all of them were shooting.  Ammo was limited these days to what you could find, and that wasn’t much.  That was why Lopez holstered his gun, pulled out his blade, then covered T-Dawg.

      Aldrich went after the nearest guy, pistol-whipping him three times to put him out, then putting two rounds in the face of a guy bum-rushing him.

      Only one guy managed to turn around and almost get the jump on them, but between T-Dawg, Lopez, and Aldrich, the little maggot got his clock punched fast enough.  From outside the room came the scampering sounds of many feet approaching.

      “Get ready, boys,” Aldrich said.

      T-Dawg ducked behind a desk the previous guys were using as a firing position.  Aldrich lay down next to one of the dead guys, scooped up a huge swipe of blood off the man’s trenched-open neck, then splotched it all over his face and played dead.

      Even though he laid his gun arm down, he held the weapon in a loose grip and aimed it in the right direction.  All he had to do was open his eyes and lift the weapon and he had command of the front door—the same front door Lopez was now standing behind, knife ready.

      The first guys came through and met the business end of Lopez’s blade.  Aldrich waited.  Gunfire echoed in the hallway.  Lopez ducked down and Aldrich remained still.  Bullets blasted through the walls, but still, the bulk of the men hadn’t been brave enough to move in.

      Aldrich continued to wait, squinting to see through the slits in his eyes.  His heart rate might have elevated to the point of cardiac arrest.

      Two guys finally got brave enough to enter.  They crept into the room then thought twice before quickly backing out.  Because they weren’t smart, they came in at a different angle, as if it mattered at that point.

      They realized the error of their tactics within seconds.  Aldrich fired four shots, taking both men down.

      After that, the entire horde rushed through the door.  Aldrich ran his mag dry, grabbed one of the fallen man’s guns, and emptied that mag, too.  But there were too many men.  Aldrich scampered to his feet and took cover.

      From deep in the hallway—and to everyone’s surprise—automatic gunfire erupted, shredding the overconfident goons.

      Before the shooter even thought of getting off the trigger, T-Dawg popped out of his hiding place and pumped half a dozen rounds into the offending army.  Aldrich made a run for a revolver on the floor, grabbed it, and hustled back to cover, gunfire chasing him into hiding.

      Sweating, chest heaving, he checked the cylinder.  There were two rounds left.  He popped up, fired at the last man standing.  The bullet struck him just below the collar bone.  The wounded man crumpled hard with an oof and a grunt, landing in a heap.  He was still alive and armed.

      Switching gun hands, struggling to get back up, the downed shooter tried to lift the weapon.  Aldrich took two big steps forward and kicked him in the chest.  He fell backward, sprawled out on the ground.  Lopez drove his blade into the man’s forearm, pinning it to the floor.  The scream that lit the air seemed to underscore the moment.  Aldrich found a new gear because of it.  He didn’t want the noise, so in an attempt to shut him up, Aldrich shoved the barrel of the revolver into his mouth.  Unrestrained screaming turned to a moment of thrashing followed by a lot of spit and gagging.

      “How many more of you are out there?” Aldrich asked the kid, leaning in close to keep control of his free arm.  It wasn’t a problem considering he was shot on that side and not putting up much of a fight.

      Up close, it looked like he could be Hwa-Young’s age.  Unblemished skin, patchy beard, a head full of hair—all dead giveaways.  With wild eyes and a gun practically shoved down his throat, he all but surrendered.

      “I think he likes having something hard in his mouth,” Lopez said, looking down at him.  “He looks like a cherry to me.  Are you a cherry, boy?”

      The kid had been reduced to a halfhearted mumbling buffoon with leaky eyes and snot bubbles in his nose.  He refused to look at either Lopez or Aldrich.

      “If I remove this and you scream, my friend here is going to yank the knife out of your arm and split your eyeball in two,” Aldrich said.  “When the blade is buried so deep that you’ve lost your sight, but the tip of the knife still hasn’t penetrated your skull completely, my friend will then drive the heel of his palm onto the top of the hilt and punch that blade right into your brain.  Am I clear?”

      Aldrich looked up in time to see Hwa-Young breaking the necks of the fallen but not-yet-dead men.  Good Lord, he thought.

      Back to the kid.  He mumbled something that sounded like “clear,” which worked for Aldrich.  He removed the barrel only to find he’d chipped several of the man’s front teeth.

      “How many more of you are out there?” Aldrich asked again.

      “My arm, man, how bad is it?” he asked, suddenly realizing he’d also been shot and had sustained minor damage to his teeth.

      “Answer the question,” Aldrich hissed, “or you’re blow-jobbing this gun again.”

      “This is one load you won’t want to swallow,” Lopez said.

      “All the hotels have someone in them somewhere,” he said, scared of Lopez.  From the look of him, the kid was about to go into shock from his injuries.  “You’ll only know if a room is taken if you see the broken keycard readers.  You can’t pick those locks with two parts of a broken bobby pin or a lock pick.  You’ll have to break them open and go in from there.”

      “The downtown hotels,” Price said, joining the party, “you’re saying they’re all occupied?”

      “More or less.  We’ve got the Marriott.  Not for much longer, though.”  His face was bone-white and coated with a light sheen of perspiration.  There was blood all over his teeth and tongue, and a little boil of snot still hanging out inside his nostril.  “Mostly there isn’t anything left here to collect.  I mean, we’re getting other stuff, but we need food and clean water.”

      “Looks like we’ve got a survivalist,” T-Dawg said standing over the top of him.

      Lopez was on a knee, hand still on the knife, the kid no longer squirming so much.

      “Which hotel is the nicest?” Aldrich asked.

      The kid’s eyes started to turn away and his skin went to a light shade of green.  Aldrich felt him fading.  He gave the kid a light slap on the face to bring him back around.

      “What?” he asked, confused.

      Aldrich said, “I asked which hotel is the nicest?”

      “They’re all nice,” he said.

      Lopez ripped out the blade, causing the kid to jump.  He then clapped a hand over the wound, looked up at Aldrich, and said, “You want me to take a finger, boss?”

      The kid started crying.

      “Not yet, but if he’s evasive again—”

      “The Marriott, man,” the kid said, breathless.  “The damn Marriott.”

      “The one you’re at?”  The kid nodded.  “What floor?”

      “We’re on the second.”

      “How many rooms are occupied?” Aldrich asked.

      Looking around the room with pain-filled, tired eyes—eyes that were losing focus by the minute—it seemed like he was caught between worlds.  All around him, he saw his friends, shot to death in puddles of their own blood.  When he saw the rest of Aldrich’s team standing over the top of him, he realized he was done for.

      “I ain’t telling you dick,” he finally mumbled even though fear and physical pain continued to hold him hostage.

      “Do it,” Aldrich said.

      Lopez cut off his pinkie finger then jammed it into the kid’s right nostril.  He came alive fast, snorting and squealing.  The detached finger impeded the kid’s breathing, but it also gave him something to think about.

      “Be a smartass again and I’ll stuff the other pinkie in your other nostril,” Aldrich said.  “Then you’ll look pretty darn funny.”

      “He looks funny now,” T-Dawg said, staring down at him.

      The wound in his arm was really gushing, as was the stump next to his ring finger.  The kid drew a deep breath, then managed to forcefully blow the pinkie finger from his nostril.  T-Dawg bent down and grabbed it, and then he jammed it back into the nostril.

      “You think that’s funny?” Lopez asked.

      The Brazilian cut off the kid’s other pinkie finger and jammed it into the other nostril.  With his nose completely plugged and significant trauma to the body, the kid was fading out fast.

      “How many rooms do your guys have?” Aldrich asked.

      The kid was officially transitioning out of this world and into the next.  Aldrich grabbed the kid’s face and gave it a shake.

      “What rooms on the second floor?  Better answer the question or your balls will be going down your throat next and you’ll both choke and suffocate to death.”

      The kid gave up nothing, so Lopez cut his belt off and tore open his jeans.  Still, the kid refused to move.  He didn’t even flinch.

      “He’s done,” Hwa-Young said from where she stood in the doorway.

      “No, he’s not,” Aldrich glanced up and said.

      She walked inside, stepping over more than a few bodies.  “Yes, he is.”

      Aldrich glanced up at the girl who stood there with a suppressed weapon she must have taken from one of the fallen.  The can looked old and scraped with wear, meaning it probably didn’t suppress much of anything.  From her side, she raised the weapon and aimed it at the kid’s head.  “I’m going to put him out of his misery.”

      “Not until I know what rooms they have, or how many of them are left.”

      “We’ll find out for ourselves,” Hwa-Young said.

      “You going soft on us?” T-Dawg asked.  “Because you were playin’ hard earlier, and you obviously have no problem taking folks out.”

      “Not like this,” she said.

      Broken keycards, forced entry, an isolated floor? Aldrich thought.  Yeah, we can find them without the kid.

      When Aldrich didn’t say anything, Hwa-Young squeezed the trigger and the bullet crashed into the kid’s brain.  As if to confirm his suspicions, the suppressed fire wasn’t so suppressed.

      “We’ve got enough weapons and ammo to take the fight to them directly,” Hwa-Young said.  “But if we sneak in under the cover of darkness and stake the place out for the morning, we can take them when they least expect it.”

      All Aldrich kept thinking was how badly he wanted a bed.  Now the idea of running a stakeout seemed to drain the last of the desire from him.  There was no way he was going to drag this out any longer.

      “Let’s find another hotel,” Price said.

      “They’re all occupied,” Aldrich said, getting up.  “At least that’s what the kid said.”

      “You think he was lying?” Hayes asked.  The brute had blood all over his hands and in his big beard.  By the way he looked, calm as a Hindu cow, it was someone else’s blood.

      “No,” Baker said.  “He was telling the truth.  You could fact check every single word he said just by looking in his eyes.”

      “We can hang here until midnight,” Aldrich said, “holding this position.  Then we can sneak inside the Marriott.”

      “We didn’t exactly come in here subtle,” Price said.  The Aussie said this while looking at Hwa-Young.

      Aldrich didn’t have a strong sense of Tyler Price.  He usually knew the more intimate details of the lives of the men under his command.  What he worried about most with Price and Brooks was the same thing he would worry about if any hardened, horny man came into contact with a cute, mouthy nineteen-year-old.  This had him fearing for Hwa-Young’s safety.  Price couldn’t be like that, could he?  The man had kids, for God’s sake.  Maybe it was because Aldrich had girls of his own that he was afraid Price was thinking the same thing he feared Brooks was thinking: there are nine of us and one of her—we can take her, then we can take her.

      He slid his gaze to Brooks, whose perfectly-slicked hair was smoothed back not with gel or pomade or even styling wax, but with someone’s blood.  He, too, had his eye on Hwa-Young.  This wasn’t good.

      Looking at the North Korean, he said, “You will stand watch with me, Hwa-Young, and the rest—”

      “She can come with us,” Brooks offered.

      “No,” Aldrich replied.  “You, Price, and Hayes take the top floor.  I want all sides of this building covered.  Lopez, T-Dawg, and Isaiah, you take the first floor after you secure the vehicles.”

      “Roger that,” T-Dawg said.

      “Niko, you stay on the corner around the back on this floor, and Baker, you post up on the fourth floor where you think the threat will come from first.  Grab the fifty cal and make sure you have plenty of rounds.”

      “We don’t have plenty of rounds left, but Roger that,” Baker said, taking off.

      “Are we just going to sit here in this sea of dead bodies?” Hwa-Young asked.  “Because this will give me nightmares.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” Aldrich asked.

      “Yeah, they’re going out the window,” she said.  “Japan, you go crack a window and help me dump the bodies out into the back parking lot.”

      “I told you my name is Niko.”

      “Do what I say, Japan,” Hwa-Young said, mad.

      “You’re not in charge,” Brooks snapped, pissed that Aldrich hadn’t assigned Hwa-Young with him either.

      “I’m here as a courtesy,” Hwa-Young said, bowing up on the man.  Brooks laughed, then looked at Price, who was pulling his sandy-blond hair into a high pony-tail.

      “The balls on this one,” Brooks said.  “I mean seriously, she’s either a complete bampot or the most gallus little lassie I’ve ever met.”

      “I think he’s officially got a crush on her,” Price said.

      The North Korean stepped closer still and said to the Scot, “You say whatever code words you want, it doesn’t bother me.”

      “That’s not code for nothing in Scotland,” Brooks said in a disparaging tone.

      “Fine, that’s okay.  You just sit there and drool if that’s the price I have to pay for being around you two bumbling idiots,” she said, mimicking the Aussie’s accent.  “But I can carry my own weight and I’m not afraid to kill.  Hell, I might just kill you in your sleep, eh, Butcher?”

      “Japan, go break a window,” Brooks finally said.

      “It’s Niko,” he grumbled.  He walked across the hallway, kicked open a door, shot out a window, then threw something heavy through it.

      When he came back, Hwa-Young set her gun down, picked up one of the dead kids, then dragged him across the hall.  A moment later, she hoisted his body out of the broken window.  He landed in a heap on the asphalt below, his head cracking open enough to spill out its contents.

      “Next,” she said.

      Twenty minutes later, after everyone worked together to clear the room, there was a pile of bodies in the parking lot below.  After that, everyone was pretty much done for the day.

      “If a few of you want to grab some shuteye before we kick this thing off at the Marriott, be my guest,” Aldrich said, looking down at the blood smears all over the floors.  “I’m going to stay up until I get a bed, and mark my words, tonight I’m getting a bed.”
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      Sometime after midnight, Aldrich woke Hwa-Young from a deep sleep only to drag her and everyone else up to the third floor for a quick pow-wow.  They made their way through the darkness with the help of a couple of old flashlights, the sort of metal-can flashlights that had a bit of rust in the grooves and put out such a dull, yellow light it almost didn’t seem worth the effort.

      “First off,” Aldrich said, “has anyone seen anything suspicious?”

      When no one offered either confirmation or concern, Niko spoke up.  “I ran recon on the parking garage across the street and in the garage next to the Marriott.”

      “By yourself?” Aldrich asked.

      “Yes sir.”

      “Did you tell anyone you were leaving?”

      “No, sir.  Everyone was either asleep or on post.  It was just a quick jog across the street.  I went car to car through the two floors and the roof across the way, as well as the extended section, which was huge, by the way.”

      “That’s a lot of parking garage to cover,” Lopez said, having seen how large it was when the sun was up earlier.

      “Yeah, well, there wouldn’t be too many cars there on account of the election infection locking everyone down for so long,” Price said.  “Having it cleared though…that’s huge.  Thanks, Japan.”

      Niko turned to Hwa-Young and said, “See what you started?”

      She forced a smile, which caused him to blink.  Startled that she let her guard down, she went right back to a frown.

      “What about the Marriott’s parking garage next door?” Aldrich asked.

      “I checked it,” Niko said.

      “So you cleared it or not?” Hayes asked.

      “I said I checked it,” Niko replied.  “There are three floors and a roof.  It’s all clear as far as I can tell.”

      “You didn’t want to sleep?” Price asked, yawning.

      “Not here,” Niko said to the Aussie.  “I want a bed, too.  I figured I could stand around being cold and doing nothing, or I could advance the mission and save us time later.”

      “The mission?” Aldrich asked.

      “Operation Aldrich, sir,” Niko said.  “Mission objective is to get you a bed.  You’ve earned it.”

      There were grunts of acknowledgment all the way around, which Hwa-Young understood to be the highest levels of respect for the man.

      Hwa-Young could see how the men would like him.  He was competent, driven, and focused.  He had good leadership skills, wasn’t an overbearing leader, and he’d earned their respect rather than demanding it.  In North Korea, he’d be killed for inspiring his men through devotion rather than force or fear.

      “If we look out the window,” Aldrich said, clearing his throat because apparently he was touched by their sentiment, “you’ll see the Embassy Suites on the left and the Marriott on the right.  How long ago did you clear those parking garages, Niko?”

      “I just got back twenty minutes ago, boss.”

      “If we’re clear to go, we don’t need Baker on overwatch, which means we can take the Marriott directly,” Aldrich advised.  “We can also afford to do a little recon, but I imagine there is more than one entrance.”

      “If we have to force-breach?” Lopez asked.

      “We don’t force-breach,” Aldrich said.  “Whatever noise we make will echo everywhere.  We have to keep quiet to maintain our advantage.”

      “Roger that,” Lopez said.

      “We’ll find a way in,” Aldrich asserted.  “We may have to give someone a dirt nap doing it.”

      “I’ll sing them a song first,” Brooks said, po-faced and firm.  “Then we can see what these HR pukes are made of.  Lopez, I might need to borrow your knife.”

      “The only way you touch this knife,” Lopez said, “is if you get stuck with the business end of it.”

      “Knock it off,” Hayes said.

      Inside, Hwa-Young was getting used to the banter.  She was also getting a feel for the men, what they were like, how they operated.  She couldn’t say she was any more comfortable with them than when she first met them, but it was getting more familiar.

      Looking next to her, she saw Isaiah in the dim, amber light.  She was glad she had him there.  Then again, what did she really know about him other than he came with Marley—Rowan’s sister?  Not much.  Hardly anything, actually.

      “Does anyone have any questions?” Aldrich asked.

      “Yeah,” Brooks said.  “I’ve got a question.”

      “This should be good,” Price muttered under his breath.

      “Who gets the new girl?”

      “Not your team,” Aldrich said, ignoring the innuendo.  “Team Two gets Isaiah and I’ll take Hwa-Young on mine.”

      “What’s your problem, Lumberjack?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “Overstimulated and undersexed,” Brooks replied.

      A few of the guys told him to shut up, but he just laughed it off and said, “You ask a stupid question, you get a stupid answer, what can I say?”

      “You answered honestly,” Hwa-Young said, her stomach turning at the idea of being with someone like Brooks.

      “Yes, but it was still a stupid question.”

      “Shut up, Brooks,” Aldrich said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Team One will look for front entry, Team Two you take the rear.  We’ll meet on the far side regardless.”

      “I always was a rear entry man,” Brooks said.

      “Shut up, Brooks,” three other guys said in unison, including Niko.

      “You lay one hand on her,” Isaiah said, firm and scary-sounding, “if you even keep running that shit-sucking hole in your face, I’m going to gut you like a pig.  You need to know that.”

      It suddenly got really quiet.

      “Maybe I was talking to you, good-looking,” Brooks said, winking for effect.  “I always did prefer the dark meat.”

      Isaiah moved on Brooks, but Hayes blocked his way and said, “If anyone guts this mouthy bitch, it’s one of us.  We’ve been standing in that line for forever.”

      Isaiah leaned to the right just to see around the bodybuilder, pointed his finger at Brooks, and said, “You’re on notice, dumbass.”

      “Whenever you two are done sucking each other’s cocks,” Aldrich said, sounding tired of it all.

      “He’s all bum and parsley anyway,” Brooks mused, accentuating his thick Scottish accent.  “Besides, I’m ready for a bed, too.  This ‘sleeping on the floor’ business will make failures of us all.”

      “Hey, Aldrich,” T-Dawg said.  “Will you tell the Scot to stop with the racist crap?”

      “Oh, my God,” Aldrich said, “here we go again with the race crap.”

      “Keep the heid, lassie,” Brooks said, standing up and doing a little Scottish curtsey.  “We’re a’ Jock Tamson’s bairns.”

      “What the hell did he just say this time?” T-Dawg asked.  “I hate it when you start up with that crap.”

      “He said keep your head,” Aldrich translated, “that we’re all equal in the eyes of God.”

      “Clear as day,” Brooks said, blowing him a kiss.  He got up and was the first to leave the room.

      “Team Two, let’s go,” Baker said.  “Isaiah, you’re with me.”

      The two teams left the building, completely serious now that they were in the op.  Team Two crossed the street, splitting up; Team One moved on the right side of the road, crossing in front of a red-brick, red-roofed church.  Team Two was already at the first garage entrance when Team One crossed the street.

      “This is the back door,” Baker said.

      “Roger that,” Aldrich said.

      Judging by the look on his face, Hwa-Young had the feeling Aldrich was turned around.  But then he spoke and she stood corrected.

      “We’ll proceed down Clendenin Street, then move onto Lee,” Aldrich said.  “There’s a restaurant called Brick Salt.  It’s a bar and kitchen and it’s right around the corner.  Beyond that is the front entry.  Let’s meet around the side in thirty.”

      “And here I thought you didn’t really know the place,” Hwa-Young said.

      “I met my wife at the Marriott,” Aldrich replied.  “Why do you think I wanted to sleep here so badly?”

      Brooks started to speak but thought better of it.

      “Team One, let’s move,” Aldrich said.

      The night was deathly quiet, the sky pitch black, save for a long crescent moon.  The cold air was biting, but it wasn’t as cold as it would be around four or five a.m.

      They moved together as one unit.  Hwa-Young matched the team’s pace, kept her weapon out but low, made sure she was aware of her surroundings, especially the doors and windows.  Fortunately, there was only a spaceship-looking gray building with a few windows that were all untouched by gunfire or vandals.  It looked like a shadow in the night sky, daunting, yet non-threatening so far.

      They turned left on Lee St., passed the bar & kitchen Aldrich talked about—Brick Salt—then moved down the sidewalk to the Marriott’s front entrance.  There were half a dozen broken windows, a bad sign.

      Aldrich gathered them together and said, “Alright, we’ve got to get inside, see what’s what.”

      “I’ll go,” Hwa-Young said.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Aldrich said.

      “I’m going,” she said, clarifying the statement.

      He drew a deep breath, then said, “We need to think strategically, Hwa-Young.  This team doesn’t act on impulse.”

      “Until you need to,” she said.

      “You want to go?” he asked throwing up his hands.

      “I do.”

      “Fine, then go.”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, she moved toward the closest opening, stepped through the broken ground-floor window, and crept into the mouth of darkness.  The still hotel air was cool and very dry, the smells of carpet and dust palpable.

      She waited for her eyes and ears to adjust to the new environment, and then she moved forward slowly, listening for any signs of life.  If there were people sleeping or standing watch in the hotel lobby, she’d eventually hear them.  The silence pressed in upon her.  She looked around, wanting to see if there were any lights coming from anywhere nearby, another indication that she was not alone.

      After a minute, the shadows of the concierge desk—as well as several pieces of overturned furniture—came into view.  Now that her eyes were calibrated, it was time to get familiar with the rest of the hotel.

      She removed the flashlight and slid her weapon into the small of her back.  It was uncomfortable as hell and awkward.  But for what she was planning, she would need both hands for the flashlight as well as quick-access to the gun.

      She covered the aged lens with one hand and pushed the rusty ON switch forward with the other.  The light turned parts of her hand pink, letting her know it was working fine.  Slowly, she removed part of her hand, allowing the smallest hints of light to seep forth.

      Looking around the front lobby, she saw signs of ruin everywhere, but there were neither guards nor lookouts, nor were there signs of a massacre.  This was a relief after the bloodbath they created just hours ago.  Hwa-Young cleared the lobby then made her way to the stairwell leading to the upper floors.

      She shut off the flashlight, pocketed it, then grabbed the gun again.  Regulating her breathing, working on moving in complete silence, she managed to warm up the muscles in her legs and lower back, the muscles she needed to maintain perfect control of her movements.

      As controlled as she had become, she still made some noise heading up the stairs.  This bothered her immensely.  One misstep and she was dead.  She reminded herself of that constantly, and so she constantly operated like death was ready to claim her around every corner.  She did this for every situation, but she wasn’t doing this for Brooks, that prick.  With him, she had become angry, which made her reckless.

      Shoving the Butcher out of her mind—the place Brooks now rented space, because he was officially under her skin—she made her way to the second floor.  At the top of the stairs, she opened the access door slowly, unsure of what sounds the hinges might make.

      When the opening door emitted no sounds, she proceeded into the hallway, stopping when she saw a faint light at the end of the hallway.

      She wished she had Lopez’s blade right then, for a gun was all but useless when you needed the element of surprise on your side.

      Heading toward the light, stabilizing her breath, she moved in perfect silence as she crept toward the man sitting in the soft wash of light.  She heard the sounds of his snoring, felt somewhat relieved that he was asleep, but did not relax her walk or change her breathing because, at any moment, he could open his eyes.

      When he came into perfect view, it was because the man had a small Yankee-style candle burning beside him, one of those glass jar candles they sometimes sell in coffee shops or specialty boutiques.  The air smelled like vanilla, but just beneath the scent were the smells of bad breath and body odor.

      The man sent to stand guard was no more than thirty years old, his hair shaggy on top, but shaved to the skin on both sides.  He had tattoos on his neck—nothing terribly artistic or even memorable—and a nose ring.

      She stood over the top of him, looking down on him.  He doesn’t even know, she thought.  Death is at his front door and he doesn’t even know.

      He was stretched out on a regular hotel chair.  His legs were extended out before him and locked at the knee, his butt was planted on the edge of the seat, and his upper back rested on the top of the chair.  With his head tilted back and his scruffy neck exposed, she turned her gun around, grabbing the barrel tight so that she could use the butt as a hammer.  Focusing on his Adam’s apple, or as Rowan called it—the kill button, she steadied herself.

      The man’s breathing changed the slightest little bit, giving her pause.  She did not wait any longer for fear of him opening his eyes.  She struck his Adam’s apple as hard as she could.  The lethal crunch was a hollow popping sound in the silence that startled her.  She covered the man’s mouth to stop the dying groans, slipped the pistol into her back pocket, and pinched his nostrils shut with the other hand.

      The man’s eyes were wide open and looking at Hwa-Young.  The guy had no fight in him, though, because he knew exactly what was happening: he’d been killed, he just hadn’t died yet.

      To speed up the process of his demise, and to keep him from sliding off the chair, Hwa-Young leaned her full weight on his face, pinning him in place.  The last thing she needed was to alert the others that she’d just taken out the night watch.

      The sucking, grunting, dying sounds of him fighting for air fell away in the moments before his death.  She let go of his face and checked his pulse.  Satisfied he was gone, she eased him off the chair, controlling his body as she slowly laid him on the carpeted floor below.

      She positioned him on his side, facing him away from the door he was guarding so it looked like he was sleeping.  Moments later, she heard the same door being unlatched from inside.

      She moved toward the door in question, pressing her back to the wall beside it.  When a man walked out of the room and stood over the “sleeping guard,” Hwa-Young hooked an arm around his throat and locked in a figure-four chokehold.

      She backed up fast to stay in control, then dropped down and then stuck out a foot to keep the door from closing and latching shut.  Now that she controlled the door and the man, she needed to turn the chokehold into a lethal chokehold and how you did that was all in the technique.

      The man gagged and spat, but Hwa-Young had the hold, so she squeezed harder.  Slowly folding her body forward, she put an unbelievable amount of strain on the man’s neck.  If she folded forward fast enough and applied enough pressure, she would do irreparable damage and the result would be a quick death.  When it looked like the man was going to be a problem, she crunched down as hard and as fast as she could.  The sound his neck made was loud, like a popped cork, but then the struggle was over.

      She pushed the dead man off of her, willed the weakness from her arms, then stood up and moved quietly inside the dark room.

      Inside, there was snoring from at least three different men.  Listening more closely, however, she picked up on the sounds of four people sleeping, not three.  One of the sounds came from a girl, judging by her breathing.

      Hwa-Young stood perfectly still, making sure no one was awake.  Then, she quietly removed the flashlight, covered the lens, and slid the switch to its ON position.

      The small room had two queen beds, both occupied with two bodies each.  There was also a sleeping bag on the floor by the window.

      She turned her body and the flashlight to face the desk where a flat-panel TV was mounted.  There she saw two pistols, a knife, two prescription bottles of Vicodin, and one prescription bottle of Percocet.  The medications didn’t guarantee the slumbering parties were junkies, but Hwa-Young was definitely going to take the meds.  But not just then.

      What she wanted right then was the knife.

      She set her gun down, picked up and opened the blade, turned it over in what little light she allowed.  The manufacturer was Smith & Wesson, a good knife.  She ran her thumb sideways across the blade to test the sharpness.

      This will do just fine, she thought.

      She turned and looked at the four bodies.  They looked like skinny little college twats, the same kinds of kids who were first recruited into the Hayseed Rebellion by their Marxist/Leninist college professors.

      On the bed closest to the window, the girl was sleeping with one of the three guys.  He had his arm draped over her side.  The arm boasted several tattoos, none of them very good.  One in particular, however, she easily recognized.  It was a portrait of Chairman Mao.  That was all she needed to know about the communist douchebag and his idol.

      Instead of taking out the couple first, Hwa-Young crept to the other bed where the other two guys were sleeping on their sides.  They were back-to-back the way straight guys forced to share a bed would sleep.  She snuck over to the far side nearest the room’s main door.  If things went bad, she could make a quick exit.

      Kneeling down beside the first target, she watched him sleep for a second.  When she was ready, she took a deep breath, gripped the knife with her free hand, then she drove the blade into his carotid artery.  Before he could react, she tore the blade free, opening up a sizable wound in his neck.  At the same time she withdrew the blade, she covered his mouth and nose to stop the sound while closing her own eyes in defense of the carnage.  The arterial spray hit her in the face hard and fast.  She got to her feet just as the other guy began to stir.  She did the same thing to him, moving quicker, with less grace.  When she was done with him, she lowered the flashlight and set it on its end facing the ceiling.  This gave her enough light to zero in on the remaining HR rats.

      The guy was skinny and ugly, his hair blond at the roots but jet-black everywhere else.  He was the guy with the Mao tattoo.  He rolled over and lay on his back.  The girl he was with adjusted, mumbling something as she turned over on her side, facing away from Hwa-Young and the massacre of her friends.

      Wasting no time, Hwa-Young stabbed Mao’s bitch-boy in the throat, right beneath his Adam’s apple.  Like the others, she jerked the blade out sideways, gashing half his throat wide open.  By then, the girl had awakened and was now scrambling out of the bed and starting to scream.

      Hwa-Young snatched the pistol off the dresser with her free hand and said, “You scream, you die.  Be quiet and I’ll let you live.”

      The girl stared with absolute fear at Hwa-Young.  The North Korean must have been a sight.  Blood-drenched, a psychotic look on her face, a gun trained on the girl’s chest.

      “What’s your name?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “N-N-Natalie.”

      “Okay, Natalie, I’m going to ask you once, how many people are in your group?”

      “I-I-I don’t know,” she said, tears boiling in her eyes, the shadows of light and dark making her look desperate and trashy.

      “Take a guess,” Hwa-Young said, stepping forward.

      Her blonde hair was a mess, heavy makeup smeared, her face gaunt and hollow.  She looked like she had either missed more than a few meals or she was coming off of drugs.

      “I already…I said I…”

      The girl backed into the connecting wall where Hwa-Young suspected the lounge chair in the hallway had originally come from.

      “I’m not kidding, Natalie,” Haw-Young said.

      “Twenty, twenty-five?”

      Nodding her head, Hwa-Young said, “Okay, good.  Tell me about your weapons, your ammunition, and your food stores.”

      “I just got in with these guys,” she said, starting to cry.  “They’re…they took…I’m just the pass-around girl, you know?”

      “The pass-around girl?”

      “I have sex with them so they will protect me from other guys like them.”

      Hwa-Young said, “You couldn’t find one of a thousand other options to protect yourself?”

      “I’m alone,” she said, her breath hitching, her mouth pulling in all kinds of ugly ways.  Whoever coined the phrase “ugly cry face” must have known someone like Natalie.  “Are you alone, too?”

      “Not anymore,” Hwa-Young said.

      “Do you have to do it with…do you…the sex, I mean?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Can I come with you?” Natalie asked.

      “Tell me about the weapons, the ammo, the food situation.”

      “We don’t have much food,” Natalie said, her words now more coherent.  “We’re going through all the restaurants, but there isn’t much left to have.”

      “Why not go through other people’s homes?” she asked.  “Many of these hotels and restaurants failed during COVID.”

      “Two of the guys were killed hitting people’s homes, I guess,” Natalie said.  “That’s why we came here.  To see if there was extra food.”

      “You realize that was completely stupid, right?” Hwa-Young asked.  The pass-around girl just stared at Hwa-Young, like her brain had shut down for a second.  “Natalie?  Are you still with me?”

      “I’m not smart,” the blonde admitted.  “They told me not to ask questions, just to…do what they want when they need it.”

      Hwa-Young stepped around the bed, faced the girl.  There was no place to go, nowhere to run.  In the low light, the blonde’s face seemed to fill with even more shadows, the rake of them creating some rather harsh lines over her features.  Hwa-Young felt sorry for her.  But then the girl’s face pinched into a determined scowl and her hand became a closed fist.

      Hwa-Young rushed her with the knife, sticking it in her throat the second that little fist pounded on the connecting wall.

      There were people next door, she knew that now.  Natalie told her as much without having to say a single word.

      Twisting the blade in the girl’s throat, she tried to finish the job fast, but she was slick with blood now.

      Was she losing control of the situation?  That would appear to be the case.

      When it looked like the girl was almost dead, Hwa-Young pulled the knife out, jerked the girl’s body forward, and drove a knee into her solar plexus.

      It will be over in moments, she thought as she lowered the girl to the floor.

      Hurrying to her flashlight, ignoring the sight of the massacre, she slipped back into the hallway where the candle was still glowing and the two men were still dead.

      She listened for noises coming from the room next door but heard none.  Moving to the door, she put her ear on the surface and listened.  Nothing.  After a minute, it seemed Natalie’s desperate attempt to get help had failed.

      She went to the man whose neck she’d broken, cut open his throat, then let the warm blood flow over her hands.  The coppery rich scent made her a little queasy, but she swallowed hard and focused on the task at hand.  In blood, with her finger and on the wall, she wrote: today we kill u, tomorrow we eat u.

      If the remaining guys were smart, they’d vacate the hotel first thing tomorrow.  If they weren’t, then a lot of them would die.  Just to further her point, she propped the hotel room door open, the one that would lead them into a massacre of horrific proportion.

      She walked down the hallway and into the stairwell, heading down to the lobby.  She tried to shake the blood off her hands but it was no use.  It was everywhere.

      When she reached the lobby, she made a beeline for the broken windows and stepped out into the cold where the others were waiting.

      She looked at them and they looked at her.  “I think we’re good to go, Aldrich.”
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      The others looked at her with their mouths open wide, but it was Aldrich who spoke first.  “What the hell?” he asked.

      “I took out the night watch and five hostiles,” Hwa-Young said, adopting Aldrich’s more military-based language.  Pretty soon, she’d start saying things like, “Roger that” and calling Aldrich “boss” or “boss-man.”

      “Did you have to discharge your weapon?” Aldrich asked.

      She held up the knife she had taken from the room she raided.  “I used this and I was quiet.”

      Hayes said, “So is it clear to go inside, or are we still staging an ambush?”

      Hwa-Young looked to Aldrich because this was his command, but he nodded back, letting her know to say what was on her mind.

      “I think we should head up to the seventh or eighth floor, let Brooks break open a couple of these locks as he promised, then get some sleep.  I left a warning for those I didn’t kill.”

      “Why the seventh or eighth floors?” Price asked.

      “Because the walk up there is going to suck, and no one looking for a temporary residence, or even an overnight stay, would go to those lengths for a single night’s sleep.”

      “Which is why you want that,” Aldrich said.

      “Roger that,” she said, causing a few of the guys to smile.

      Inside, she felt something loosen up, like she was becoming one of them.  It had been so long since she had belonged to any family, or even a tribe, that to possibly consider them her new family was both thrilling and terrifying.

      One step at a time, she told herself.

      “Alright then,” Aldrich said.  “Let’s rendezvous with Team Two then head upstairs and see if we can lock down some rooms.”

      “We should kill the rest of them,” Lopez said.  “That way we don’t have to worry about blowback.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to be necessary,” Hwa-Young said.

      “You, with all your tactical experience?” Lopez asked with a tone.  To Aldrich, he said, “Did you just yield your command to a girl who probably hasn’t even gotten her period yet?”

      “I got my period a long time ago,” Hwa-Young said.  “And you can be polite.”

      “I’m not talking to you,” Lopez said, his tone darkening.  “I’m talking to the boss.”

      Aldrich said, “We all sat back while she took out five guys—”

      “And a girl,” Hwa-Young added.

      “Six hostiles,” Aldrich said, correcting himself.  “So you can complain about her and me trusting her opinion of the situation all you want, but you didn’t do anything.  She did.”

      “I understand the chain of command, but she doesn’t,” Lopez said, looking over at her.  “What if this little stunt gets us killed?”

      “This is a one-way mission, Javier,” Aldrich said.  “We go as far as we can with the intent of taking out the Persian forces.  That’s our agenda.  Not all of us will make it, you know that.  Maybe we’ll all die long before that.”

      “What are you saying?” Lopez asked.

      “I’m saying do whatever you want, I’m going to get a good night’s sleep after a week of sleeping crappy.”

      Lopez seemed to stew at this.

      “How do you know they won’t retaliate?” Price asked.

      “They might,” Hwa-Young said.  “But we can take them.  They don’t have much in the way of food or ammo.”  She took out the prescription pills and said, “They have these, too.”

      “Vicodin?” Niko asked.

      She nodded.

      “OMG, what do I have to do to get one of those?” he asked.

      “Have a legitimate reason,” Aldrich said.  “Let’s go meet Team Two.”  And with that, he took off and the others followed.

      Lopez fell back to talk with Hwa-Young.  She thought the men were jerks at first, but she was starting to realize this hard, grumpy pack of assholes was just trying to stay alive long enough to avenge the country.  That meant they wouldn’t be nice, they wouldn’t take kindly to strangers, and they would not go easy on anyone, let alone a nineteen-year-old girl.

      “You’re not safe in this group,” Lopez said.

      “From you?” she asked.

      “From any of us, or this world.”

      “I can hold my own just fine,” Hwa-Young said.

      “Whatever hold you have on Aldrich, if you distract him from the mission, I’ll send you packing.”

      “Whatever problem he has, I assure you, it’s his and his only.”

      “You remind him of what it’s like to be a father, to have a daughter,” Lopez said.  “If you knew how hard it was for all of us to let go of our families in favor of avenging this country, you’d realize that you being here puts all of us at risk.”

      “If Aldrich wants me gone, he’ll tell me and I’ll go.  Until then, you’re not in charge.”

      “I have influence,” he hissed.

      “Not with me.”

      He shook his head, bit his tongue to keep from saying more, then left her to lead up the rear.  When they met with Team Two, Aldrich pulled Baker aside and told him what Hwa-Young did.  The man looked over at her, but she couldn’t see anything in his eyes, only the heavy shadows falling over them.

      What was he thinking?  Did he want to kick her out of the team like Lopez did?  Did he want to have sex with her like Brooks did?  Did he even care to acknowledge her?  She turned away and thought about leaving the group right then.

      “What happened to you?” Isaiah asked.

      “I took charge.”

      He didn’t say anything for a while, then he said, “Is any of that your blood?”

      She shook her head.

      By then, the teams were on the move, Isaiah and Hwa-Young pacing each other.  When they slipped inside the Marriott, they walked up seven flights of stairs, then went down the hallway to where Brooks broke out a small pry bar.

      The Scottish nightmare jimmied the keycard reader, popping the decorative frame off of the door.  He then gained access to the locking mechanism for which he broke out a separate set of tools.  After a long moment, he pushed open the door and said, “This one’s for you, boss.”

      Aldrich walked inside, grabbed a pillow, then propped the door open and said, “Let’s get everyone else situated.”

      “I’ll stand first watch,” Hwa-Young offered.

      “You say that now while your adrenaline’s jacked,” Price said.  “But when you come down off that high, you’re going to crash and that’s not safe.”

      “I’ll take the first few hours then,” she said.  “I know how to manage the come-down.”

      “Apparently,” Brooks mumbled.

      “If she wants the first shift,” Aldrich said, “she can take it.”

      “We’re taking orders from the girl now?” Price asked.

      “No you’re not,” Aldrich said, moving in on him fast.  “Say it again you Aussie slug.”  Price shrank back from the man.  Aldrich fired a look at Brooks who did not shrink back.  “Got something else to say, Brooks?”

      “I have an issue taking orders from little girls,” Brooks said.

      “Me, too,” Price quietly admitted.

      From farther back in the darkness, Hwa-Young said, “Brooks, Price?”

      “What?” Brooks asked.

      “You would never last on your own out there,” she said calm, cool, and collected.

      “And you could?” Price challenged.

      “Better than you.”

      “Good luck lasting the night,” Brooks sneered.

      “Any of you lays a hand on her,” Aldrich hissed, pushing Price away, “I will personally pull out your spleen.”

      “Can’t make any promises, boss,” Brooks said.

      “And I can’t promise I won’t get them first, Aldrich,” Hwa-Young challenged.  “In case anyone’s wondering, I’ll start with Brooks.”

      “How come Brooks gets to go first?” Price challenged.

      “Because with him, I don’t have to worry about catching some infectious genital disease.”

      Everyone suppressed their laughter as best they could, but a few of them made more noise than necessary, the merry ruckus echoing past every single door on the floor.

      “Shut up,” Aldrich said, more than peeved.

      Hwa-Young reassured Aldrich and the others that she wasn’t tired anyway and her adrenaline had already dumped.  It hadn’t dumped—not all the way—but she was too amped to sleep.

      Brooks opened a few more doors.  He asked if Hwa-Young wanted her own room, which she said she did.  He broke open a door, stepped aside, and said, “Whenever you’re ready, little girl.”

      Everyone but Hwa-Young turned in for the night.  Instead of going to bed, Hwa-Young sat in the darkness in perfect silence, letting her thoughts run free.  After a while, she wrangled them in, turning her focus to her body, to the pain she had in it, to the way she would manage her strength and mental focus around the guys.

      She thought about taking a Vicodin, but she decided she needed her senses.  Besides, the pain felt good.  It meant she was alive.  Well, until Brooks decided otherwise.

      Truthfully, both Brooks and Price scared her.  More Brooks than Price.  She knew the types of men who hunted girls like her, and those who took part in the consummation of the prey.

      Brooks was a hunter, but Price…what was he?  It almost felt like he was…pretending?  But pretending to be what?  Scary?  A sex fiend?

      She was lost in thought when she heard a door open.  A flashlight beam not much brighter than her own stung her eyes.  She lifted a hand and said, “Cute,” to the man she suspected was Price.

      “Not as cute as you,” the Scot said.  Brooks.  “Look at how disappointed you are to see me.  That’s a good sign, you know.”

      “It’s not a good sign, Brooks, but it’s a clear one,” she said.

      “The best love stories always begin with two people who don’t understand each other, or really don’t even like each other.”

      She huffed out a laugh and said, “Go back to bed, Brooks.”  When the light stayed on her eyes, she reached for her gun, held it at her side.

      “Aw, that’s cute,” Brooks said in a taunting tone.  “But that won’t be necessary.”

      “How many victims did you say the same thing to right before you killed them?” she asked, speaking more slowly because fear sometimes muddied her words.

      “I don’t know,” he laughed.  “Two or three?”

      “I don’t believe you,” she lied.

      “Sit out here with me while I wake up?” he asked.  “I want to tell you a story.”

      “Stories bore me.”

      “This one will keep you awake,” he promised.

      “What if I don’t want to hear your stupid story?” she challenged.

      “Why don’t you like me?”

      “It’s your eyes.”

      He laughed.  “What about them?”

      “They’re dark and nearly flat to look at.  It’s really creepy.”

      “As a child, my priest looked into my eyes and made the mistake of thinking I was possessed,” he said.  “Mom called him in after I threw a tantrum.  He was the one who got me approved for a Catholic exorcism.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied with a grin.  “But that’s proof enough that I can tell a story that won’t bore you, right?”

      She shook her head and frowned.  “How will I know if you’re telling the truth?”

      “It won’t matter.”

      “Alright, tell me your stupid story.”

      She looked at him, he looked at her, and then he said, “I can’t think of one now.  But for a moment, I liked looking at you without you being afraid of me.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she lied again, peeved by the man’s games.  “I’m afraid of what I’ll do to you if you mess with me.”

      “I’m not going to mess with you,” he said.  “Not until you tell me it’s okay.”

      “I won’t ever say it’s okay,” she said, offended.

      “So you say,” he teased.

      “So I say.”

      “So, is this good night?” he asked when she didn’t get up.

      “How many girls have you killed?”

      “This year?” he asked.

      She shook her head and said, “I bet none.”

      “You’d be right.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said.

      “Oh, yes you are.”
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      It hadn’t been so long ago that Hwa-Young had slept in a bed of her own, but the beds she grew up sleeping in were never as comfortable as a Marriott hotel bed.

      In America, having lived in a run-down apartment for low-income earners with little money left over at the end of the month, she was only ever able to afford a thrift-store mattress.  It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t great either.  She got used to dealing with little sleep and pain in her body.  With a few temp jobs here and there, she managed to save up enough money to afford a nice apartment, one without rodents or roaches.  A few months after that she had set aside the cash needed to buy a brand new mattress.  And then 2020 kicked off.  That dumpster fire of a year changed everything.

      Her boss had been hounding her about her opinions on political matters—the same as everyone else who felt like she should take a side—but she knew from growing up under a communist rule to never speak of politics, even when goaded.  In America, however, people were very opinionated.  She was told that it was wrong not to have taken a side.  It was strange and scary, thinking of speaking of your political opinion out loud, especially since America was starting to feel like North Korea in some regards.  She was assured by others, however, that she had free speech in America and she wouldn’t be persecuted for her opinion.  She took that to mean she wouldn’t be killed for voicing the wrong thoughts.  Still, she couldn’t break with old ways, so she guarded her thoughts under lock and key.

      Unfortunately, her boss assumed that because she wouldn’t take a side—his side specifically—that her views were not properly lined up with his views.  Consequently, he fired her stating that the racism and hate she harbored for America because of the activities in her own country wouldn’t be tolerated.  She reminded him that she had never spoken of her country.  She was fired anyway.

      For a while, she was able to go on unemployment, but that wouldn’t last long.  She needed a job.  She also felt she needed a political opinion just to exist in society, so in her free time she began to study the nation, the political parties and their stances, and the direction each side was trying to push the nation toward.  What she learned in her own research appalled her.  Worse, it horrified her.  Just reading up on both sides of the political spectrum pitched her into a state of depression.  No wonder people were so sad, so angry, and so unbelievably hateful!

      She finally managed to get an interview for a job she wanted.  When the interviewing party made a political comment and then apologized (“I’m so sorry, I just couldn’t help it—you know how things are these days!”), Hwa-Young decided it was time to assert her newly-formed opinion.  She wanted to fit in with the Americans she aspired to work with and around once more.

      “I think both parties are being gaslighted but each in different ways,” Hwa-Young asked.  Without waiting for a reply, she continued.  “Both parties are told the lie and they work day and night to make you think it’s the truth so you’ll stop trusting your own brain, your own instincts.  It’s news media on the left, the truth movements on the right—I think that someone is behind the curtain playing both sides against the middle in a game of divide and conquer.”

      “Excuse me?” the woman asked.

      “I’ve seen this in other countries,” Hwa-Young continued, wondering if she’d just said the wrong thing.  Still, she felt she was accurately portraying her beliefs, that she knew what was happening because she grew up in a world of lies and deceit.  “Some source of money or power is manipulating everything, all the key national tenets.  They do this in a power play.  It’s the last move before taking away the freedoms of the people.  Those in power have everything, and when the pawns finally have the executive branch, the kings and queens we never saw coming move in and take everything from the people.  But first, they need the nation to divide.  That’s why they talk of racism, white supremacy, hate speech, entitlement…this creates division among the future slaves.  And while we’re occupied with hating each other, they sneak in and take the executive branch, both houses of Congress, the judiciary committees, and even members of the Supreme Court.  From there, the country falls.”

      She sat back, proud.  She had given her first-ever political opinion, a view that to her made perfect sense.  With that view, however, she hadn’t counted on the fact that people weren’t open to differing viewpoints, they only wanted to be right.  They wanted emotion to be truth, facts to fit their narrative, and all opposing voices silenced.  She realized the error of her ways in the eyes of the woman who immediately told her that her hatred for America was unwelcome and that it was clear she had white privilege.

      “You know I’m North Korean, right?” Hwa-Young said, desperate, confused, her skin color not even close to white.  “I told you I grew up under a communist regime and escaped to America as the last surviving member of my family, right?”

      “I’m sure your adoptive parents were white and gave you everything, otherwise you would think differently.  I don’t appreciate you bringing your hateful bias to this place of work.”

      “Tell me how to think so that I may work here, please,” she begged.  She needed this job, wanted this job, had to have this job just to keep the apartment, and maybe get that new mattress after all.

      “I can’t tell you how to think,” she scoffed.

      “In North Korea, if we knew what to think, we would never disappoint our parents, our country, our leader.”

      “Well this isn’t North Korea!” she snapped.

      “Not yet,” Hwa-Young mumbled.

      “What did you say?” the woman barked, offended.  “Go on, speak up, you’re in America!”

      “This is not the America I dreamed of,” Hwa-Young said sadly as she stood to thank the woman for her time.  She could not make herself say the words, though.

      “That America was a BAD America, a RACIST America, a HATEFUL America!” the woman cried.  “I’m going to call Security if you don’t leave this very instant!”

      “Before I leave, I have one last question,” Hwa-Young said.  The woman folded her arms, heat pulsing off her eyes in waves, steam boiling from her ears.  “Have you read the Constitution?”

      “What?” she asked as if affronted.

      “Have you read the document that protects your freedoms and ensures that the country will be free of tyranny in the years, decades, and centuries to come?”

      “We studied it in high school,” she said.

      “But did you read it?”

      “Why the hell would I read it when I live it now?”

      “So you know when you’re being led astray,” Hwa-Young said quietly.

      The woman stepped forward, grabbed her arm to walk her out, but Hwa-Young yanked her arm away and pushed the woman so hard she fell on her ass.  The woman’s mixture of pain and outrage made for a very ugly face.

      “You don’t have the right to touch me,” Hwa-Young said calmly while burning inside.  “I know the Constitution and the law.”

      “SECURITY!” the woman howled like a banshee.

      Shaking loose of those vile memories, Hwa-Young worked to stay in the present moment.  As she lay on the beautiful bed in the Marriott hotel, she realized that even in the middle of a nightmare of epic proportion, there were little things along the way to make her happy, to take the edge off this dark new world, and to remind her of better times.

      “You look happy,” Isaiah said, easing open her door.  A small votive burned on the nightstand beside her, betraying her emotions.

      “I am,” she admitted, a rare smile appearing.  “Why are you awake?”

      “I wanted to check on you, make sure you were okay,” Isaiah said.  “When I saw Brooks out there, when I saw he was wanting to spell you off…”

      “He is an unpleasant creature,” she said, searching for words.

      “And then some,” Isaiah agreed.  “I’m right next door if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Isaiah,” she said.  “I’m grateful that you are here.  I don’t think the guys like me very much.”

      “Or me,” Isaiah said.

      “If I’m not already awake in the morning, don’t wake me until the last minute,” Hwa-Young said.  “I really need to sleep.”

      “Do you need to clean yourself up?” Isaiah asked.

      She had blood all over her, but this wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last.  Besides, the worse she looked, the nastier she smelled, the safer she was from heathens like Brooks.

      “Honestly, I’m so tired right now, I just want to roll over and go to sleep.”

      “Okay,” he said.  “Good night.”

      “Good night.”
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      Hwa-Young woke from a deep sleep to the sounds of gunfire.  She forced her eyes open even though they felt glued shut with sleep gunk.  The gunfire was sporadic, dying down.  In the hallway, she heard yelling.  She pushed herself out of bed even before she could get her eyes all the way open.

      Looking down at her arms and then her bedsheets, she saw dried, crusted blood everywhere.  The gore was from those whose lives she had so mercilessly taken.

      Sleep had protected her from the memories, but the moment she woke up, they came right back to her, hitting her over and over again, like waves battering a shoreline.  In this case, the shoreline was her sanity and the unending assault from the sea was her memories snatching away that which kept her sane, balanced, and in charge.

      Another gunshot went off and there was a lot of screaming, someone just outside her door barking orders.

      She hurried out into the hallway to see what was going on only to realize she had stepped into the middle of a standoff between the guys downstairs and Aldrich’s team.

      The guy she didn’t recognize saw her arms and flashed his eyes.  “What the hell is that?” he roared.

      She looked at Aldrich who nodded at the kid and said, “Tell him.”

      “I killed your men downstairs, and the girl.  I also killed a bunch of people in a white building across the street,” she said.  “This is their blood, not mine.”

      “Are you FOR REAL?!” he roared.

      Hwa-Young turned to Aldrich and said, “Was I not supposed to tell the truth?”

      He frowned and said, “I thought you’d make up a good story and we wouldn’t have to deal with this.”

      “Why does no one tell the truth in this country?!” Hwa-Young asked, frustrated.

      “Deal with this?” the enraged member of the HR screeched.  “Here’s my deal.  I kill her, then you leave.”  The goon turned to his friend, a young man who stood just around the corner, a gun at the ready.  “When the old man over there says yes, and he will, go get the others and tell them what’s happening.”

      “And if I say no?” Aldrich challenged.

      “I’ll kill her and take as many of you as I can with me.”

      “You won’t live to see the rest of the day, my friend,” Aldrich replied.

      Hwa-Young’s mind was scrambling.  There had to be a way to navigate this situation diplomatically.  After last night, she didn’t want any more bloodshed, at least not for a day or two until she could get her bearings.

      “She’s just a girl, a yellow one at that,” the white kid said.  “There are a thousand more where you found her.”

      “Hey!” T-Dawg boomed, his voice thundering across the hallway like a cannon.

      The man shrunk back, gun still on Aldrich.  Looking at the black man, he said, “I meant nothing by it.”

      “You marched for equality, right?  Before all this kicked off?” T-Dawg asked.  The kid nodded his head.  “Yet the first thing you do is put down the color of her skin?”

      “2020 and 2021 were about the blacks,” the kid said.

      “The hell it was,” T-Dawg replied.  “It was about all minority races you ignorant little squid.  I marched in those protests until vermin like you took them over.  You took that which was NOT yours to take!”

      “What are you upset about?” the guy asked.  “It’s not racist if you’re being racist to the white people and those who don’t have a stake in the game.  She doesn’t have a stake in the game, so it’s not really racism.”

      “Yes, I do,” Hwa-Young said, walking into the hallway.  “I have a stake in this country that monsters like you have ruined.”

      To her right, the stairwell door opened up and a dozen Hayseed Rebellion flooded into the hallway, covering the HR shooter’s back.  To her right, the rest of Aldrich’s team was out and ready to roll.

      “She did this!” the HR asshole seethed.  “She killed them.  Look at that dried blood all over her!”

      “Yes, I did,” Hwa-Young said, calmly.  “What are you going to do about it?”

      Hwa-Young was nervous and scared, but she was also mad.  Mad at these people for what they’d done to America, for all the lies they told, for the causes they had hijacked, and the people they had hurt.  She didn’t give a damn about politics—left, right, or slightly off-center—she just wanted to live and work around people who weren’t outraged jerks all the time over every little thing.

      She didn’t mean to start toward the man, but her eyes hardened and her right hand curled into a fist as she did exactly that.  She locked onto the kid’s dark and soulless eyes, saw the hatred on the surface, and beyond that, an endless chasm of emptiness.  His was a face stretched over a gulf of evil.  He was a body without a soul, just enough hostility and repugnance to animate it day after day until someone like Hwa-Young put a stop to it.

      “You are a disgusting creature,” Hwa-Young said, her voice deepening.

      The man turned his gun on her.

      “If you shoot her, we will kill all of you,” Aldrich warned.

      “But we’ll do the worst to you,” Brooks added, something in his voice so malevolent and so icy it filled Hwa-Young with defensive rage, and worlds of fear.  This had to be what Brooks’s kill voice sounded like.

      With this kid, Hwa-Young could close out the last chapter of her life, just punch that clock for the last time.  For a split second, getting herself killed felt like an attractive option considering how tired and angry she had become.  On the other hand, she could make an example of him, eviscerate him in a way that showed guys like Brooks and Price that not only could she hold her own, she could be downright lethal about it.

      “If you want to kill me,” Hwa-Young said, loud enough for Aldrich to hear, “then I give you permission to try.  But we will fight a fair fight.  No guns.  Just fists and feet.”

      “You cut their throats open,” the HR thug snarled.  “They bled out like stuck pigs.”

      “And I’m giving you a chance to get revenge,” she said.

      “What if I just shoot you right now?”

      “Then you die seconds after that,” Brooks said.

      “I’m telling you I will fight you, hand to hand, fairly,” Hwa-Young said.  “When I killed your friends, they had a knife.  I took it.  I didn’t shoot them point-blank like a coward, like you are proposing.  I took them fair and square.  What you’re threatening is pure cowardice.”

      “You killed them in their sleep!” he cried.

      “If you can’t tell, I just woke up,” she said, keeping her emotions neutral.  “I’m not my sharpest.  Same as them.”

      “I’m not fighting a girl,” he said, hand nervous on the pistol.  “No deal.”

      Behind him, however, his buddies started to chime in.  They egged him on until there was nothing left to do but be a coward, start shooting, or fight Hwa-Young the way she had suggested.

      Hwa-Young was already sizing him up.  He was five-foot-seven, one-hundred-fifty pounds at best.  He had lean arms, sharp knuckles, and loose clothes that were probably tight-fitting before food sources began to dwindle.

      “Are you sure you want this, Hwa-Young?” Aldrich asked.

      “He needs it,” she replied, referring to the goon who was threatening her.

      “If he wins, we’ll leave the hotel in peace,” T-Dawg said.  “But if she wins, y’all need to be on your way with no trouble between us.”

      Hwa-Young saw about a dozen of them to ten of theirs.  It was somewhat of a fair fight.  The downfall, however, was that once the shooting started, people would die.  One death on the team was too many.  Unless it was Brooks.  If he died, she wouldn’t bat an eyelash.

      “Make the deal, Neal,” one of the HR said.

      “Guns down on three,” Neal said to Aldrich.  “One, two, three.”

      The skinny white boy slowly lowered his gun just as Hwa-Young started to roll her neck and shoulders.  Her hands became fists, her eyes narrowing in on Neal.  She would not be giving her life to this rat, not today.  Instead, from that moment on, she’d make this about stopping Brooks from doing whatever it was he intended to do with her, or to her.

      Neal put up his fists, looked at her, then tucked his chin and moved forward.  She let go of her fists and let her hands hang at her sides, almost like she didn’t have a guard.  She wasn’t exactly playing possum, but she did want him to have that moment of overconfidence.

      He moved in fast, threw a big right hook, which she avoided by an inch; he followed with a left hook, which she also managed to avoid.  Despite both punches coming in fast, she didn’t even lift her hands to defend herself.

      “Fight me,” he snarled.

      “I’m ready when you are,” she said.

      He swung again, missing the first shot, then stepping awkwardly to fire out another one.  The moment his balance wavered just a little, she kicked the inside of his ankle, causing it to roll.

      He stumbled forward, caught himself, then favored the ankle for a step or two.  “That’s not legal.”

      “What’s legal anymore?” she asked.

      He threw a straight punch at her face; she ducked left in a short, sparing movement.  Neal’s face was starting to get red with exertion, maybe even embarrassment.

      “Just hit her, Neal!” someone on his side shouted.

      “Hit me, Neal,” she said.  “Start the fight.  I can’t fight until you hit me.”

      He rushed her, arms out wide for the tackle.  She grabbed him under the armpit on one side, then on the top of his shoulder on the other.  Spinning, using her momentum, she lifted him on one side while pressing down on the other.  The result was her tossing his dumb ass straight into the wall, just as her father taught her.

      Neal hit the wall with his back, falling to the ground.  The cacophony of noise turned the hallway into a sports stadium of cheers and hollering.  He tried to get up, but Hwa-Young drove a knee into his thigh and followed up with a straight shot to the hinge of his jaw.  He turned enough for her to switch position and drive a soccer-ball kick right into his balls.

      One foot, two balls, time to sing a song.

      Every single guy made a groan of displeasure, but none of them made as high-pitched of a squeal as Neal.  He dropped to his knees, held his groin, looked like he wanted to stop the fight.

      “That’s not legal,” he managed to say again, as if just saying it meant he’d be given leniency, mercy.

      “There are not rules in a street fight, you bitch-ass clown,” Price said.

      She turned and looked at Brooks, long and hard, enough for everyone to notice, and then she grabbed Neal’s head from behind and thrust both of her middle fingers into his eyes, eliciting the kind of glass-breaking shriek none of them had ever heard before.

      She pulled her fingers out, looked at Brooks again, and flung the goop off of her fingers.  Eyes back on Neal, she grabbed his shoulders and shoved him on his side, making sure there was just enough space between Neal’s neck and the floor.

      Again, she turned and looked at Brooks; this time he met her with a sadistic grin.  It was that wicked, awful smirk that shot lightning through her veins.

      She lifted her foot high above him, then stomped down on the side of Neal’s skull, just below the jawbone.  The crack of his neck was like breaking wood.  The spectators’ audible gasp was her reward for a well-played fight.

      She turned and faced the rest of the HR lightweights.  It was time for them to leave.  She was about to say something when Brooks whipped out his gun and started shooting the guys with reckless abandon.

      He broke into a run, firing one weapon, and then two.  Hwa-Young took off after him, knowing if the team didn’t finish what she started, not only would there be a shootout, someone on her side was bound to be killed.

      She sprinted past eight or nine dead kids.  Brooks chased the rest of them into the stairwell, shooting down into the darkness.  Hwa-Young blew by him, hustling down the stairs barefoot, catching up to the fleeing few in spite of the pounding the bottoms of her feet were taking.

      There were only three of them left.

      She could take them.

      She dove onto the pack midway down the fifth flight of stairs, using her momentum and her timing to take them all down at once.  She hit the pack just right.  All four of them slammed into the wall and went down hard, their bodies cushioning Hwa-Young’s fall.

      If you can’t see, you can’t fight, she had read once.  Even though it was dark, save for one of them having an old flashlight, she went for the eyes of the nearest man.  The screaming that followed was proof she hit her first target.

      If you can’t breathe, you won’t last long, was another thing she’d read.

      The bodies under her were squirming, bucking, cursing.  But she got an Adam’s apple and dug her fingers in so deep, the man—

      Three deafening reports of gunfire damn near burst her eardrums, but all three men stopped moving.  She looked up and saw Isaiah standing at the top of the stairs.  He had a gun in one hand and a flashlight in the other.

      Brooks joined them a minute later, either out of shape or moving too slow in his combat boots.

      She flashed Isaiah a look that must have scared Brooks because that stupid grin was nowhere to be found.

      Even Isaiah seemed taken aback.

      Unlike Brooks, there was no psycho inside her, not a lunatic killer anyway.  But what she harbored were images of her dead family, of the harrowing trip to America, of that screaming witch who denied Hwa-Young a job because she managed to form an opinion contrary to the norm.  But that wasn’t enough for her to exhibit true rage, so she piled on even more bad memories.  She thought of America’s buildings ablaze, hundreds of cops injured and dead, a bloodthirsty Congress that was as corrupt as the day was long, and a vile, degenerate president.  All of that and so much more filled her with the kind of unlimited hostility she would need to unseat evil from this world.  And if at the end of her murderous spree she made the world a better place, then at that point she would stop fighting and try to start living.  This was what she had in her and this was what she gave Brooks in that single, powerful glare.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Brooks asked.

      “Why’d you fire on them?” she shot back.

      “You gave me a little bit of a boner,” he said.  “I guess I got carried away.”

      “And now?” she asked, unblinking.

      He looked at the eyeless body beside her, blanched, then said, “You chased it away.”  Without waiting for a reply, he turned and trudged back upstairs.

      “Are you okay?” Isaiah asked.

      “Yeah,” she said, getting up.  “Do you think Brooks got the message?”

      “That was a message?” Isaiah asked, astounded.

      “Yeah,” she replied.  “He creeps me out.”

      “Now I think you creep him out,” Isaiah said back.  He nodded to one of the guys she left behind.  Hwa-Young looked down and saw the ruined eyeball of the man she’d assaulted and wondered if she was going to be sick.

      “What’s with you and eyes?” Isaiah asked.

      “If you can’t see, you can’t fight.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” he said.  “Let’s go get you cleaned up, you look like a nightmare.”

      “Thank you, Isaiah.  I really am glad you’re here.”

      “Yeah, well, you scare me a bit, too.  Just promise me you won’t turn all that…whatever it is fueling you…just don’t turn that heat on me.”
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Marshall Aldrich

        

      

    

    
      “So how the hell does Iran think they’re going to get to America?” Niko asked.  He was great with American geography, but his sense of the rest of the world was appallingly vague.

      “They’ll use the Suez Canal to get into the Mediterranean Sea,” Baker said.  “From there, they will likely refuel before heading into the Atlantic.”

      “Before he lost his head,”  Isaiah asked, “didn’t the minister of defense say they were launching from Dakar?”

      “He didn’t lose his head,” Aldrich said.  “We took it.”

      “Before we took his head, he said Iran had ten thousand troops headed our way and they were launching out of Dakar.”

      “Yeah, he’s full of crap,” Baker said.  “It makes no sense to launch out of Dakar, or even to refuel there for prep.  And ten thousand men?  Do any of you know anything about Iran’s Naval Fleet?  The biggest frigate they’ve got holds a hundred and forty, maybe a hundred-and-fifty-men max.  We talked about this.  Iran is a country used to causing problems in the Strait of Hormuz and the Gulf of Oman, close to its homeport in Bandar-Abbas.”

      “What about a flight in?” T-Dawg asked.

      “Knowing what they know about us being basically wiped out,” Baker said, “whatever vessels and personnel they plan on bringing here are staying here.  This is a one-way trip.  No fuel pumps on our end to refill their tanks, by air or by sea.”

      “Meaning they can’t refuel when they get here,” Niko said.

      “Correct,” Baker replied.

      “So what do we do?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “We need to get to the east coast where they’ll likely dock,” Aldrich cut in.

      “You don’t think they’ll fly?” T-Dawg asked.

      “If they do,” Aldrich said, “it’s because they’ve already got a destination either prepared or in mind.”

      “What about the economy now that America has been crippled?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “I’m sure it’s already sending the world into a tailspin,” Brooks added.  “Third-world countries will starve to death, first-world countries will become third-world countries and so on.”

      “How many will die do you think?” Isaiah asked Aldrich because he didn’t like Brooks anymore than Hwa-Young did.

      “Billions,” Aldrich said.  “Anyone with a reliance on US products or a large consumer base will likely fall through economic devastation.”

      “So why send an Army to destroy us?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “As I alluded to earlier, the only thing I can think of is that they don’t want to destroy all of us.  I think they only want to kill enough of us to guarantee they have safe passage to their final destination.”

      Isaiah asked, “Do you really think that’s what they’re after?  A better life on our soil?  The home of their sworn enemy?”

      “The weather, the farmland, a ruined world…they could move here and live off the land in good climates inside a country too ruined to be any kind of a threat.  It truly is the perfect situation.  They escape their world for ours.”

      “What about all of the pissed-off Americans who won’t let that happen?”

      “In a year, ninety-percent of us will be dead anyway.  Besides, America will be a wasteland.  No travel, no travel destinations, no theme parks or commerce to speak of.  People will once again live and die on a few acres while living in a world of barter systems.”

      “Good God,” Isaiah said, the reality hitting home.

      “That means we can do two things,” Aldrich said.  “We can turn back, go claim our lands and try to survive, or we can go to the east coast and kill them as they arrive, assuming that is their move.”

      “Kill them,” Hwa-Young said without hesitation.  “I have no interest in living after that.”

      Aldrich noted this.  He turned to Isaiah, raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m with her.”

      Aldrich looked at the rest of the guys, but his eyes stopped on Brooks.  The Scot said, “I hate that our country has fallen to these mongrels, but honestly, unleashing hell on these maggots is the most fun I’ve had my whole life.  I say we meet them at the docks and either rob them blind or go down swinging.”

      The other guys nodded in unison.

      Aldrich then asked, “Is there anyone with family they want to get home to?”

      They subtly looked around at each other, but no one raised a hand or indicated that this was a concern.

      “What about you, boss?” Niko asked.  “You have your wife and three girls.”

      He nodded his head and said, “Who would I be if I ran from a fight?  The future needs survivalists and fighters, not pacifists and cowards.  This is the path I decided, so it’s the path I’ll see to completion.”

      “Even if ‘seeing this to completion’ means we all go down swinging?” Isaiah asked.

      Aldrich looked at his new friend.  “Better to go down fighting than to bend the knee to a bunch of asshole insurgents.”

      “Amen,” a few of the guys said.

      “What’s our destination again?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “Norfolk, Virginia,” Aldrich answered.

      “You said that yesterday,” Price said, “but you never said why you chose Norfolk of all places.”

      “There are but a small handful of east coast ports.  New York and New Jersey are the busiest, but they’re out of the way if you’re charting a course from the Mediterranean Sea.  There’s really no reason to head that far north if you’re an invading army trying to confiscate land in a war-torn nation.  The winters alone wouldn’t be worth it.  Farther south, the Port of Savannah is the next busiest port with straight shots into the south.  There you have some good farmland in Alabama and Louisiana along with insulation from those masses living in cities like Jacksonville and Atlanta.  If my thinking is correct, if they know anything about this country, they’re going to steer clear of the larger cities.  That leaves the Port of Charleston and the Port of Virginia.  Virginia is the next best candidate.  The Norfolk International Terminals just invested nearly seven-hundred-million dollars to both widen the harbor and deepen it by another five feet, making it the deepest port on the east coast and likely our enemy’s port of choice.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” someone asked.

      “Then I am and we go home, or we head to the other ports and see what’s what.”

      “How long until they arrive?” someone else asked.

      “Well, if they take their largest frigate, with mid-trip refueling—which they’ll have to do—one ship can be at sea for up to one-hundred-and-fifty days.”

      “Five months,” Isaiah said, his best guess.

      “I don’t think they’ll need that much time, but they can stay at sea that long if they need to,” Aldrich said.  “Considering the ships’ complements, if you multiply the number of men per ship by the number of sea-worthy war ships Baker says they have in the fleet, you have a maximum of around a thousand personnel, plus or minus a couple of hundred.”

      “Meaning the minister of defense was lying,” Isaiah said.

      Aldrich nodded.

      “How far is Norfolk from here?” Hayes asked.

      “We’ll have to go a little over four-hundred miles on I-64 to get there,” Niko said, looking at his map.

      “That’s about, what, seven hours?” Brooks asked.

      “If you’re doing sixty without interruption.”

      “There will be interruptions,” Hwa-Young said.

      “As well as unforeseeable obstructions, and possibly even raiders and marauders,” Price added.

      “Which means we’ll need a scout,” T-Dawg said.

      “We’re talking possible ambushes, roadblocks, spike strips, active mobs,” Baker said.  “Not to be too negative.”

      “I’m less worried about how quickly we get there and more worried about food, water, and armaments,” Aldrich said.  “Right now there are ten of us.  That’s ten gallons of water a day, plus food.  If we do the math on that, survival is paramount.  We can’t fight a war if we’re not alive, or if we’re emaciated.”

      “And we can’t take their army with ten of us,” Baker said, “which means we’ll need to get more people along the way, men and women willing and able to fight.”

      “How long do you think all of this will take, conservatively speaking?” Price asked.

      “Them getting here, us getting there, or us building an army?” Aldrich asked.

      “Them getting here,” Price answered.

      Aldrich said, “My best guess, depending on if the Persians arrive in Virginia, will be around four to five months.  If we have an army by then, and some sort of war footing at the port, we could ambush them at their own ships before they even set foot on American soil.”

      “That’s a lot of ifs, boss,” Brooks said.

      “It will take a lot of work and a ton of luck, but if we’re right about this and if we can pull this off, we might be able to safeguard what’s left of America for years, maybe even decades to come.  That said, if anyone wants out, now’s the time.”

      No one said anything.

      “For some of you, maybe even myself included, this will likely be a one-way trip,” Aldrich said.  “Barring some unforeseen miracle, this will probably be our last stand, our last war.”

      “We know that boss,” Brooks said.

      “Last chance,” Aldrich said.

      Still, no one showed even a hint of desire to leave.  “And this is why I love you guys, and Hwa-Young.”
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Colt McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Five months later… Several months back, after walking through the part of the house that had been blown up, Colt and Faith agreed the entire home was uninhabitable.  There was just too much damage.  Even if they could rebuild, it was clear the house would never be the same.

      “We need to move to Plan B,” Colt had said to his kids.  Leighton asked what Plan B was and—in the case of the family home—he said, “First, your mother and I will have to move into the barn.  Second, we’ll reclaim what we can from the house and build something smaller.  Third, I’m going to get this garden back in shape.”

      For as tough as the summer months proved to be, winter was going to bring with it a whole new host of issues.  Garrity had promised to help Colt out a lot more than he did, but the former sheriff couldn’t stop working to serve and protect Nicholasville.  As such, he didn’t have the help he needed and he was falling behind.

      At first, Colt thought his friend was having a problem letting go of his job, but then he feared the man was losing his marbles.  Instead of guessing, or worrying, he decided to confront the man.  Before Colt could find time to broach the subject, Leighton inadvertently did it for him.

      “Right now, there are billions of people dead all over the planet,” Leighton told her father after running into Garrity up at Gator’s place.  “Can you imagine that, Dad?  All those bodies…just drawing flies in the dirt, no one around to even bury them.”

      When you considered the nature of the global economy, how dependent so many nations had become on international commerce, you didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that something as devastating as killing America was going to flush most of the world down the toilet bowl of life.

      Colt went to Garrity’s place a few days later, but the man was out.  He went to Garrity’s former deputy’s house, hoping she might know where the former sheriff could be found.

      Marilyn, said, “He’s been going door to door through Nicholasville for months, checking for survivors and dead bodies.  Haven’t you talked to him about it at all?”

      “He’s going by himself?” Colt had asked.

      “He wrangled up a few volunteers to help out.  They’ve been helping people in need, but they’ve also been doing corpse collection and disposal.”

      That was when it dawned on him—Leighton had said what she said because Garrity was talking to her about a world full of dead bodies.

      “Are you working with him?” Colt had asked.  “Are you a volunteer?”

      “I was helping burn the bodies, but I just saw too many people I knew.  It became too much to deal with, especially after…after…oh, it doesn’t matter.  Lance Garrity is an extra special something, I’ll be the first to admit.  But when that mind of his finally breaks, it ain’t never gonna unbreak.”

      Smiling with concern, nodding his head in agreement, he couldn’t help but share Marilyn’s mounting anxiety over the man.  He knew Garrity well enough to know he was always trying to go above and beyond, especially for the county he once served so faithfully.

      Unfortunately, in Leighton’s attempt to help Garrity on his quest, the girl had offered up her services.  Faith told him first, but he insisted Leighton explain herself.  That night, when Colt asked her exactly what she was volunteering for, she said, “I think I’ll help with the body burns.”

      He asked why and she said, “Because it needs to be done.  Besides, do you really want to know that Nicholasville is full of corpses?  I sure don’t.”

      Privately, Colt blew a gasket.  As always, Faith talked him off that ledge.

      “It will only be once a week,” Faith had assured him, “and someone will always go with her, maybe even you.”

      “I have too much work to do around here to see that happening,” he had grumbled.

      Time, however, would once again prove his lovely wife right.
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        * * *

      

      Today was Colt’s turn to accompany Leighton to town and help with the burns.  If he hoped to get any work done before that, he knew he would need an early start on the day.

      Colt woke before first light, but when he tried to slip out of bed unnoticed, a warm and slender arm draped over him, pulling him back into bed.  “Not this morning, cowboy.”

      “Babe,” he laughed lightly, “the day is already wasting away.”

      “The sun’s not even up,” Faith groaned.

      “No self-respecting man prepares for work at sunup.  That’s when the prepared man starts the day’s work.”

      “If you want to prepare for something, prepare to keep your wife warm a little longer,” she said in a tired but lightly-suggestive tone.

      He laughed again and slowly peeled her hand away.

      She wasn’t having it.  Before he could get far, Faith rolled over and grabbed him with both arms now, letting him know she wasn’t playing around.

      “Please, don’t go yet,” she pleaded.  “Start your day at sunup, I promise I won’t tell a soul.”

      “Okay, sunup,” he conceded, sliding back into bed.

      When the sun finally broke the horizon, somewhere in the distance a rooster signaled what Colt considered the second start of the day.  He leaned in, kissed Faith, then told her he loved her.

      “Thank you for staying,” she said.

      “Did I really have a choice?”

      She laughed.  “No.”

      He climbed out of bed and dressed for the day, contemplating the massive workload ahead.  As much as he had accomplished in the last five months, there was still too much work for just one person to handle.  They had food and water for now, but that would run out fast if not replenished.

      He drew a deep breath, inhaling the day.  No matter how at peace he had become, he couldn’t escape the fact that he was in a race against time.

      Not only did he have to bolster his food stores, he had to create and build some sort of sustainable water system.  That was easier said than done.

      Early on, he thought he could convert their electric well to a hand-pump well, but pulling the pipes out of the ground was more difficult than he thought.  No matter what happened with that damn well, he ran into issues.

      Needless to say, when that venture failed, both Gator and Faith convinced him of another way: a roof-based water-harvesting system.  This would serve their long-term water needs while providing adequate irrigation of the gardens.  All it took was converting the barn’s roof to corrugated metal and a rainwater catch system.

      The “catch” part of the equation was fine, but the “storage” part quickly became an issue.  They had almost none.  If they did figure out the water storage part, and they managed to get tanks up to the house, they would still need plumbing for the barn as well as new piping to divert water from the tanks into the garden’s existing irrigation system.  As much as he turned the details of this venture over and over in his mind, this was only one of a very long list of things to do before winter.  It was, however, one of the most important.

      For now, so he could work on the rest of the list without worrying, he tasked Rowan and Hudson with locating water storage tanks for both his place and Gator City (the name Gator had coined his growing community).  Unfortunately, they hadn’t had much luck.  A while back, however, they found a couple of two-hundred-seventy-five-gallon water totes which Colt was now using on the farm.  Five-hundred-and-fifty gallons wasn’t enough for their future irrigation needs, but for now, something was better than nothing.

      Despite months of searching and not finding what they needed, the exhaustive hunt gave Rowan and Hudson an idea of not only who was still alive in the area, but what farms and homes had been abandoned.  As such, their immediate communities (Gator City and the McDaniel Homestead) had identified a number of reusable resources they could tap in the future, assuming they survived the upcoming year.

      As much as he and his friends had pulled together for survival purposes, nothing was easy in the apocalypse, for there was more than just starvation to consider.  There was depression that led to suicide, domestic violence that turned to murder, gangs and turf wars that had adrenalized morons ransacking, looting, raping, and killing everyone and everything in sight.  That was all before the constant concerns over the Hayseed Rebellion and a ground war that may or may not have already been waged upon America.

      “One thing at a time,” he reminded himself.  It was his mantra, the only way he could keep from worrying himself to death.

      Now, with stacks of corrugated metal roofing and a growing pile of salvageable lumber from the house, Colt would not only convert the barn’s roof into a rain harvesting roof, he would expand the structure to include a second residence he and Faith hoped one of the kids would consider making their home.

      Faith referred to it as their redneck duplex.  After they got done laughing about it, she said, “What do you think the chances are of getting Rowan, Constanza, and Rose to move in?”

      “Who can say what these kids want anymore?  Maybe Leighton would leave Gator City to come back here.  Maybe Marley would come with her.”

      Faith was concerned that living with each other so close to their parents wouldn’t give their daughters the room or the privacy to grow, or even entertain some kind of future with a potential mate.

      Colt was more of a pragmatist.  “Most of the men in our community are spoken for.  Besides, under these conditions, safety is all that matters.”

      “You can’t rule out the possibility that one of our girls falls for one of the men here,” Faith had said.  “If Garrity can do it—”

      Garrity had recently found the Honda Pilot woman, the one he saved from the Hayseed Rebellion right about the time this new American nightmare first kicked off.

      “You mean fall in love?” he had asked.  “With what man?”

      “What’s her name again?” Faith asked, ignoring him.

      “Willow,” Colt had replied.

      “Yeah, if Garrity and Willow can fall in love, then anyone can,” she had said.  “And with a baby no less!”

      “Callum,” Colt had said.

      “I know the boy’s name,” she said.

      Now, with only half the morning to work, he focused on the day ahead.  Outside, the crisp morning air put a smile on his face.  Even though he would spend most of the morning working inside the damaged house rather than outside, he and Rowan had recently removed all the windows and window casings.  This helped cut down on the smell of charred wood and smoke damage, something his sinuses appreciated mightily.

      He headed back to Leighton’s old bedroom where he’d been taking down and preserving large sheets of drywall.  He’d scored the edges of the remaining walls to break through the old drywall tape, and then he had taken out the room’s wall vents, electrical outlet covers, and switch plate covers.  Today he was removing the sheetrock from the remaining two walls.  So, with the drywall saw, a flat bar, and a roofing hammer, he went to work.

      Like everything else in the home, he sought to preserve the bulk of the materials.  That made demolition a much slower process.  Preserving what you had and making do with what you could was the way of the future, a truth he embraced early on and often.  When he realized he would have far more materials than he needed, rather than let everything go to waste, he’d been donating what he could to those finishing up their homes in Gator City, a.k.a. Gator’s property.

      Right about the time he had taken down the last drywall sheet, Colt heard the sounds of an approaching vehicle.  He stopped and listened, and then he relaxed.  It was the Jeep.  Outside, he saw Rowan and Hudson making their way up the driveway.  On the back of a long trailer was a large metal cistern.

      “Oh, hell yeah!” Colt said with a smile.  He met the two boys and the Jeep at the top of the driveway.

      Rowan got out with a huge grin and said, “We finally hit pay dirt.”

      “No kidding,” Colt said, looking over their prized possession.  “Where did you find this beauty?”

      “At the Chastain farm,” Hudson said, shaking Colt’s hand and answering for Rowan.  “We found it in the barn, and guess what?  They have two more water storage tanks, both fairly new and both rated at twenty-five-hundred-gallons a piece.”

      “Are they empty or do they have water in them?” he asked.

      “Empty,” Rowan said.

      Colt was beaming with excitement, but then he tempered himself thinking this might be too good to be true.  “What about Don and his wife?”

      “Hudson found them,” Rowan said sadly.

      “Mr. Chastain shot the dog, the kid, and his wife, and then he took his own life,” Hudson said as he started to undo the straps that were securing the cistern to the trailer.

      “You okay?” Colt asked the man, less buoyant.

      Hudson looked up at him for a second, almost like he needed to think about it.  Then he said, “I started doing body collection and disposal work with Garrity recently, so I guess I’m not that bothered, but I think maybe I’ve gone numb and just haven’t come out of it yet.”

      “We’re all a little numb, son,” Colt said.  “It’s a survival mechanism.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Rowan replied.

      “What about the horses?” Colt asked.  The Chastain Family Farm was a little bit of everything, including a place to stable horses.

      “We found Molly in the fields,” Rowan said.  “For a mare, she’s looking a bit thin, but Gator took her up to the house and promised to stable her.”

      “I didn’t know you guys had a stable up there,” Colt said.

      “Gator started building one a few days ago.  For now, there’s just a hitching post.  But now that the Chastain family has moved on, I’m thinking we can deconstruct their stable and rebuild some of it up at Gator City.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Colt said.  “When the gas finally goes bad, and there are no more gas preservation tablets to hold us over, we’re all going to be riding horses anyway.”

      “God willing,” Hudson said, exchanging a look with Rowan.  Before Colt could ask what they were hiding, the former Golden Gloves champ returned his attention to unstrapping the cistern.

      To Rowan, Colt asked, “Have you spoken to Constanza about coming down here when the barn extension is done?”

      “I mentioned it last night,” Rowan said.

      “And?”

      “You know Constanza.  She’s not her best around a ton of people, so I think we’ll probably take you up on the offer.  This means I’ll be helping out as much as I can as soon as we’ve got the rainwater catch systems in place here and up at Gator City.”

      “That would be great,” Colt said, relieved.

      “When are you and Leighton heading into town?” Hudson asked.  “It’s your turn to burn, right?”

      “Around noon,” Colt said with a frown.  “But there’s plenty to do until then.”

      “Well, if you think the cistern is good news,” Hudson said, “we’ve got something even better.  We found gas preservation tablets, gardening equipment, and—guess what…”

      “What?” Colt asked, the start of excitement filling him.

      “You’re going to love this,” Rowan said.

      “What?!” Colt asked.

      With a growing smile on his face, Hudson said, “We found an old-as-dirt tractor, a John Deere.”

      “Holy cow,” Colt said, breathless.  “Did you start it up, test it out?”

      Rowan’s smile held fast.  “It’s all good, Dad.  It works.”

      “Do you think you can get it up to Gator’s place?” Colt asked.

      “We’re going to try after we get the water tanks up here,” Hudson said.  “But if we can get the tractor up to Gator’s, man…that’s a game-changer.  We’ll go from Gator City to the United States of Gator.”

      Colt laughed then said, “Don’t forget me when you make it big up there.”

      The two men chuckled, then Hudson asked, “Who do you think will be in charge of feeding our country?”  With that, he gave Colt a conspiratorial wink.

      “I might want a nice vacation spot,” Colt said, testing the waters.  “Somewhere remote where me and the missus can go when we need to get away.  Now that I think of it, you should have Gator’s people get in contact with my people.”

      “We are your people,” Rowan laughed.

      A few minutes later, Hudson tapped the side of the metal cistern and said, “Alright, Colt.  Where do you want this baby?”

      He showed the boys where to drop the cistern, then he helped them position it exactly where he wanted it.  When they were done, he asked, “Are you guys picking up the other tanks today?”

      “We’re heading back now,” Rowan said.

      The two men got into the Jeep with Rowan at the wheel.  “We’ll be back up here with the other two tanks a little later,” Rowan said.

      “Great find, guys,” Colt said, beaming.  “Really.”

      With a sarcastic grin, Hudson said, “Enjoy the barbecue, Mr. McDaniel.”

      “Eat my ass, Mr. Croft,” he said back, eliciting a laugh.

      God, he hated burn days.
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        * * *

      

      When he was done with the morning’s work, Colt grabbed a towel and a bar of soap and tromped down to Vitaliy’s place.  He hadn’t moved back in, not after the HR forced him to rent it out, which Colt was grateful for.

      The abandoned property had a great hand-pump well that he used to fill a bucket with well water.  He walked around back where he removed his clothes and beat the drywall dust off of them.  When that was done, he dumped half the bucket of icy water on himself and soaped down the essentials.  He used the other half of the water to rinse off the soap.

      After a quick toweling off, he put his clothes back on, finger-combed his longish hair into place, and headed back home.  By the time he crested the driveway, he found Leighton waiting for him.

      “Ice bath at Vitaliy’s?” she asked.

      “How can you tell?” he asked.

      “Your scar is purple.”

      The nineteen-year-old had gassed up Gator’s four-wheeler and was wearing her backpack, the one filled with the appropriate PPE.

      “I got your belt,” she said.  She handed him his double-holster, complete with two pistols and two spare mags.

      He thanked her as he slipped it on.  “I’m going to go say goodbye to your mom, then we’ll get going.”

      She nodded toward the new addition, “When did you get the cistern?”

      “Rowan and Hudson just brought it by,” he said.  “Check it out.  I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Inside the barn, Faith asked, “Are you and Leighton leaving now?”

      “Yep, we’ll be back before dark,” Colt said.  Faith stopped what she was doing, gave him a hug and a kiss, then told him to be careful.  “There’s not much to worry about these days, not after Garrity and the hit squad ran through town.”

      “You can’t ever underestimate these creatures,” Faith warned, referring to the Hayseed Rebellion and small pockets of dissidents.  “The Hayseed Rebellion is like its own species of cockroaches in that they just keep coming back.”

      “Well, these particular cockroaches have been stepped on and kicked aside,” he said, kissing her again, “so don’t you worry about a thing.”

      What Colt didn’t tell her was that the HR was raising hell through Lexington’s outer neighborhoods and leaving a trail of bodies in their wake.  This was from a source inside the city, according to Garrity.  Colt had a hard time believing those idiots were still running hard.  Even if they were, there was no way they’d set foot in Nicholasville.

      What would be the point?
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      On their way into town, with Leighton on the back of the quad, Colt considered about a thousand things, only reminding himself to stay focused when a fox darted out in front of him as they approached US-27.  He braked hard, swung to the edge of a natural culvert, then pulled back on the road too fast, causing Leighton to tighten her grip around him.

      Leighton said, “Stay focused,” from behind him knowing he couldn’t respond back because she wouldn’t see his lips moving and she couldn’t hear.

      He shook his head.  She was right.  There were too many things going on inside his head and he needed to pay attention.

      When they got to the burn site, there was a huge pile of bodies.  More than normal.  He drew a breath on the approach.

      “There must be three hundred of them,” Leighton said as they pulled up, “possibly even four hundred.

      He nodded, letting her know he’d heard her.  It was a good thing she couldn’t see his face because, with each of these burns, the toll was getting harder and harder to take.  Like Marilyn, he had seen people he recognized, even a few he knew personally, which made the task so much less fun than it already was in the first place.

      He parked and both of them pulled off their helmets after they got off the quad.

      “Gonna be a long, hot afternoon,” Leighton said as she opened her backpack and started pulling out the personal protective equipment.  She had packed welder’s gloves and gas masks, as well as a few extra filters and some bottles of filtered and purified water.

      A few minutes later, Garrity pulled up in his old stripped-down Bronco.  From the back, he pulled several sprayer tanks full of gasoline and a full box of wood matches.

      “Thanks, Lance,” Colt said to his friend as he took the tanks.  “You heading out today?”

      “Yeah, yesterday we found a small community who offed themselves,” he said, his eyes teeming with grief.  “It wasn’t easy to look at that.  None of this is easy.”

      “How many?” Leighton asked, taking the matches.

      “About thirty of them from what I heard,” he said, shaking his head.

      “How did they go?”

      “Looks like the adults made the kids drink bleach and then they hung themselves,” Garrity said.  “They’ve been dead a few days, so it’s still pretty ripe.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Colt said.

      “I offered to help, but I’m starting to feel sick at the idea of it,” Garrity said, clearly conflicted.

      Colt narrowed his eyes.  He’d seen that look on men’s faces in war before.  That was the look of a guy who had seen too much and couldn’t see much more before his psyche fractured and he snapped.

      “You might need to take a personal day, brother.”

      “And do what?” Garrity asked, winding himself up a bit.  “I mean look around, Colt.  Look at all these bodies!  These were people, man!  Human beings just walking and talking and crapping and trying to fall in love with all this…this…dammit man.  DAMMIT!”

      “It’s, okay, Lance,” Colt said, trying to calm him down.  “You have to pace yourself.  Step away from all this for a minute.”

      “How do I do that?” he asked, his eyes wild, chest puffed out.  “It’ll only get worse if we take our foot off the gas.”

      “I don’t blame you for feeling this way,” Colt said.  “I couldn’t do that job.”

      “Are we just supposed to let them all rot?” he asked, tears now gathering in his eyes, his gaze on something, everything, nothing.  “What about civility?”

      “There’s nothing civilized about any of this,” Colt argued.  “But I get the point.  Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here.”

      “We all need something to do,” Garrity said, seemingly lost in his emotions.

      “We have more than enough to do,” Leighton replied, “but this is community work, and if we lose a sense of community, we’re all just savages.”

      Garrity nodded, then said, “Savage is right.”  He got in his Bronco and backed up, almost like the scene was bothering him more than normal.  With the window rolled down, he said, “I’ll see you guys later.  Thank you, Leighton, Colt.”

      The two of them nodded, then watched Garrity take off.

      “I feel so bad for him,” Leighton said.

      Yeah, he’s starting to crack, Colt thought.  There was no more painful sight than to watch a man lose his mind.

      Unwilling to dwell on things he couldn’t control, Colt said, “I’ll start gassing the far end of the pile, you do this side, then we’ll time the lighting just right.”

      Leighton nodded, then put on her gas mask and went to work spraying the bodies.  Colt did the same.  After a few minutes, when he emptied half of the tank, he signaled to Leighton that it was time.  She nodded and the two of them set the tanks aside.

      Together they lit the bodies, then stood back as the flames whooshed to life.  When the fire began to devour clothes, flesh, and hair, the two of them put on their welder’s gloves then worked the sprayers to keep the flames moving down the line of bodies.  The pile stretched over a hundred feet, one of the longest yet.

      “Stir sticks,” Leighton said.

      Colt grabbed the closet rod, one end sharpened to a point.  Together he and Leighton used their “stir sticks” to push open the pile, allowing oxygen into the crevices.  The fire thrived with the extra oxygen, working its way deeper into the stack, consuming everything it could.

      A few hours after he and Leighton started the burn, Colt saw a couple of old pickup trucks and a car coming down the road.  He set the sprayer down, took off the gloves, then unholstered his weapon.

      As quickly as he could, Colt grabbed a pea-sized pebble and tossed it over the pile, hitting Leighton in the chest.  She looked up and saw him pointing to the entourage.  She set the tank down, but by then it was too late to hide.

      The three-vehicle caravan cruised by, nearly a dozen men looking at them.  They were hard-looking men with ragged beards, long hair, and hungry eyes.  What they were hungry for, Colt could only guess.  Food, water, ammo…women?  Fortunately, Leighton left her mask on.  Unfortunately, her small stature and the obvious swell of her breasts were a dead giveaway to her gender.

      Colt kept his hand below the pile where these guys couldn’t see he was armed.  He kept the gas mask on as well, hoping this might deter them from stopping.  To his relief, the guys kept driving, and then they turned off on a side street which allowed both Colt and Leighton to breathe easy again.

      They had been seen, though.  That, in itself, was not good.

      The flames were constant and controlled, and the smoke billowed high into the sky.  The burn stack had been an obvious beacon.  Leighton and Colt walked around the stack, pulling off their masks and meeting outside the cloud of smoke.

      “What do you make of that?” Leighton asked.  She posed the question, then she lowered her eyes to his mouth and waited for his reply.

      “I think we haven’t seen the last of them,” he said, “so keep your eyes peeled.”

      “I agree,” she said.

      Without another word, she put on the gas mask and the gloves, then she walked back and picked up her stir stick.  She resumed her activities, a seasoned pro when it came to disposing of the dead by fire.

      An hour later, Colt pulled off his gloves, sat his stick down, then tossed a pebble at Leighton.  It bounced off her shoulder.  She looked up at him and he nodded to the left where the caravan of vehicles was back.

      He drew his gun and feigned innocence, but he kept the weapon out of sight, a round in the chamber.

      The lead truck rolled up on Leighton.  It was an ancient Dodge pickup that was running hard and filling the air with stinky exhaust.  With the window already down, he started talking to her.  When she didn’t respond, he motioned for her to take off her gas mask.

      She shook her head, then pointed at the body pile.  She turned to face them, prepared if she needed to be, but not as prepared as she and Colt should have been for this situation.

      Colt took his mask off so he could hear what they were saying.  For the moment, he could see Leighton’s right hand through the smoke.  She let her pointer-finger stick out a little longer than the others.  This was the signal—one finger for wait.

      He stood ready, breathless and trying to hear what the guys were saying.  The fire was crackling a bit too loud for him to make out what was being said.  Even worse, the smoke coming off the pile between them blocked some of the visibility.  He had to see what was going on because as tough as Leighton had become, tough wasn’t always tough enough.

      A moment later, the guy opened the door and got out.  Leighton’s pointer and middle fingers made a very quick, very definitive upside-down peace signal.

      Colt lifted his pistol and fired off two shots, hitting the passenger in the chest and neck.  Leighton hit the deck while Colt opened fire.  He hit the driver of the first vehicle in the side of the head after missing twice, then he shot the passenger in the second truck.  That idiot fired three times and missed all three times.  Colt shot him once, ducked down, then scampered down the pile where he popped back up and aimed for the driver of the second vehicle.  This jackass, however, ducked down and struggled to find a gear.  The third vehicle—an old Impala—smoked its rear tires as the driver tried to get the hell out of there.  Colt put two rounds in the windshield, but based on the movements of the car, it seemed he had missed the driver with both shots.

      He did a tactical reload, dropping the light mag, then popping in a fresh one.  He didn’t waste another round on these clowns, though.  Instead, he hurried around the other side of the pile to check on Leighton.  She was fine by the time he got to her.

      “Nice shooting,” she said.  She was already dragging one of the bodies forward.  “Help me get this dumbass on the pile.”

      “Just like that?” Colt asked.  “You don’t want to talk about what just happened?”

      “They’re gone now, so not particularly.”

      Shaking his head, he took the dead body under the armpits while she grabbed the man’s ankles.  Together they hurled the body onto the pyre.  They did the same with the driver and the other guys Colt had shot and killed.

      “I’ll pull the Dodge around back,” he said.

      Leighton tossed him a clean rag which he used to wipe some of the blood off the seat and steering wheel.  He started the rumbling beast, then pulled it around the side of a nearby building.

      “We should go,” he said.

      “Let’s stoke the fires first,” Leighton said.

      Whoever those maggots were would hear about the shootout soon enough.  How long before they returned with reinforcements?

      By the time they emptied the rest of the gas onto the pile, Garrity was back with a fresh stack of bodies and another sprayer full of gasoline.

      “And here I thought you were going to take some time off,” Colt said.

      The former lawman didn’t look well.  “My old man said some things to me before he kicked the bucket,” Garrity said in response.  “But it wasn’t how he died or what he said that stuck with me.  It was that he never complained, not once, not even when the pain was unbearable.  That was what moved me so much.  I shouldn’t have bitched like I did earlier today.”

      Colt said, “Well, I’ve got some news, but it’s not good news.”  Colt told his friend what had just happened.

      “Alright,” Garrity said, processing the information.  “Let’s get these bodies on the pile and then take off.  We can finish what doesn’t burn another day.”

      They tossed Garrity’s bodies onto the pile then sprayed the new additions with enough gas to get them cooking.

      “On second thought, why don’t you guys get out of here,” Garrity said.  “I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “And have those clowns come back with their buddies?” Colt asked.  “No man, we should go as soon as we can.”

      “I’ll head back home and grab the rifles,” Garrity said, his eyes still a little jittery.

      Leighton said, “I can stay with him, Dad.”

      Colt scoffed hard and said, “No, you’re taking the quad and heading straight home.  Garrity can drop me off later.  I’ll stay, if that’s alright with you, Lance.”

      The former sheriff nodded, then thanked Leighton.  To Colt, he said, “Alright buddy, let’s go.”

      “I can shoot too, Dad,” Leighton protested.

      Colt shook his head, firm.  “You don’t realize the bullet we just dodged back there.  That’s a problem, Leighton.  Go home.”

      Frowning, she handed him the PPE and he handed her one of his pistols.  She took it, then put on her helmet and fired up the quad.  Begrudgingly, she waved to him and Garrity before taking off.

      “You ready?” Garrity asked.

      “Let’s do it.”

      They drove straight to Garrity’s house, grabbed one of several confiscated M4s as well as Garrity’s 30.06 hunting rifle, a few spare mags, and a bunch of loose ammo.  After that, they left the house to head back out.

      “Where are you going, mister?” Garrity’s new girl asked from inside the house.  Willow McCoy, the woman with the silver Honda Pilot, was the first woman to show genuine interest in Garrity in years.  They had an instant connection, but they lost track of each other during the chaos.  With a bit of tenacity, Garrity tracked Willow down and from there the attraction bloomed.

      “I’m sorry, I thought you were laying down,” Garrity said.  “I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “I was putting Callum down for a nap, he’s been a bit fussy,” Willow said, her eyes flicking to Colt who was filthy and stunk like a bad mixture of smoke and rotting flesh.  “Hello Colt, how are you?”

      “Burn days,” he said with a smile.

      She nodded like that explained everything and then she gave Garrity a kiss on the lips.  She touched his cheek and said, “Make sure you come back.”

      “I will,” he said with a forced smile.

      “Bye, Colt,” she said.

      “I’ll see you later, Willow,” he said with a genuine smile.

      When they got in Garrity’s Bronco, Colt said, “What was that about?”

      “What?”

      “The forced smile.”

      “It’s too deep of a conversation right now.”

      “Give me the highlight reel.”

      “I met her when I felt halfway sane, but now…now I don’t know man.  I’m not putting my best foot forward for her the way she’s doing for me and that’s not fair to her.”

      “Go easy on yourself, Lance.  The world is falling apart lightning quick and the sights and sounds are like something out of The Walking Dead, minus the zombies, Negan, and your boyfriend, Daryl.”

      The statement seemed to catch him off guard.  Garrity started to laugh, the joke settling in and paying dividends.

      Lately, he and Garrity found themselves arguing over who made the show, Rick Grimes or Daryl Dixon.  Garrity had argued Daryl’s case more than a few times.

      When they got back to the burn pile, Garrity set up a sniper’s nest on a nearby rooftop and waited for any signs of trouble.

      Colt went back to spritzing the pile of bodies where the fire was burning low.  He moved the pile, stoked the fires, then watched the smooshed bodies hold the flame.

      He heard the first vehicles coming, giving himself enough time to both signal Garrity and prepare for war.  The cavalry moved in close enough to put him in range.

      Colt stood up and opened fire with the M4.  He walked his shots forward, peppering the windshields and seeing red blooms on the other side of the glass.

      When he ran the magazine dry, he did a fast reload, then hit the other cars.  Some of the guys were out of their rides by then, firing back.  Bullets started eating up the stacked bodies in front of him so Colt dropped back down and went for his last full magazine.

      From on high, Garrity opened fire, each bullet finding its target.  He heard car doors shutting and engines starting back up.

      Colt popped back up, saw five cars trying to get the hell out of there.  He broke cover and ran right at them, saving his rounds for when he was close enough to see the whites of their eyes.  Then, in the middle of the street, he stopped, aimed, and fired, hitting nothing but glass, sheet metal, and bodies.

      When the mag was dry, the survivors were gone.  He looked up at Garrity, who gave him a thumbs up.

      On the ground, not ten feet from Colt, lay a guy with a hole in his head.  The bullet entered his face just below the left eye.  It was a kill shot.  Another guy was sprawled out on the ground, a huge pool of blood forming around him.  He knew they’d smoked at least half a dozen guys, maybe more.  It felt good.

      With the remaining forces gone, Colt met Garrity back at the Bronco.  They grabbed a couple of 1911s from behind the seat, slid on their holsters, then headed back to take care of the bodies.

      “Nice shots,” Colt said, dragging a body to the fire.

      “I’m getting tired of this, Colt,” was all Garrity could say as he grabbed a body of his own.

      “I thought we rounded these clowns up already,” Garrity said, grabbing another body.  “Didn’t we get them all?”

      “Step on one bug, three more appear,” Colt replied.

      When they finished with the bodies, Garrity shook his head like he was truly disturbed.  “Did you and Leighton find any guns on the guys in the truck?” he asked about the guys who attacked him and Leighton.

      “Nothing worth mentioning,” he said.

      “What about in the bed?”

      Colt shook his head.

      “There’s a big tarp back there, something underneath.”

      “Really?” Colt asked.

      He followed Garrity back to the truck.  The lawman was first on the scene, so he jumped into the truck without hesitation.  He pulled the tarp aside, then groaned and backed away so abruptly, Colt had to keep the man from falling out of the bed.

      Lying side by side were two dead girls.

      Garrity growled, his eyes wet, his hands making claws of themselves.  Turning, he spat, then he looked back at the girls and barked, “They don’t even have their tits yet!”

      Colt shared the man’s disgust, his helpless rage.  Where Colt could channel his rage elsewhere, Garrity seemed to bathe in his emotions.

      “Are you alright?” Colt asked.

      “No man, I’m not alright!” Garrity said, looking away.  “These people…they’re monsters, Colt.  Monsters!”

      “They stopped being people back in 2020,” Colt said.

      Garrity could only shake his head in revulsion.

      “I feel sick thinking of tossing them on the pile,” Colt said.  “These are someone’s kids.  That has to count for something.”

      “Why do they have these girls here?” Garrity asked, frantic.  “What do you think they had planned for them?”

      Colt didn’t want to go there, but Garrity pushed it.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Colt said.

      “Then you know why this is so damn bothersome to me!” Garrity snapped.

      “Just because they have bodies doesn’t mean they’re eating bodies,” Colt said gently.

      Garrity shook his head once more, took a deep breath, then let it out.  “Let’s go put them on the fire, then I’ll take you home.”

      “I can drive if you want,” Colt offered.

      “I’m not a bad date,” Garrity said.  “I can get both of us home just fine.”

      Of all the things he’d done that day, having to look at the faces of those two dead girls was by far the worst.  Colt tried not to imagine their stories, but then again, he’d been trying to do the same for every other body he had burned that day.

      “Do you think their parents are still alive?” Garrity asked as they headed down 27.

      “I don’t know,” Colt said.  “But I’ve been wondering.”

      “Do they even know their girls are dead?” he asked.  “Were they forced to witness it?”

      “Stop torturing yourself, Lance.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “I know, it’s just…our minds weren’t built for this.”

      “I get your propensity to ask questions you don’t yet have the answers to, but in this day and age, we won’t get those answers.  A guy like you…you should know better than to let your mind wander off in that direction.”

      “I know,” he said with a heavy heart.

      If there was one thing Colt didn’t expect in the apocalypse, it was that there would not be answers to some of the most difficult questions.

      “It’s the questions that will drive you crazy,” Colt said.

      “Because they don’t have answers.”

      Colt nodded.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can be here,” Garrity said.

      “Nicholasville?”

      “No, Colt,” he said.  “Here.”

      “You can’t talk like that, Lance,” Colt said.

      “I can talk any damn way I want,” he replied, his face stern, his jaw flicking.
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      The Lexington HQ for the Hayseed Rebellion was big, but it needed to be bigger.  The barn was big, too, but it was already retrofitted to max capacity and full of guys from the days of Diesel Daley and Rhett Jensen.

      Now they were supposed to add more men?

      There was no way.

      Edric Jennings was never supposed to head up the HR, but he’d been left in charge when Rhett went to West Virginia and never came back.

      At first, Edric had to make small decisions—what supplies were needed, which parts of town the crews should hit, which guys worked well on which teams, and how many of them got guns versus other weapons.

      Once again, the infamous Ash Weylin wanted to bring his troops to Kentucky and double the outfit, maybe even triple it.

      Again, no way!

      If this was going to work—if they even had a chance at surviving the apocalypse—they would need more tents and more shovels and a better route to the nearest stream.  They would also need hunters.

      Then again, if they’d had any decent hunters among them, they wouldn’t be out there damn near starving in the first place.

      The second Edric started thinking about his army of degenerates—and they were a pack of reprobates—he started thinking about one gallon of water per person per day, the right amount of food needed for them to keep their strength up, how much toilet paper dozens of guys taking a dump one or more times per day would need.

      He kicked one of the spindles on the old porch railing.  The dried wood broke, which got him so pissed off he kicked another spindle, which also broke.

      Closing one nostril with his finger, he blew a spray of snot from his nose, then licked his lips and cursed this whole damn mess.

      With the new day upon him and fresh air in his lungs, he looked out over the lands and felt like leaving it all behind.  He had never wanted this much responsibility.  He only wanted the chance to live an equitable life.  Now that he was living it, he didn’t want it, for the reality of it all had no chance of living up to the hype that drove them in the first place.

      No one made any money, no one had any food, no one took a crap in a nicer toilet than the other person.  Black, white, brown, red, Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Agnostic, Satanist…all were equal.  No one owned anything, no one had job titles, and each guy had a fair chance at both dying and living.

      “This sucks,” he growled out into the morning air.

      It was colder than normal, but not too cold.  Looking out past the barn, he saw a sorry sight that really chapped his nuts.  Up on the hill in front of God and everyone, one of the idiots just dropped his trousers and prepared to print his morning constitution.

      He frowned, made a face, then thought, This definitely isn’t the equality I signed up for.

      Even though Edric had eaten half an hour ago, a deep, painful growling in his stomach intensified to the point of physical pain.  He tried to be positive, tried to think positive.  Like maybe one of those jackasses died overnight.  Would that be so bad?  Some of the men had already died, and more would die for sure.

      A few of the guys thought that was a bad thing, but Edric was starting to see it for what it was: he was hungry and the guys were hungry—there was a problem they could turn into a solution if only all of them could make the mental leap.

      Alongside the barn, there were about fifty garbage bags stacked in a row.  There were rats in that garbage.  The guys started hunting down the vermin because eating them was better than eating weeds in between the really good hauls.  But these were rats.  Rats that ate garbage.

      He saw the site and immediately got pissed.  Where did they get so much garbage?  It’s like these guys were trying to turn the Kentucky countryside into Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, or that now beautiful dump, Portland.

      If Ash and his men ever came to Kentucky and saw this, they were going to be so disappointed.

      Aside from the garbage, if Ash’s guys came, they’d need showers, beds with blankets and pillows, tents…oh my GOD there was too much to consider!

      He cracked his knuckles, going through each and every one of them.  He got the right pops from the right pushes and pulls.  The relief that came was instantaneous.

      In baseball, he used to pop his knuckles before he was up to bat, before he stole a base, right before trying to proposition a girl or a guy he was interested in.  Now he popped them because Rhett left him with this ever-growing problem for almost five months.  All because he beat Diesel Daley’s mother to death with a rotary phone.  To Rhett, Edric was the big problem-solver, the man with initiative, the guy not afraid to stand up and lead.

      Truthfully, he just wanted the old broad dead.

      Karmic payback.

      He really believed in karma.  Like maybe he’d done something to piss off the gods in a past life and this was the mile of crap he’d have to eat to make it all right.

      Equality.  What a joke!  They all had equality because they were all in hell.

      Back to the guy on the hill, the one who JUST took a dump and refused to bury it.  The same guy who was now using his hand and the grass to wipe his butt.

      “Freaking degenerate,” he mumbled.

      The guy dragged his butt down the grass like a dog with shit stuck to its fur, then he got up, pulled up his pants, and tromped down the hill heading right for Edric.

      Frowning, Edric decided to make his displeasure known.  But would he turn this moron around?  Make him a good little camper?  Who could say anymore?

      The criminal crapper moseyed up to the porch like there was nothing more that Edric wanted than the company of the morning load guy.

      “Hey, Edric,” he said.

      “Come here,” Edric said to the guy.

      The fuzzy redhead with the big nose and long fingers just waltzed up on the porch and stood before him.  He had a stupid grin on his face and maybe one functioning brain cell at best.  Edric hated the look of him.

      “I had this cat once,” Edric said.  “He was cute and fun and he liked to sleep on my lap when I watched TV.  He also rubbed against my shins while I shaved in the morning and he slept in bed with me.”

      “I had a cat once,” the guy beamed.

      Edric put up his hand to stop the man from speaking.  The ginger fell silent quickly.

      “Anyway, whenever my cat took a crap, he had this habit of pooping and running.  You know, most cats, they sit there in the litter box, maybe halfway out if they’re smart, and they bury their crap.  The smart ones push enough litter over it so they aren’t stepping on it later or letting it just sweat and stink up the whole house.  But my cat wasn’t like that.  He’d go into the litter box, do his business, then pop back out like it was nothing.  His litter box was his big unflushed toilet, this thing that stunk up the whole house.  He didn’t even understand what he’d done, what he was doing.  Can you imagine something like that?”

      “So that’s your story?” the ginger asked.

      “Shush,” Edric said.  “So when he was done crunching his morning grumpy, he was so happy he’d fall down on the floor and roll over from side to side, back and forth about four or five times, just so happy he was now running a little lighter.  Then, on his back, when he was done rolling around, he’d lick his paws and it was almost the cutest thing ever…until that smell hit.”

      “Wow,” the guy said, less enthusiastic than when he first came over.

      “The moral of the story is that when you take a dump, sometimes you don’t clean up after yourself and only others see it. Like that little smear of poop you left on the back of your pants.  Turn around, man, you’re like a special needs kid with that.”

      The guy turned around and that’s when Edric snaked his arm around the man’s neck and locked him in a chokehold, cutting off the blood supply to the man’s brain.

      “You want to take a crap in the morning,” he growled into the ginger’s ear as he lowered himself and the man to the porch, “you bring a freaking shovel!”

      The guy went limp; Edric dropped his unconscious body to the porch then looked up and inhaled the fresh morning air.

      “If there is an entity who wishes to guide me in this situation,” he said to the gods and devils as he opened up his soul to spiritual guests, “you have my permission and my blessing to use me as you see fit.”

      He felt things swirling around him, the constant push and pull of other souls competing for the body, trying to get in, working to successfully take him over.  These entities on the other side of the veil were like vultures, spiritually preying on the weak, sliding into the willing, just waiting to be a part of this thing called life with this pleasure called free will.

      The entity that inhabited him filled him with a creakiness in his back and a forward rage in his soul.  It was as if something large and hostile was stretching after centuries of slumber.  The first thing this creature who had overtaken Edric’s body did was look down at the ginger and grin.  Then he unzipped his pants, pulled out his worm, and released his urine.

      The splash hit the kid in the face, causing him to stir, to blink.  The thing inside him aimed Edric’s stream at the ginger’s eyes.  When the ginger finally woke, he made that open-mouthed surprise face, so the thing inside him aimed for that hole, too.

      A name floated into the creature’s mind, muddy at first, but then clear as day.  It was the ginger’s name.  Wally.

      “Wally, Wally, sitting in a tree, sucking down my garlic pee, one squirt in the mouth, two squirts in the eye…” Right then the creature’s mind drew a blank.  What the hell rhymes with eye…guy, lie, die?

      The groaning, cursing, coughing ginger rolled over, pushed himself into a seated position against a four-by-four post, then wiped his piss-wet hair out of his face and said, “What the hell, Edric?”

      “What’s the last thing you heard before getting choked out?” Edric asked him.

      “Shovel,” Wally said.

      “I’m assuming you know what this is about then, right?” Edric and the entity said together.

      Wally looked up the hill, hung his head in shame.  “I should bury my waste.”

      “Indeed you should.  Now get off my porch, go up to the spot of this morning’s infraction, and dig a hole like your dog would do if you even had a dog.  I want those turds buried at least six inches deep.  If the dirt is hard and your soft fingers get all raw and achy, then I want you to dig that hole with your motherfucking TEETH!”

      “Yes sir,” Wally said, scrambling backward to his feet.

      “And I don’t want to see your stupid face until you’re done, am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Wally said as he hurried off of the porch.

      “Good, get after it.”

      The ugly ginger hurried back up the hill and started doing exactly what he was told.  Then the entity left Edric, almost like cold leaving a stone.  He felt so small without the spirit’s help, so weak and alone, almost without direction.

      A man without direction is the same as idle hands, his father once said to him.  And if idle hands are the devil’s work, what do you suppose the devil would want of you?

      Chaos? little Edric had asked.

      His father smiled, nodding his head slowly and with pride.

      Chaos was his new god, and idle hands were the work of change agents, for the devil had mustered up an army of useless degenerate soldiers schooled in the ways of pimples, Red Bulls, hurt feelings, whining, and violence leveled on the innocents.

      This gathering of social lepers and unloved activists were the new captains of industry, the kind that—when reality finally inverted—had the power to bring the nation to its knees.  They were your garden variety nerds, your violent incels, the unwashed few too scared to shoot up a school but brave enough to make something of their otherwise worthless lives, something that held true to the guiding principles of his favorite cause…communism.  The god of chaos wanted equality for all, which meant it wanted nothing for all.

      He had pledged his undying loyalty to that dark god for so long, believing in the cause only to find himself standing on Diesel’s porch—his porch now—staring at puddled pee, thinking he should have cracked that kid’s neck and served him up for dinner.

      Snapping out of his morning funk, he watched more of the guys as they strolled out into the meadow, all of them with tired eyes, messed up hair, and camp shovels in hand.

      They all printed their morning constitutions, and as a team, they faithfully dug their holes and buried their crap.  Wally was still digging a hole with his hands.  Edric saw the ginger waving someone over.  Apparently, he wanted to borrow a shovel, but the guy with the shovel knew better.  He just shook his head and moved on.

      Grinding his teeth, Edric stalked inside, grabbed his rifle, then leveled it on Wally and watched.  Wally tried again to borrow someone’s shovel.

      Edric lined up the sights on the kid’s temple, fired what he thought was the perfect shot.  Unfortunately, he didn’t account for the weight of the morning air or the distance, so the bullet entered Wally’s jaw, rendering him useless, but not dead.  The ugly little waste of space just sat there on his knees, blood slopping out of his face, wavering like a weed in the wind.

      “Someone put him out of our misery!” Edric screamed at the top of his lungs.

      The guy who almost lent Wally his shovel turned said shovel around and smashed it into Wally’s head so hard, he fell over, hopefully dead.

      “All this violence,” he heard himself say, his voice low and thrilled.

      But that wasn’t him using his voice.  It was something else that had gotten into him, that same something that sometimes took over when he was pissed off.  The same something that wanted him to kill almost indiscriminately.  Was it so easy for the spirits to slide in and out of him anymore?  He had been calling on the demons for so long, they just seemed to know.

      Kill another, the voice said.

      Edric put the gun away and sternly said, “Just because you’re here doesn’t mean it’s time to play.”

      A few of the guys caught his attention, pointing to the road below.  Edric stepped off the porch, walked a few feet to clear the side of the house, then shaded his eyes and watched the two scouts coming up the driveway.

      The two men met Edric with failure all over their faces and fear in their eyes.

      “The people of Lexington are like animals right now,” one of the scouts said.  The man’s name escaped him, but it didn’t matter.  He kept talking.  “They’re hitting the last possible places, the ones you mapped out.  If we want to get in on the action, we have to move now and with force.”

      “So you’re calling the shots now?” Edric asked.

      “Not at all, sir.  Just giving you the lay of the land so you can decide what’s best.”

      He nodded his head, thought about it.  “Alright, go get some chow and meet with me afterward.”

      The two men headed up to the barn where the team leaders were rationing out what was left of the last haul of food, which wasn’t much.

      From the vantage point of the porch, Edric watched the men assemble for breakfast.  It must be hard to be that hungry with little or no hope for a meal.

      That was the future, though.

      The daylight hours passed quickly, but after an assessment of ammo and the realization that half of those losers still couldn’t fight in their best shape, he told himself he needed to rethink the plan.

      There was no plan, though.

      Unfortunately, he thought about this too hard and for too long—so long, in fact, that the before he knew it, the sun was setting low on the western horizon.

      Dinner wiped out the last of the food stores.  That’s when he came to terms with the fact that he could not host Ash Weylin and his army, if they ever came.  Right then, for some stupid irrational reason, he prayed Rhett would come back.  It had been five months, but stranger things had happened.

      Night cast its shadows and then its darkness upon the land.  He went to bed with an empty stomach and fear in his heart.

      This is your equality, a new voice said.  Rhett is not coming back.

      He lay in bed most of the night, tossing and turning, fighting the cold, trying to keep his toes from going numb.  As much as his body craved sleep, he could not still his restless mind.

      With barely any ammo, diminished food stores, limited water, and mouths to feed, the Hayseed Rebellion was done.  It was official.

      “Show me a way,” he finally asked the dark gods.

      Closing his eyes, surrendering his soul to whatever force might give him the best advice, he opened himself up, and then he let go.

      The soul that slithered into his body was black and oily with teeth that were sharp and white, save for the bits of red on the tips and the flesh still caught in its gums.  He couldn’t see the creature, of course, but he knew it existed, and he felt it exactly as it wanted to be felt.

      With this new passenger inside him, he knew what he needed to do.

      Just after midnight, Edric got out of bed, put on his clothes, then walked down to one of the tents.  With his knife, he gutted two of the guys, both of them skinny, low-energy, and unfit for the kind of duty he required.

      Moving as quietly as he could, he dragged the first body down to the street, laid it there, then backed up and sat down.  Nothing happened, so he went and got the second body, dragging it right next to the other.  Sitting back down, he pulled his knees to his chest, circled his arms around his shins, and prayed.  Still, nothing happened.

      “What now?” he asked out loud.

      He received no answers, which made him feel so alone.  Hugging himself to ward off the bitter cold, he realized the thing inside him only wanted to kill.

      Edric finally went to bed, waking just before sunrise, almost as if he were prompted by some otherworldly force.  Before the sun could slide over the horizon, he headed down to the street where the dead bodies lay.  Overhead, he saw five or six buzzards circling in the clear blue sky.  He backed away from the bodies and waited for the carrion birds to approach.

      He was hoping for something more substantial than a buzzard, but it was a black buzzard that hit the body first.

      Shaking his head in dismay, he unholstered his pistol and thought, How has it come to this, eating animals that eat dead animals?  No other opportunities had come along, but not all was lost.  At least he had two fewer mouths to feed.

      He took aim and shot the flying garbage can.  Grabbing the dead bird by the leg, he walked it up to camp, then he grabbed one of the last plastic bags and trudged down to the road again.  Overhead, the other buzzards circled, but they didn’t dare approach the bodies.  Not after seeing what a pissed-off Edric Jennings could do.

      Instead of heading back up to tell the guys all he could get them for breakfast was a pile of shit with wings, he began cutting up the men he’d killed the night before.

      He put the pieces of the bodies in the bag, then walked up to the barn, and dropped it at the base of the fire pit they used to cook their meals.  The men looked up at him, desperate and hopeful, so hungry it looked like someone had stretched gaunt skin over their bones and called them human.  They were barely human to begin with.  Soon they’d resemble zombies.

      “Bon appetite, gents.”

      Half the reason he’d even put so much human meat in the bag was to cut down on the stink of the buzzard meat.  Eating that bird was like eating chewy, dogshit-flavored chicken.  Mixed with cuts of human meat, one could almost call it a meal.

      His friend Paul walked up and saw the camp chef preparing the day’s stew.  He looked at the meat inside the bag, then pulled back and said, “Is that a tattoo on one of those cuts?”

      “It’s finally come to this, Paul,” Edric said.

      “We knew it would,” Paul said sadly.

      Before Edric could walk off, Paul looked up at him and said, “Well, on the plus side, I guess something’s better than nothing.”

      “Keep that in mind when you try to hold it all down tonight.”

      When he got to the front porch, Edric heard the sounds of many cars.  He stepped off the porch and walked out into the yard where he had a better view of the road below.

      One of his spotters came running up the hill, almost out of breath.  “I think it’s Ash Weylin.”

      “How can you tell?” Edric asked.

      “Someone cut his eye out in prison, right?” the kid asked.

      Edric said, “I don’t know that it was in prison, but I know the guy has only one eye.”

      “Yeah, well, this guy has got a nasty divot where an eye should be.”

      “He’s not wearing a patch?” Edric asked.

      The spotter shook his head, spooked.

      “Really?”

      “I thought when he didn’t show up the first time we wouldn’t have to deal with him,” the spotter said, knowing Ash’s reputation.

      Edric took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then frowned.  “Fetch this cocksucker the first bowl of buzzard stew.  Let’s show him how dire things are around here.”

      The kid was about to leave when Edric stopped him.

      “Have you seen Sal and the others?” he asked.

      The spotter said, “He and Anthony took their crews to Nicholasville a few hours back.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Lexington’s dead, man,” he said.  “Seriously, it’s dead, dry, and depleted.”

      Shaking his head, Edric thought, How can this get any worse?
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      Ash Weylin and his crew rolled in like a mob in force.  There were a hundred of them, easy.  Ash parked his car, got out, then summoned his entourage.

      Edric felt sick to his stomach.  He and the Lexington HQ of the Hayseed Rebellion had been forced to eat their own and now there were a hundred more mouths to feed.

      Forcing a smile, he met the one-eyed man with a hearty handshake and said, “We just prepared a fresh stew.”

      Ash merely smiled at him, looking all around his body, almost like he was mapping the perimeter of his flesh.  Edric tried not to look at the bumpy, mottled flesh that once held an eye.  That proved to be impossible, though.

      “You have a troubled aura, my friend,” Ash said.

      “Tough times, I’m afraid.”

      The guy had big teeth, a patchy beard, and cold, inquisitive eyes.  But the expression he wore was one of good tidings and cheer.

      Why was he so damn happy?

      He slowly moved forward, opened his arms wide, then embraced Edric.

      “You need some of what I have,” he said.  Leaning back, still holding him, he brushed Edric’s bangs out of his eyes and said, “You’re too handsome to be hiding this face.”

      Dick to dick and creeping Edric out, Ash then turned and snapped his fingers, bringing a girl forward.

      “They say that when you make love to a person,” Ash said, finally letting go of Edric, “you take some of their soul’s wisdom with you.  Now that we can bed whomever we like, young Edric, how many men and women have you bedded?”

      “No men, that I can tell you.”

      “Women?”

      “These days, I find it better to eat them rather than make love to them.”

      He put his arm around Edric and said, “Ah, that is where you have missed an opportunity.  I do both.  Look at Elena here.  She is barely twenty-two and has her whole life ahead of her.”

      Elena was a vacant soul, beaten and pale.

      “We can’t feed you much, Ash, but what we have, you are more than welcome to partake of.”

      “That’s okay,” he said, snapping his fingers twice.  “Elena is our offering to you.  Aside from her, we brought our own food.”

      And with that, several car doors opened, as did the back of a horse trailer.  Women and men, all around Elena’s age, walked forward, most of them beaten or restrained to some degree.

      “This will be adequate for my men for a while,” Ash said.

      “You’re eating…them?” Edric asked.

      Just then, the spotter Edric had sent for stew came back with a bowl for Ash.  Edric closed his eyes, having forgotten that he’d asked that of the boy.

      “A gift to celebrate your arrival, sir,” the boy said, handing Ash the bowl of stew.

      Ash smelled it, pulled back sharply, then curled his nose.  With a dirty finger, he pushed a rancid piece of bird meat aside and saw a small chunk of human meat.  There was part of a tattoo on the skin.

      “Is that…writing on the meat?” Ash asked, looking up at him with that one eye.

      Edric didn’t want the man around, and he certainly didn’t want his guests eating fresh meat while his men were forced to eat buzzard meat and the worst parts of each other.

      “Do you remember when we got birthday cake as kids?” Edric asked, swallowing hard.  Ash nodded, seemingly curious as to where this was going.  “I always wanted the slice of cake that had writing on it.  It seemed more important, better.  I offer you only the best cuts.”

      “This smells like fart soup mixed with rotten meat.  Is that…buzzard?”

      “Black buzzard.”

      “This, my friend, is an atrocious stew.”

      He handed Edric the bowl, which he handed back to the boy.

      “We’re not holding up well here, I’m afraid.  I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but when you were coming five months ago, we were well provisioned.  Now we’re eating our own.”

      “Bring me two young boys!” Ash turned and called out.

      Someone rushed a couple of teenagers forward, the boys looking scared, so mentally exhausted from the fear they could barely keep their legs under them as they were pushed forward by impatient hands.

      Ash turned to the boys and said, “You know you were loved, yes?”

      They both nodded.

      “You know how much we value you, do you not?”

      “We do,” they said together.

      “Tonight you will feed us and sustain us, both of you giving energy and life to the men here, and to our lovely new hosts.”

      The boys looked up at Edric who knew how to run a tight ship, but this was insane.

      “I want you to know that I personally love you, even if I didn’t say it enough,” Ash said to the two boys.  “Have you felt my love on a spiritual level?”

      “We have,” both boys said in unison.

      “Come here,” he said, opening his arms.  Both boys walked into his arms and he hugged them tightly, really smiling big, his eye almost sad.

      “What did you boil this fart soup in?” Ash asked politely.

      “A large cauldron on a tripod,” Edric said.  “We cooked it over a fire.”

      “Take these two beautiful souls to the cauldron and make us a proper meal,” he said to his assistant.  To the boys he said, “Now you two go with them, and know that the life you lived will now live within us, making you nearly eternal.”

      When they left, Ash wiped a tear from his eye and said, “I always wanted a cow as a pet.  I thought I could talk to it, give it a good life, really make sure its soul burned bright with the love of an owner who truly cared.”

      “You wanted a cow for a pet?” Edric asked.

      “Yes, but then I wanted to kill it, cook it, and eat it, so I could get all that love back to me.  Do you feel loved, Edric?” he asked.

      “No,” he said.

      “Elena will make you feel loved.”

      “I thought you offered her up for dinner,” he said, looking at Elena, who seemed oddly unmoved by Ash’s interaction with the boys.

      “Yes, but if you fill her with love, and then you eat her, and your men eat her, she will be love eternal.  It would be your blessing and your gift.”

      “When we crap her out in the bushes, will the worms feel that love, too?” Edric asked.

      Ash worked a little harder to hold that smile.

      “I like to think so,” he said.  “Then perhaps we dig up those worms, use them to catch a fish.  That fish then eats the worm, we eat the fish, and love fills us all.  Elena here is eternal.  Everything we give her, she gives back to us.”

      He snapped his fingers and one of the men handed him a small spritz bottle.  He handed it to Edric and said, “It’s for her crotch.”

      He took it, sniffed it.  It smelled good.

      “What is it?”

      “This is rosewater,” Ash said.  “Spritz some on yourself, too.  You probably smell unsavory.  Remember, you will be her treat, but she will be yours as well.”

      Edric looked at Elena, who looked back at him.

      She had no expression at all.

      “Go on, Elena.  Be hospitable while we meet the others.  Perhaps when you are done, Edric can have some of his buzzard stew before eating the boys.”

      Edric swallowed hard, then looked at Elena and wondered what she looked like under her garments.  He then looked at the rosewater, gave a small spritz, and walked into it.

      “That is for your crotch and hers, Edric,” Ash said firmly.  “Do not waste it on the air.”

      Edric nodded, then said, “Elena, would you care to join me in the house?”

      “I’d love to,” she said, perking up.

      Inside, he went to the bedroom, trying to work himself up for this.  Elena looked like one of his sister’s friends he had a crush on way back in the day.  Susan Berkshire.  He had liked Susan but she didn’t like him.  That always bothered him, made him feel less than.  But now that he had a chance to redeem himself, he wanted to imagine Elena as Susan.  He wanted to feel that, at last, he was a wanted man.

      “Elena, may I call you Susan?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      He went to her, slowly removed her garments, watched her eyes for signs of fear, apprehension, disgust.

      Edric had been with a few women in his life, most of whom he had paid to be with him.  Any john knew that paying for sex was you paying the woman to pretend she wanted you.  They also knew that all the affection that came from such a transaction was just the woman trying to get the guy to come quicker so he’d pay her and be on his way.  Was Elena any different?  Would she really be able to be his Susan?

      “I want to look at you,” he said.  “Lift your arms, just to your sides, let me…oh, yeah.  Wow.”

      He tried to sound pleased, but the girl had been beaten regularly as evidenced by both the old scars, the fresh scars, and those scars in between—the ones that were still healing.  Her pale, skinny body hurt his soul to look at.

      “Turn around,” he said, a small hitch in his throat.

      When she turned, he saw that her butt had been spanked repeatedly, that handprints had become red marks deeper in the flesh.  This didn’t bother him as much as her spine bothered him.  All the little nobs were rubbed raw and bruised as if she’d taken a rough pounding in the missionary position while laying on concrete or hardwood floor.

      She turned back around and he saw a housefly walking around in her overgrown bush; it was flicking its wings and rubbing its…whatever, together—hands, legs?—the same as any other housefly about to go looking to explore something pungent.

      Edric swallowed hard, then held up the rosewater spray and said, “How many spritzes?”

      “Just one for me and one for you,” she said.  “Ash is very clear.  This nectar is not for wasting.”

      “Does it hurt?” he asked.  “Like, you know, burn or make you itch or anything?”  He was asking for himself, but she seemed to think he was concerned for her.

      “It feels nice.”

      “Come here,” he said.  She walked over.  He spritzed her once, looked up at her, then spritzed her again.  She started to panic.  “Relax, I gave you my spritz.”

      “What about…you?”

      “Tell me, Susan, what do you like your men to do to you?”

      “I like what you like,” she said, sliding into character.  Edric could tell she didn’t like any of it.

      “What if I like what you like?” he asked.  “What would you say then?”

      “I don’t know what I like.”

      Looking at Elena’s pubic hair, focusing on the fly as it struggled to cleanse its wings of the rosewater spritz, he thought he wanted to do something nice for Elena, something she would appreciate.

      “Think of something,” he said.  “Something truly special.”

      “If you could give me anything,” Elena said with sadness in her eyes, “if you could do for me what I want—”

      “Yes?”

      “I would ask that you kill me quickly.”

      “Kill you?” he asked.

      “I don’t want Ash’s blessing, that terrifying reminder that I’m going to feed his men, that my love will be their love, your love, the worm’s and the fish’s love.”

      “I…I was supposed to…I thought…”

      “Let me see your dick,” she said.  He didn’t react quickly enough.  “Pull it out, let me see it.”

      “It’s kind of shy right now.”

      “I’ve seen so many dicks, I don’t care if it’s full-staff, half-staff, or a little baby mushroom head stuck in the weeds.  Just pull it out.”

      He did, and it was not showing well.  “I’m a grower not a shower?”

      “That’s what a lot of guys with small dicks say.”  She leaned forward, sniffed it, then turned away.

      “I can’t believe you wasted the second spritz on me.”

      “So now you don’t want—?”

      “I told you what I want, Edric.  I want you to kill me before he tells me how wonderful it will be to be eaten by all of them and all of you.”

      He started to pull his pants up when she stole the spray from him.  She spritzed him three times, then said, “You should at least get something out of this.”  Then she sprayed herself all over, took a whiff, and said, “I’m ready.”

      He went over to the dresser, pulled out his knife, then said, “Where?  Like, how?”

      “The fastest way possible,” she said, breathing heavy, alive for the first time.

      He dropped down in front of her, saw too much of the struggling fly, then sliced open the inside of her right thigh, cutting deep enough to nick the femoral artery.

      She grabbed him and he helped lower her to the floor.  She was biting her lips, her voice shaking with pain.  He lay her down and sliced open her other leg, causing her to cry out again.

      It always amazed him how the cries of good sex and death often sounded the same.  Big tears started to roll out of Elena’s eyes even as she lost color in her face.

      “You’re finally leaving this place,” he said, comforting her.  She nodded.  “And those people…Ash…you’re leaving him, too.  You’re leaving all of them.”

      “They’re going to eat me,” she whispered.

      He nodded.

      She was fading fast.

      “You’re going to eat me, too,” she said.

      He nodded again.

      “Try to get a slice of my cheek.  I always took care of my skin before this.”

      “I will,” he said.

      “Thank you, Edric.”  Her head lolled to the side, her voice so tired-sounding it became a thick slur.

      “God or the devil will care for you now,” Edric said, “and this place will be worsened by the loss of you.”

      “You’re a good person,” she said right before she died.

      “If only that were true,” he replied.
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      The cool morning air was peaceful and fresh, the remnants of night fading fast to the rising sun.  Hudson walked outside and checked the vegetable gardens.  He pulled a few of the bigger aphids off of the lettuce, a couple of smaller tomato worms off of the Early Birds, and then he spotted a ladybug and told her that she was the god of the garden and to feast away.

      He stood and stretched, thinking that all the time and energy everyone had put into Gator City was finally paying off.

      The members of the new community built the many grow boxes, several small houses, and a thriving chicken coop, plus they helped install a gravity-fed water tower that was now providing water to all of the homes as well as the grow boxes, the fruit trees, and the in-ground gardens.

      He walked from box to box checking the soil and moisture levels.  He also pulled a few new weeds and inspected the leaves as well as the growing vegetables.

      After that, he headed to the chicken coop to say hello to the ladies.  The early-morning clucking was a pleasant sound, better than a cup of coffee, and too reassuring for words.  The chicken coop, the garden, the water stores…all of this and more made up their new long-term life insurance policy.

      Behind him, he heard a door open and then shut, and then he heard the sounds of scampering feet headed his way.  He knew exactly who he was going to see before he even laid eyes on him.

      “Morning, Buck,” Hudson said.

      “Good morning, Hudson,” Buck said in return.  “Are we still going hunting?”

      “Hell yes, we are,” he said, turning around.  “Do you want to get Adi out of bed while I see about Molly?”

      Without a word, Buck took off running for Adi’s place.  The boys had been begging Hudson and Gator to take them hunting for weeks now.  Just after Hudson started brushing the mare, Buck dragged Adi out of the house, the older boy looking less awake than Buck.

      At least they were both dressed and ready to go.

      He rubbed Molly’s nose, something the horse loved, then popped his head into Leighton’s cabin to see if she was awake.  She was asleep so he gave a light tap on the floor.  She rolled over in bed and looked at him.  The girl was bleary eyed and not yet awake, but even then, she looked every bit as beautiful as the day he met her.

      “I’m taking Buck hunting,” he said.  “You still okay with that?”

      She nodded, then said, “Be careful.”

      Just then Buck pushed past him, gave Leighton a kiss on the cheek and a hug, and said, “Hudson is taking me, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Thank you!”

      Leighton watched him leave, then looked up at Hudson and said, “Where’s my kiss?”

      He smiled like she was kidding and it was cute, but she held his eye long enough to tell him something different.

      “For real?” he asked.

      “On the cheek only,” she said.  “I might have dragon breath, which would likely make for an unfortunate first kiss.”

      He went and kissed her, a first for his lips; her skin was fresh, clean.  Then he stood and said, “Definitely dragon breath.”

      She laughed, smacked his leg, and said, “Bring the kid back in one piece.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He got his rifle, a half box of rounds, and his hunting knife.

      “Let’s go boys,” he called out.  By that time, Gator had wandered out and was getting ready to lay the morning fire.

      “You’re going hunting today?” Gator asked.

      Hudson had wanted him to go, but the man put in too many hours of work to begin with, and now that he and Trixie were the Gator City power couple, he knew better than to push the man.  He’d already been generous enough to let them create this place.

      “It can be tomorrow, too,” Hudson said.  “You just say the word.”

      “Between freezing my nuts off or letting Trixie keep them warm, I’m choosing Trixie.  I’ll head out with them this week, though.  I promise.”

      Walking toward the hillside, Hudson said, “Whenever you’re ready, you can take the boys out and I’ll let Trixie keep me warm.”

      The two of them laughed, but the second he turned around, something hard drilled Hudson in the back.  He turned and saw a grape-sized rock on the ground.  Looking up, he saw a grinning Gator.

      “Are you kidding me?!” he said.

      Hudson picked it up and zinged it back, hitting Gator inside the thigh.  The man started hopping up and down and growling like a dog.

      When Gator bent down and picked up another rock, Hudson turned and started running.  Adi and Buck saw him barreling down on them and got wide-eyed.

      “Run boys!” Hudson screamed.  “We’re being stalked by an Ali-Gator!”  A big rock thudded next to him, rolling forward.

      Behind them, Gator screamed, “Run bitches, run!”

      The three of them laughed at the morning assault, but more and more, it felt to Hudson like he and Gator could be brothers.  He would take a bullet for the man, just as he felt Gator would do for him.  For whatever reason, Gator had the uncanny ability to bring out the best in people.

      When Kenley asked Gator and Hudson if it was smart teaching the boys to hunt so soon, Hudson said, “My old man taught me to hunt when I was in diapers.  I bagged my first buck before I even started walking.”

      He’d hoped to at least get a laugh, but what he got was Kenley looking at him like he didn’t get it.  Even now, he hated the memory of that look.

      “What do you boys want to shoot first?” Hudson asked as they walked in between the trees on their way down the grassy hillside.

      “Rabbit!” Adi said.

      “A bear!” Buck said even louder.

      While they hunted for rabbit and bear, Hudson found himself thinking of his own life, and the hunt he’d been on for so long.  It wasn’t an animal he wanted.  What he had been trying for most those last few months was to be with Kenley.  The fiery redhead had gone from a lethal force back in Silver Grove to someone who was quiet, reserved, and completely shut off.  She was still mourning her father, and maybe even the death of her friend and long-time crush, Niles Bennington.

      The way the boys wanted that rabbit and that bear was the way he had first wanted Kenley, but the woman was so hot and cold he couldn’t seem to find an even-footing.

      And then Leighton asked for a kiss...

      If Kenley learned about the kiss—even one as innocent as a peck on the cheek—would that give her yet another reason to stay closed-down?  He had seen the woman’s jealousies flare only once.  It wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t brutal either, it was…he wasn’t sure, interesting?

      For whatever reason, Kenley was always hating on Leighton’s college roommate, Chandra.  The Californian had taken to the group rather well for being such an outsider.  She was now super friendly and was loved by almost everyone.

      “Do you see those tits?” Kenley had asked one night.  Of course, he had.  Who hadn’t?  He didn’t say that, though, because there was so much disgust in Kenley’s voice, Hudson didn’t know what to say.  Then she groaned and said, “God, I wish I had her body.”

      “Well, I wish I had yours, but you keep acting like you need another month, and then another month, and then another month...”

      “If we have sex, you will want things from me that I can’t give you,” she said.

      He couldn’t argue her point.  In the apocalypse, however, there were fewer and fewer chances at love.  Was he wasting his chance on her?

      “I was thinking of hooking up with Chandra,” he finally said.  He wasn’t, but he wanted to see what she’d say.

      “I was, too,” Kenley said.  “And I’m not even a lesbian.”

      “You should become one,” he teased.  “I think you’d be great.  You could be the mean one, the one who looks at guys like they are parasites…”

      She laughed and said, “I’d be a lipstick lesbian.  We’d both be hot and we’d both treat men just fine, stringing them along, making them feel like we’d do them if only we were into dicks, which we wouldn’t be.”

      “You’re into dicks, aren’t you?” he asked, suddenly thinking he’d been wrong about her, that she’d hidden herself too well.

      “Of course, I am.  I’d still do Chandra, though.  She’s super hot, and she’s from California, so it would be like having sex with a loaded gun.”

      He laughed, then he said, “Why do you keep denying me the love I want?”

      That was when the reality of her pain first reared its ugly head.

      “Because I can’t get that image of my dad in the grave out of my head,” she said in a faraway voice.  “And I can’t stop seeing Niles getting hit in the street.”

      Her shoulders had started to shake and her face melted with emotion.  Instead of letting him hold her, she walked to her bed and sat down.  Her body folded forward at the shoulders, and then—when she laid down and rolled onto her side—she curled into a fetal position and began to cry.

      It was like that sometimes, and in those times, he told himself that he would stay with her, that even if she didn’t give him what he needed, in the end maybe it would be enough.  But then his crush started to fade, and with this morning kiss with Leighton, he started to think maybe it was time to make that fated break.

      Behind them, he heard a ruckus of barking and noise, like something ferocious was bowling over weeds, foliage, and saplings to get to them.  Snapping out of his reverie, he turned and held out his arms for the bounding, ear-flopping hound dog.

      “Roscoe!” Adi turned and said, overjoyed.

      The German boy Marley had rescued in D.C. got down on all fours and let the dog lick his face.  The hound then fell over on its back and looked up while both boys scratched his tummy.

      “Alright prima donna, time to get up and be a man hunting with men,” Hudson said, very official.  “Are you ready for that?”

      Roscoe barked once, flipped over, then got up.  He let his tongue fall out of his mouth, telling Hudson he was ready to go.

      “That means no more noise from the cheap seats,” Hudson said, pointing at the dog.  “You’re going to scare away the game.  And then what?”

      “We’ll be having Roscoe stew,” Buck joked.  Roscoe started to growl, but then Buck dropped down and scratched his ears.  “I’m kidding boy!  We’d never eat you!”

      “Maybe I’d eat those ears,” Hudson joked, making Adi squeal.  “What?  With a little salt and a little heat, it would be like eating potato chips.”

      “Ew!” both boys cried.

      Roscoe trotted toward Hudson, looked up at him, then lifted his leg and let out a squirt on Hudson’s shoe just to show him who was boss.

      “With that out of your system, onward and downward!” Hudson said, looking down into the small run of wilderness that separated Gator City from the rest of civilization.

      They continued down the heavily-forested hillside, waited and listened, then kept on going.  After an hour of hunting around, Hudson heard a rabbit, saw its ears, and dreamed of rabbit stew.

      The minute he put the animal in his sights, he heard some noise farther down the hill as far as the road below.  This was human noise.  The rabbit ran off, but now there was a new hunt on.

      “Get down, get down,” Hudson said, motioning for them all to drop down.

      The boys lay in the brush with him, along with Roscoe, who was panting and putting out either bad breath or some unpleasant gas.

      “Roscoe, please,” he said.

      The hound pulled its tongue in, going into stealth mode.

      Through his rifle’s scope, Hudson moved through the thicket of trees until he saw the road just beyond them.  That’s when he saw the man.  This odd fellow was whistling a tune as he walked.  It was a pleasant tune, but he was not a nice-looking man.

      “You remember when Leighton told you to do everything I asked you to do without question?” Hudson asked over his shoulder.

      “Yes,” Buck said.

      “Do everything I tell you from this point forward,” he whispered.  “You, too, Adi.”

      “Yes sir,” Adi said.

      “Roscoe,” he said, looking at the dog, “not a word.”

      The basset hound gave a low growl, then turned his attention to the road.

      Hudson put the man in his sights and slid his finger over the trigger.

      “Are you going to shoot him?” Adi whispered.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” he said.  “Remember when we walk softly to track our prey?”

      The boys nodded their heads.

      “Be like that.”

      The four of them crept through the woods, watching the sticks and branches that lay in their path.  Finally, he handed the rifle to Adi and said, “You got it?”

      “Yes sir,” he said.  Adelard Schmidt was not only polite, but he’d been learning to shoot lately, more from Gator than Hudson.

      “Don’t pull that trigger unless I tell you to,” he whispered.

      The ten-year-old nodded.

      Hudson broke out his binoculars and started to track the man as he started up the hill to Gator City.  That was when he heard another noise.  Turning the binos, he glassed the road below.  There, he saw another man sniffing around, this one looking very different than the one in the lead.  Were they together, or was one tracking the other?

      “Oh, boy,” he said.

      He looked down at the boys who were looking back up at him.  Even Roscoe seemed unsure, and he was sure about everything these days.  Seeing the potential for bad things to unfold, he pulled Adi close.

      “Okay, little man, it’s time to find your balls,” he said.  Adi was all ears.  “I want you, Buck, and Roscoe to move quietly up the hill, tracking that man.  When he rounds the last curve, you make sure you’re far enough away and tell him to stop.”

      “Just tell him?” Adi asked.

      “Tell him with the gun,” Hudson said.  “Point it, tell him you’ll shoot him if he moves, and if he moves anyway, you shoot him in the chest  Got it?”

      Adi nodded his head, then looked down and said, “Got it.  Buck, Roscoe, let’s go.”

      When the three of them started up the hill, Hudson started down toward the road.  He removed his .45 and made sure he popped the safety strap on his leather sheath in case he needed his knife.

      Hudson had been hunting those woods for the last five months, learning everything about them, especially how to move through them in relative silence.  So when he popped out on the road with his loaded .45, the man-child in question stopped cold, a shock of fright in his eyes.

      “Name, rank, and serial number,” Hudson said.

      “I…I’m not in the Army?” he said, his eyes tweaking a bit.

      “Is that a question?”

      “I’m not a soldier,” he said, firmly.

      “Oh yes, you are,” Hudson snapped back.  “But for who, I wonder.”

      He made the mistake of turning his eyes to Hudson.  That’s when Hudson knew exactly what he was.

      He raised the weapon, aimed it at his face, slid his finger over the trigger, and said, “Get down on your belly, hands away from your body, legs spread wide.”

      “I didn’t do nothing, man,” he said, starting to comply.

      Hudson shot forward and threw a roundhouse kick in the kid’s stomach.  The kid let out an oof as he bent over and dropped to his knees.

      “Face-down, arms out, legs spread,” Hudson said again.  “If you don’t do what I say inside of five seconds flat, I’m going to put a round in your skull and leave you here for the buzzards.”

      The twenty-something tweaker finally complied.

      Every time he saw one of those soulless twats, those useless freaking maggots, Hudson’s skin broke into goosebumps.  It was like looking into the eyes of a demon, something rotten and foul, a creature who would build its nest over the decomposing bodies of others.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      “I was just walking.”

      Hudson put his gun away, then pulled out his knife and cut off the man’s ear.  The bleeding, screaming, nightmare this kid became wasn’t going to sway Hudson in the slightest.  He knew what he saw.  The demons sat just inside his eyes.

      “Tell me why you’re here or I’m going to take the other ear.”

      That’s when he spilled the beans.

      When he had what he wanted from the kid, he slit his throat, then rolled him off the road and headed back up to the boys.  He was halfway up the hillside when a gunshot rang out.

      Adi!

      He left all his cares of silence behind, charging up through the trees and hillside brush with the .45 out and his heart kicking like a mule.  When he got to the top of the hill, he saw Adi with the gun pointed at the man—a very scared-looking man on his knees in the dirt.

      “Your boy said he’d kill me,” the guy said, head down.

      “Did you say that?” he asked Adi.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He turned to the man and said, “Good.  I just wanted to make sure he did what he was told.”

      “I did,” Adi said, the gun still aimed at the stranger.

      “I’ll take that now,” he said, taking the .22 from the ten-year-old.

      “Were you aware you were being followed?” Hudson asked.

      The man seemed to startle even further.  Hudson watched him very closely, monitoring the hell out of his response.

      “No,” he said.  “What…what happened to—”

      “He’s going to be a vulture stew in a few days.  Get on your feet.  If you have any weapons on your person, it’d be best if you said so now.”

      “No,” he said.  “No weapons.”

      Hudson slung the rifle over his back, made sure the man saw his .45, then withdrew his knife.  “Man was born with an inherent sense of self-preservation.  I used to think that was limited to the individual, but it’s not.  We as a species are especially violent, but given the choice to die out as a species or to preserve and repopulate, we will choose to live on.”

      “That’s a fine bit of philosophy, son,” the man said.

      Hudson continued.  “When I look at you, I see one more chance to rebuild the species, but what happens if you’re gone, leaving us with one less opportunity?  Do you know how, as a human, that makes me feel?”

      “I don’t know,” the man said.

      “It makes me feel nothing,” Hudson said.  “No offense to you, friend, but that guy following you was part of the problem we as patriotic Americans have encountered.  He was Hayseed Rebellion.  Now you were either walking with him or ahead of him, and no matter the case, none of this seems like a coincidence to me.”

      “Coincidences happen,” he said, starting to look nervous.

      “No, they don’t.”  Hudson eyed him for a long time.  “How old are you?”

      “Forty-three,” the man said.

      Using the knife as a pointer, he said, “How’d you lose that eye?”

      “I’m afraid it was cut from the socket in an altercation,” he said.  “I wanted to keep my eye and the home I was protecting, but the men who did this felt I should lose both.”

      Hudson wasn’t sure if the man was telling the truth or not.  He couldn’t quite tell.

      “I’m Ash,” the man finally said.  “Ash Weylin, and mister, I’m pretty scared right now.”

      “Of what?” Hudson asked.

      “Everything,” he said, his one eye tearing up.  “You seem like kind people, but cautious, which I understand.  I just want to…I’m so thirsty.”

      Buck handed him an emergency water pouch before Hudson could say otherwise.

      Ash took it and said, “There’s a lot of love in that boy’s eyes.”

      “Don’t say the words love or boys in the same sentence,” Hudson warned, “or I swear to God, I’ll gut you and feed you to the pigs.”

      “No offense,” he said, holding up a hand and tearing open the pouch with his teeth. “I’m a pacifist.  I don’t believe in violence.”

      “How did you survive with that attitude?” Hudson asked.  No one in their right mind was a pacifist these days.

      “I learned to run and hide really well,” he replied.  “But then I lost my eye, and I think maybe it was good fortune that brought me here, to you folks.  I wonder if there’s a place I can maybe rest for the night.  After that, I won’t wear out my welcome.  I’ll just be on my way.  But only if that’s okay with you.”

      “I don’t know,” Hudson said.

      “I’m just about love and peace.  An old hippie with short hair and a heart still stuck in the old world.”  His eye started to water again, but he brushed the tear aside and apologized.

      “My hens are a little more active than we expected,” Hudson said, taking a chance on the man.  “So maybe you can take a load off, have some eggs, and catch a wink or two.”

      He perked up and said, “Really?”

      The tension in the air seemed to dissipate.  “Yeah, really,” Hudson said.  He extended a hand and said, “I’m Hudson Croft, pleased to meet you.”

      The boys introduced themselves to Ash and then they introduced Roscoe—who seemed shy all of a sudden.  After that, the entire group started up the hill, heading toward Gator City.
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      Morning broke over the horizon, giving the Port of Virginia a soft, serene appearance.  The feeling in his gut was anything but serene.  It was usually like this right before a takedown.

      “It’s always so beautiful this time of the morning,” Brooks said to Aldrich.

      “Yeah, if you don’t look in the water,” Aldrich replied.

      There were hundreds of floaters in the bay, most of them face-down, but a few floating face-up.  Several of the bodies bobbed, creating a disturbance in the otherwise still blue waters.  Whatever was eating the underside of the corpses must have been in heaven, for the port had become a veritable buffet.

      Now all he could see were the bodies in the bay and the recollections of how they got there.  Part of him wanted to scream as the memories unfolded, but that part of him hadn’t taken complete control yet.  Meaning his sanity was still intact, despite it hanging on by a shoestring.

      Swallowing his revulsion, trying to silence the phantom sounds of gunfire, screaming, and death in his head—the same sounds that invaded his dreams, making deep sleep impossible—he checked on his snipers, made sure they were ready.

      He turned his full attention to his top sniper, Bill Baker, a seasoned warrior of the apocalypse and veteran who had been with Aldrich since the beginning.  More than that, Baker was a friend, a close confidant, and his number one.  After all, he was instrumental in building the small army Aldrich now controlled.

      What began as ten soldiers in West Virginia now numbered somewhere in the eighties.  His warriors were solid, but in the skirmishes with the Iranian fleet over the last few weeks, more than twenty had died.  This didn’t leave him with the confidence he wanted heading into yet another fight, but since the very beginning of this war, circumstances and events had been neither perfect nor easy.  One of the few two-ways they had recently acquired crackled.  Aldrich keyed the mic, then said, “Say again?”

      “I said, get Baker on the line,” the husky voice said.  Marlon Hayes—the muscle, part of his advanced recon and assault team.

      Hayes was posted across the harbor on an abandoned hotel rooftop talking to him with two-ways they’d taken from the last assault.  For being such a backward nation, Iran sure had some cool tech.  Then again, they got a lot of great loot from the five Iranian frigates they’d successfully taken down.

      “Why do you want to talk to Baker?” Aldrich asked.

      “There’s a freaking warship headed your way.”

      Aldrich and the teams were hunkered down in the Port of Virginia, but Hayes was in charge of the choke-point coming in.

      Aldrich furiously waved Baker over; the fifty-year-old sniper frowned and broke position, trotting through the cold morning air to join him.

      Aldrich handed Baker the binoculars.  “Hayes is saying there’s a warship coming in.”

      Baker grabbed the binos, climbed a nearby container to get to a higher position, then called down, saying, “I can’t see anything.”

      “Hayes, we can’t get eyes on it this early,” Aldrich said.  “I need you to tell me exactly what you’re seeing.”

      The conversation was attracting the attention of more than a few of the guys.

      After Hayes gave them a full description of the vessel heading into the harbor, Baker said, “It sounds like a Bayandor class frigate.”

      “What does that mean?” Aldrich asked Baker.

      “It means we’re in real trouble,” Baker said, grim.

      “This is Iran’s frigate, right?” Aldrich asked.  “It’s not from someone else’s fleet?”

      “Yeah, it’s IRIN,” Baker said.  The Islamic Republic of the Iran Navy.

      “And?”

      The two-way crackled again.  It was Hayes and he was in a panic.  “What the hell, Aldrich?  This thing has double cannons on board.  DOUBLE CANNONS!”

      Baker took the two-way and said, “You’re looking at an overhauled Bayandor.  That cannon is a Fajr-27 76 mm dual-purpose Oto Melara RF cannon.  It’s also got twin 40 mm cannons on board.”

      “So it’s got more cannons than the one I’m looking at?” Hayes asked.

      Baker keyed the mic.  “Those 40 mm cannons fire three-hundred rounds a minute and can take down a cruise missile.  They also have anti-tank missiles on board and a 100 mm anti-aircraft cannon.  If they turn them on that hotel you’re in, they’ll level it before you can get out.”

      “Roger that,” Hayes said, angry and nervous.  “Thanks for the awesome news this early in the morning.”

      “Quit being a pussy,” Baker hissed, “or the guys will think you’re trying to get out of this war alive.”

      “I am, dumbass!” Hayes roared back so loud the little speaker popped and distorted.

      “These aren’t those times, brother,” Baker said.  “If it’s in your crosshairs, make sure it dies.  You make sure T-Dawg knows that, too.”

      “Roger that,” Hayes said.

      “Your tone tells me you’re pale in the face,” Baker told Hayes.  “Sack up, brother.  This is the war we came for.  This is the mother ship.”

      “We can’t take this thing,” Hayes replied.  “Not from here.”

      “You’re not T-Dawg,” Baker said.  “It’s not your job to take it.  Your team’s job is to wound it so it doesn’t go elsewhere.  Besides, if we can take it like we’ve taken the others, the haul will be massive.”

      “You’re not seeing what I’m seeing,” Hayes said.

      Baker didn’t care what he was seeing, only how many men were on board and how heavily they were armed.

      “Whoever is on that ship is probably a prime target and needs a bullet in the head.  That’s the haul I’m talking about.”

      “So, you really think we can take it?” Hayes asked.

      “Hell yeah, I do,” Baker said with confidence.

      “Well then you’ve lost your marbles, bro,” Hayes replied, confident as well, “because this is an elephant and we’re the ants it’s about to step on.”

      “Make sure T-Dawg aims right, then get your asses over here,” Baker said before handing the two-way back to Aldrich.  To Aldrich, he said, “You’ve got to get your boy’s head straight.”

      Looking at him, Aldrich said, “You know these ships, do we have the juice to take it?”

      Baker looked at him and said, “It might be the death of us.”

      Aldrich blinked twice, just looking at the man.

      “What?” Baker asked.

      “I was hoping you’d sound a bit more optimistic,” Aldrich said.

      “Well, I’m not.”  The seasoned sniper said, “This has always been a suicide mission, boss.  Today is no different.  But we’ll give it our best shot.”

      Over the last week, Aldrich’s military commandeered five frigates and smoked every last crew member.  It was a bloody, violent week.  In the process of seizing the ships, they had amassed a stockpile of weapons, food and medical supplies, as well as an abundance of diesel fuel.

      Even though it felt like they were light on firepower when faced with the prospect of hitting a Bayandor class frigate, Aldrich still felt like they may have a chance—small as it was—to come out victorious.

      What they lacked in firepower, they made up for in intel.  According to several of the officers Hayes and Brooks had tortured to death, there was only one more ship on the way to America.  They neglected to say it was a Bayandor, but that detail was immaterial now.  At the time, they felt like this was great news.

      Aldrich and the guys had been right about the most powerful men in Iran coming to America.  The Persians hadn’t come there to further their war efforts, they had come to resettle their families and make a better life for themselves.

      Aldrich checked in with his team leaders.  Both men came back and said they were locked, cocked, and ready to rock.

      “Let me know when the Bayandor reaches the strike point,” Baker said.  “If one of our guys can force the ship to unload some of its larger artillery, it’ll be that much less to deal with over here.”

      “We’re still a few minutes out,” Aldrich said, glassing the harbor.

      Breaking his cover while he had the time, Aldrich walked to the edge of the dock, unzipped his fly, then pulled himself out and pissed in the water.  The harbor was red with the blood of insurgents.  His urine splashed on the back of a head floating in the water beneath him.  He didn’t divert the stream.  In fact, he aimed at the skull and drained himself on it.

      While shaking, tucking, and zipping himself up, Aldrich gazed out over the crimson waters.  There were two hundred dead bodies bobbing just a stone’s throw from him, maybe more.  At some point, the Persians were going to see the same dead bodies he was seeing.

      He returned to his post at the base of a large trailer Baker was stationed upon.  Looking down on him from above, Baker said, “The middle deck and lower deck could have a hundred guys.  You need to know that.”

      “I figured as much,” Aldrich said, blowing on his hands to chase away the cold.  “What’s the complement on the Bayandor?”

      “One-forty,” Baker said.  “Maybe one-fifty depending on provisions.”

      “We lost twenty men on this port,” Aldrich said, somewhat morose.  “Between you and me, I don’t want to lose even one this time.”

      “We haven’t lost any of the core,” Baker reminded him.

      Looking up but lowering his voice, he said, “That doesn’t mean any of these other guys are any less valuable to me.”

      “I get it.  This is your army.  But what we’re doing now is just killing people to take their stuff.  I won’t lie, the retribution feels good.  But we’re a pack of mercenaries where revenge is a big part of the payout.  Eventually, we’ll have to live with the horrendous things we’re doing.”

      “Iran should not be allowed to live here, not after what they did,” Aldrich hissed.  “And we’re not just mercenaries.”

      “We’re patriots, I get it,” Baker said.  “But that doesn’t change much.”

      Aldrich locked eyes with him, his frown never more present.  Baker broke the stare, turning his eyes back to harbor.

      Loud enough for the former VP to hear, the sniper keyed his own two-way saying to his team of snipers, “We clear the main deck as quickly as possible.  Aldrich will split the forward team into two groups.  One team will head above deck, the other will go below.  ROE is the same as always.  Speed and accuracy rule the day and we don’t change our tack just because the size of the frigate is a bit intimidating.”

      To the core group, Aldrich said, “We’ll need to take everyone this time, but someone will need to lead the charge after Baker and his team start sniping the deck.”

      “I’ll lead that charge,” Isaiah volunteered.  “You took the last charge successfully.  It’s my time to do so.”

      “You’re not military or former military,” Baker called down.

      “This is war, Baker,” Isaiah said, looking up at the man.  “I’m a warrior in a war.  I have a big body count, just as much of a reason to be here as you, and unlike Aldrich, I don’t have a family I can go back to.”

      “You have siblings,” Baker said.

      “Yes, but they are not the same as a wife and three children.  Aldrich, you have that and you are fighting for them, right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then I volunteer to lead this charge.”

      “This is the big game, brother,” Baker said from above.  “If Aldrich agrees to let your run point, you’d better not screw up.”

      Isaiah gave the man a firm nod then looked to Aldrich for his blessing.  He was the one calling the shots, so it was his word that mattered.  With Baker’s subtle endorsement, however, it helped Aldrich make the decision much easier.

      “You sure you want this?” Aldrich asked Isaiah.  The black man nodded.  “You’re running point then.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “It’s a long way from working for the White House Chief of Staff, eh?”

      Isaiah grinned and said, “Yes, it is.”

      “I trust you,” Aldrich said.

      “I appreciate that.”

      Aldrich looked at the man, marveled at his bravery, then wondered if he knew the same thing that Aldrich knew.  They probably couldn’t take this ship.

      Did Isaiah Wright want to die? he wondered.

      Aldrich didn’t know, but if he thought that the former White House staffer had a death wish, he would never have let him run point.

      Then again, the man lived for making Iran pay—both him and Hwa-Young.

      Over the last few months, Hwa-Young started to show signs of life, but Isaiah seemed to fall deep into warrior mode 24/7.  No matter their differences from his original crew, having these two included in his core of ten had been instrumental to the team’s success.  Every single one of them was now as close as family to him.

      “I’ll lead the snipers as soon as you unleash Isaiah,” Baker said.  Aldrich took a moment to think of this, but Baker interrupted him with a concern.  “I don’t have a good feeling about this, boss.”

      “I haven’t had a good feeling in months,” Aldrich said, running a finger over the scar that ran from the middle of his forehead straight down half his face.  It itched pretty bad these days, a sign of healing, but an irritation nonetheless.  “But this is what we do, and this is who we are.”

      “And what is that, boss?” Niko asked, even though they all knew the answer.

      “We hunt things, we kill things, we cut down those who would cut us down.”

      The team moved to their respective positions, leaving Aldrich alone with Baker.  The sniper took the moment of privacy to say, “I know you can do this, but after that”—he said, pointing to the scar on Aldrich’s face—“you haven’t been yourself.  If you don’t mind me saying, this is a job for Isaiah, but you should send Brooks with him just in case.”

      “Is he done pouting about Hwa-Young?” Aldrich asked.  “Because I’m not sure he is.”

      “You know him when he gets fixated on something,” Baker said.  “But he’s in psycho mode, so really all we need to do is point him in the right direction and make sure he’s armed to the teeth.”

      Aldrich didn’t want to risk any of his guys—even Brooks—but his crew was the best they had, so not using even one of them was a risk to everyone else.

      “It’s not going to be that easy,” Aldrich said.

      “If it was easy, anyone could do it,” Baker said, giving credence to the age-old saying.

      “Once Isaiah clears the deck, I’ll lead the assault on the Admiral’s Bridge,” Aldrich said.  “We’ll then let Brooks break the seal.”

      “This is a really stupid idea,” Hwa-Young said, appearing behind him almost like a ghost who snuck up on them only to say, “Boo!”

      Aldrich turned and said, “Well then, what’s your bright idea?  Because maybe you don’t like the odds and you want to sit this one out.”

      “I’ve never sat anything out in my life,” she said.

      “There are going to be some heavy hitters on this boat, the people who called in the orders against America.  They’re why we’re even here, Hwa-Young.”

      “I heard about that boat,” she said, noncommittal.  “This isn’t good.”

      Aldrich turned and saw Isaiah standing there, too.  “What about you, Isaiah?  Do you think we’re biting off more than we can chew?”

      Isaiah looked between the two of them and then he slowly shook his head.  “I think she’s right, but as much as I appreciate her cautious nature, this is not the time for caution.  That’s why I offered to run point.”

      “That’s a stupid idea,” Hwa-Young said.  “You can’t let him do this.”

      “Yes, I can,” Aldrich said.

      “Everything is underway already,” Baker said.  “The frigate is approaching the kill zone and the boys are ready to kick the tires and light the fires.”

      “Then I’m not going,” Hwa-Young said.

      Aldrich knew what was happening.  She’d gotten too close to Isaiah. After the last assault went FUBAR, people were injured and killed.  Aldrich was one of the injured.  He almost died.  Now they were working with diminished ranks to seize a larger ship, one designed to destroy every threat in its sight.

      “So is this who you are?” Baker asked her. “You get us to the finish line then threaten to sit it out like a big crybaby?”

      “It’s not like that,” she growled.

      “It’s just like that,” Baker said with a frown.

      This war had been going on for five months now, but it felt like a hundred years.  They slept in cars, on bare asphalt, in filthy homes, and at hotels when they could.  They built up ammo stores, blew through it, hunted for more, and lost men in the struggle.  Most of the supplementary troops were on the verge of starvation, half of them were going mad, and some were even talking about eating a bullet for breakfast.  Two guys killed themselves in the last month alone.  But all that suffering brought them to where they were that morning which was on that port and ready to start that fight.

      “This is too big of a fish to take down,” she said, crossing her arms.

      Looking around, Aldrich saw the other guys and said, “Does anyone else want to take the coward’s route?”

      Not a single head moved.  Turning his eyes on Hwa-Young, Aldrich said, “I expected a lot of these guys to lose their nerve, but not you.  I know what this is about, though.  I know and I get it.”

      Hwa-Young looked down, suddenly unable to hold his eyes.  Was this shame?  Was she afraid?  Did she not want the others to know?

      “But death was always in the cards,” Aldrich said, softly.  “We already asked for this, accepted it, and acted as though it will happen at any moment.  This is war, Hwa-Young.”

      “What do we have to gain with all this?” she finally asked.

      “They cannot get a foothold in this nation.”

      “I know, you’re right.”

      “But you’re the last branch on your family tree, aren’t you, Hwa-Young Tae?  Your family is dead and you have no lineage left to pass along.  Are you afraid that you will never be more than this?”

      “I’m not afraid to die.”

      “Then what is it?” Baker asked.

      Looking around, she said, “I lost one family already, I don’t want to lose another.”

      “Even me?” Brooks asked, having heard it all.

      She turned and hugged him hard.  “Even you, my lunatic friend.”

      He kissed the side of her cheek then said, “A family that fights together lives and dies together.  Time to go.  You need to be with us on this.”

      She had tears in her eyes.  For the first time ever, Hwa-Young looked into Brook’s eyes and didn’t look away.

      “The only thing worse than dying together is surviving together,” he joked.

      “I’ve only just come to see the light you keep hidden in your eyes,” she told Brooks, ignoring his attempt at humor.  “I would hate to watch that fade, or worse.”

      Just then the two-way crackled and Hayes’s voice came on the line.  “They’re approaching the kill zone, boss.  Waiting for your order.”

      Aldrich looked at Hwa-Young, who looked back at him.  It was go time.  “Are you in or are you out?” he asked.

      She didn’t take long to answer, which he was grateful for.

      “I’m in,” she said, wiping her eyes.

      “You are free to fire at will,” Aldrich said, breathless.
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Marlon Hayes

        

      

    

    
      Between Norfolk Naval Station and the small peninsula across the harbor boasting the beautiful Fort Monroe National Museum was Rip Raps Island, the current name for the now-decommissioned Fort Wool.  Fort Wool was once a fort constructed for island fortification just after the war of 1812, and a perfect place for the second team, or as Aldrich referred to them, the B Team.  Most of those guys had a military background and had come from the Norfolk area.  This apparently made Aldrich feel good—having these alternates.  Hayes felt better with the backup as well.

      Deep under the bay between Rip Raps Island and the nearby city of Hampton were the Hampton Road bridge tunnels.  These underwater tunnels connected the two landmasses, which was all part of the attack plan unless the frigate used torpedoes to take out the two tunnels, which was a remote possibility.

      The feeder channel was the gauntlet the Persian assholes had to pass through if they wanted to get to the ports and dock their warship.

      Hayes, Lopez, Price, and T-Dawg were close to each other on the Fort Monroe peninsula, the four of them positioned on two different rooftops.  T-Dawg was on the rooftop of the Fort Monroe Authority building.  The three-story castle-like structure had been built with reddish-orange brick and boasted a steep roofline, save for a flat section that allowed him to fire a shoulder-mounted surface-to-air missile launcher—the FIM-92 Stinger.  The teams had confiscated several of these weapons when they overtook the previous Iranian frigates.  To Aldrich, the only thing better than turning a man’s own gun on him was turning his own missile launcher on him.

      Lopez had helped clear the way through the mammoth nine-story Chamberlain Hotel, a historic hotel since converted into a senior care facility.  All Lopez really had to do was make sure all the people who had died inside the facility were indeed dead.  They were.  The smell alone was a screaming confirmation of that ugly truth.  This was also why he left in a hurry, claiming he couldn’t wait to play spotter for T-Dawg.

      Hayes and Price both had the Iranian-built armor-piercing Heidar sniper rifles, which Baker said had kill power up to sixteen-hundred yards, or roughly a mile out.  He also told them he’d be impressed if they could hit the side of the boat from that distance.

      The two of them went through ten rounds each trying to calibrate the rifles.  After that, they both felt like they could definitely hit the side of the boat.  Hitting specific people on the deck, however…well, that was another story altogether.

      If they were too far out to take any shots, then they were to help spot for T-Dawg on the surface-to-air missiles.  Baker said to both weaken the ship, but to watch for return fire.  If they could exhaust its weapons there rather than at the port, that would be just great.

      When Hayes and Price were comfortably positioned on the Chamberlain’s roof, Hayes used the two-ways the team had taken from the Iranian frigates to communicate with T-Dawg and Lopez.

      “The ship is about ten minutes out,” Hayes said.  “You two clowns ready?”

      “Roger that,” Lopez said.

      “And T-Dawg?”

      “I’m frosty,” T-Dawg said.  He’d fired one of the missiles earlier, hitting an abandoned home successfully.  Through a gigantic smile, he had said, “Yeah, boys, I’m diggin’ my new dance partner.”

      On the rooftop not ten feet from Price, Hayes had finally gotten himself calmed down from the tantrum he threw with Aldrich earlier.  He told Price it was the lack of exercise and proper nutrition that had destabilized him, but he also didn’t want to die trying to take down this warship, which was now looking like they were going to be tempting mightily.

      “We’re about to really kick the hornet’s nest on this one, mate,” the Aussie said, watching the Bayandor from a distance.

      “B Team, do you copy?” Hayes asked.  He depressed the key and waited.

      “Roger that,” was the reply.  The stern military voice belonged to Alexander Hale, B Team leader stationed at Fort Wool on Rip Raps Island.  “We’ve got eyes on the target.”

      “Monitoring distance, over.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hayes set the mic down then scooted back and started doing pushups.  Price glanced over and did a double-take.  “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I need a pump,” he said, cranking out one-hundred pushups before breaking a sweat.  When he was done, he rolled over and did fifty sit-ups.

      “Oh, for the love of Mary,” Price said.  “Pull it together or I’m gonna tell Aldrich you brought your tampon to a gunfight.”

      “You’re my tampon, Price,” Hayes grunted out.

      He rolled back over, getting prone, then sighted the oncoming frigate.  A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead.

      “Now I’m good,” Hayes said.

      With no port authority on the horn and no tug boat for guidance, the frigate would be moving extra slow, exercising the utmost caution.  At this distance, this played to the team’s strengths, which were limited to a long-distance missile attack with extremely limited sniper fire, if any at all.

      “Do you guys have your targets?” Hayes called into the two-way.

      “Roger that,” Hale answered.  “You’ve got the distance advantage, so it’s on you.”

      “Affirmative,” Hayes said, ready for action.

      When the boat was in range, Hayes got on the two-way’s general channel and counted from five-hundred-and-three down to five-hundred even.

      Hayes keyed the mic.  “T-Dawg, you’re a go.”

      From his rooftop position at the building below, T-Dawg inserted the battery cooling unit (BCU) into the FIM-92 Stinger’s grip stock, turning it a half-click to lock it in.  The BCU provided power to the missile as well as argon gas for cooling.

      “We’re loaded,” T-Dawg confirmed.

      Lopez stood behind T-Dawg as his A-Gunner, watching as the former street-preacher sighted his target.  T-Dawg then said, “Permission to let the big dog eat.”

      “Permission granted,” Hayes returned.

      T-Dawg depressed the safety and actuator switch, listened for the audible tone to let him know the target had been marked, then pulled the trigger.  The missile popped out of the tube, then gave a mighty hiss as it rocketed toward the ship leaving a smoky trail to mark its path.

      The missile hit the ship broadside, the explosion giving everyone with Team America cause to cheer.

      “SITREP?” Hayes called over the two-way.

      Lopez said, “Direct hit.  Damage assessment pending.  Possible retaliation procedures pending as well.”

      “Roger that.”

      “The twin cannons are turning your way,” Hale reported over from the two-way.  “Can you handle that?”

      “Roger that,” T-Dawg said, loading in the next missile.

      “You seeing this, Lopez?” Hayes asked a moment later.

      “Targeting the cannons now,” Lopez replied.

      A moment later, a second missile hissed out of the tube, crossed the harbor, then blasted the cannons, creating a fiery mess on the main deck.

      “Fine shooting gentlemen,” Aldrich said, cutting in on the transmission.  “Come join the party.”

      “Roger that, boss man,” Lopez said.  “See you shortly.”

      “See you shortly,” Aldrich said.  “Out.”

      Hayes saw what they’d just missed, went stiff with panic, then broke the paralysis and got on the two-way.  “T-Dawg, Lopez, get out of there NOW!  I repeat, double-time it!”

      “Oh, no,” Price said, seeing that the frigate’s other cannons had turned their way.

      Lopez and T-Dawg ditched their weapons and double-timed it, but they were still on the roof heading for the street when a missile launched from the frigate.

      “They could be targeting us,” Price said at the last minute.  Hayes hadn’t even considered that scenario.

      From his position on the near side of the Chamberlain’s rooftop, Hayes watched Lopez and T-Dawg head not for the inside of the building, but for the edge of the roof.  They had seen the lightning bolt from hell headed their way.

      Both men jumped from the rooftop and were in mid-air trying to grab a large tree from the second-story roof when the missile hit the building.  The explosion not only engulfed them and the trees they were going for, but it also obliterated the house next door.

      Hayes let out a ferocious guttural roar that burned the back of his throat.

      Beside Hayes, Price had fired two shots, both short on distance.  The shots were as useless as a dick on an orange.  Price turned with heavy eyes and said, “Is there a chance that…?”

      Hayes shook his head.  Two of their brothers were gone.

      With a broken heart, Hayes keyed in the mic.  “T-Dawg and Lopez are down, I repeat, T-Dawg and Lopez are down.”

      Price looked up at Hayes, got up, then walked to the edge of the Chamberlain’s rooftop.  From the rooftop above, the inferno in the street looked horrific.

      “Proceed as planned,” Aldrich said firmly, although there was a touch of something in the man’s voice—that last little shred of humanity.

      The mic opened and Alexander Hale came on.  “I’m sorry, guys,” he said, his voice both sympathetic and morose.

      “Roger that,” Aldrich said.  Then a very heavy, “Thank you.”

      “I can’t hit anything at this distance,” Price snarled.

      “We’re out,” Hayes said.

      The two men ran into the building, huffed it down nine floors, then trotted out into the street, got in the Humvee, and strapped in.  Instead of heading straight for the port, Hayes drove by the site of the missile impact.  Fort Monroe Authority, the trees, and the large two-story house next door were all flaming piles of debris.

      “No way they survived that,” Hayes lamented.

      “At least it was quick,” Price said, sullen.  “We can all pray for as much when it’s our time.”

      Sick in his guts, fighting the urge to throw up, cry, or descend into the mother of all screaming fits, Hayes spun the Humvee around and headed straight for the Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel.  They made it to the tunnel in no time flat, the roads already having been cleared.  Pissed off and wiping his wet eyes, Hayes raced through the underground tunnel and merged onto I-64.  He took exit 273, braking so hard the back wheels locked for a moment in a skipping bark.

      “It’s okay, Hayes,” Price said, looking afraid for his own life.

      Hayes said nothing as he let off the brakes and swung a hard right on 4th View Street.  The back tires protested again with a bit of barking.  He hung another left on O’Conner Cres passing first the barracks and then Chambers Field, or Naval Station Norfolk as it was more formally known.

      “We’re ahead of the ship,” Price warned.  “Slow the hell down.”

      Hayes pressed on harder, his heart throbbing, aching, battered in his chest.  Thinking of his brothers, a sniffle escaped him, but he wasn’t embarrassed.  He just wanted to let it all out, but they were still in the op, so he told himself to suck it up, to be in pain later.

      That was easier said than done.

      He wasn’t as close with Lopez as he was with T-Dawg, but he would have given his life for either man.  But they had given their lives first.

      He hung a hard right at Gate 10, blew through the chain-link fence, then fought with the wheel as they took a right on Bellinger Blvd much too quickly.

      Price was now gripping hard, his teeth clenched, his entire body strung tighter than piano wire.  With the ports just ahead, Hayes crushed the accelerator, racing up to 564 where they flew through Gate 1 leading straight to the port.

      From there Hayes opened up the throttle, then pulled into port safely, like he’d been in control the entire time, which he had not.  Price practically fell out of the Humvee before heading straight for Aldrich and the rest of the team.  They were currently situated at Pier 8.

      Aldrich was looking just like Hayes felt.  “Did you check on Lopez and T-Dawg?”

      Hayes couldn’t speak.  He could only give an affirmative nod.  He was biting back the tears as it was.  They all were.  Even Brooks.

      Baker lay prone on a single-wide operations trailer nearby, scoping in the smoking frigate as it made its way into the harbor.

      “She’s creeping into port,” Baker called out.

      From where he stood, Aldrich glassed the incoming ship.  Through the binoculars, he saw smoke billowing off the deck.  The main cannon was a twist of blackened metal, but the fires had been put out quickly.

      “B Team checking in,” Hale said over the two-way.  “We’re heading your way unless you advise otherwise.”

      “That’s an affirmative,” Aldrich said.  “B Team proceed to port.”

      They watched the frigate fight with the soft current at first, but then the crew made the necessary corrections to maintain control.  From there, the ship charted an obvious course to the nearest available pier: Pier 11.

      “Teams B and C, advise new location,” Aldrich transmitted.  “Proceed to Pier 11.  I repeat, proceed to Pier 11.  B Team, I want snipers ready to rock and roll.  Get your boys on the gymnasium roof.  Team C, you’re on standby.  Hang back, but get eyes on that dock in case they storm the pier first thing.  We don’t know if they’ve seen their countrymen floating in the harbor yet.”

      Both team leaders confirmed the orders then advanced their positions.

      To his own team, Aldrich said, “Alright guys, I want a front-row seat.  That means we cross Decatur Avenue and use the parked cars for cover.  Spread out but stay close.  I want all eyes on that dock from here on out.  I’m talking 24/7.”

      Isaiah, Hwa-Young, Baker, Hayes, Price, Brooks, and Niko all nodded in understanding.

      Aldrich continued.  “Once they tie off and drop the ramp, Baker and his sniper team will take out the dockhands and make sure that ramp stays put.  We need a way on board and that’s it. Got it, Baker?”

      “You got it, boss,” Baker said.

      There was no way to guarantee the deckhands wouldn’t retract the loading ramp once Aldrich’s team took out the dockhands, but if there was a prayer to be said at that moment, it was for that situation alone.

      “Everyone ready?” Aldrich asked as he glanced over at Isaiah.  The man was sizing everything up the way a good point man should.  “We’re a go.”

      The team moved out, working their way to the next destination three piers away.  The team used the cover of parked cars, moving swiftly and in unison.  They were in position ten minutes later, establishing both cover and firing positions.

      “B Team in position,” Hale said.  “Establishing rooftop superiority now.”

      “Roger that,” Aldrich said.

      “C Team in position,” the team leader, Peter Whitlock, said.  “The troops are ready to move on your orders.”

      Where the B Team was a more specialized unit made up of former police and soldiers, the C Team was the infantry, guys who could shoot, fight, and suffer without complaint.  The C Team started out seventy strong, but that number had diminished by nearly twenty over the last two raids.  B Team was tight and strong, but even they suffered a handful of casualties.  Only Aldrich had maintained a full team.  Until today.  Pushing that out of his mind, stalling his grief, he remained alert and vigilant.

      “Stay frosty, boys,” Aldrich said.

      He hooked the two-way to his side and waited breathlessly for the mad scramble by the crew to exit the frigate, tie her off, then get back on board.  When that happened, things would move fairly quickly.

      Eyes on the Bayandor, he watched the crew struggling with docking operations.  They were shaky at best.  Then again, this was to be expected for a ship that sustained significant damage and had no help into the port or at the docks.

      The frigate nudged the physical dock gracelessly.  The captain gently reversed the engines, tucking the frigate up against the dock.  The deckhands extended and lowered the ramp.  The minute the ramp touched down on the dock, the dockhands hustled down to the pier like their backsides were on fire.  Time was always of the essence but seldom was it this critical.

      The dockhands spread out, working in pairs with the deckhands to secure the frigate’s massive ropes to the pier’s bollards.

      When they were successfully tied down and locked in, Aldrich keyed the two-way’s mic.  “Snipers, you’re clear to take out the dock workers.”

      Multiple reports of gunfire cut through the late-afternoon silence.  Almost in unison, all eight of the frigate’s dock workers fell down dead.  Aldrich watched this through the binoculars with grim satisfaction.

      The situation reports came in quickly, each sniper confirming that their targets had been neutralized.

      Aldrich already had visual confirmation, but he appreciated the confirmations nevertheless.  From the dead, bleeding men, he turned his binoculars to the loading ramp and prayed the crew would not retract that ramp.

      For a long time, there was only silence.

      “Looking good, boss,” Baker called out from two cars away where he was now set up and scoping the situation.

      “So far so good,” Aldrich said, hesitant to speak of the situation lest he jinx it.  He didn’t want to say it or even think it, but that loading ramp was crucial to the next phase of operations.

      They waited past sunset and into the night for signs of a departure.  To their dismay, nothing happened.

      Under the cover of moonlit darkness, Aldrich’s team advanced their position, moving from the cover of cars onto the pier itself.  There, they only had four points of cover: two large garbage containers at the mouth of the pier and two portable power trailers closer to the frigate.

      “Any activity?” Hale asked.

      “That’s a negative.  Maintain radio silence for now,” Aldrich said, “but be ready to go on my orders.”

      “Roger that,” Hale acknowledged.

      Aldrich’s team waited through the night, keeping their hands warm with air-activated hand warmers.  It wasn’t enough.  They were freezing, every one of them.  No one complained, though.  There was no point.

      When the sun finally broke over the horizon, Aldrich keyed the mic and said, “Team B and C, check in.”

      “Team B here,” Hale said.

      “Team C here,” Whitlock said.

      “Scouts are going in,” Aldrich said.  “Fingers on the triggers, boys.”  The two teams acknowledged.  He turned to Isaiah and Brooks.  “You’re up.”

      Without a word, Isaiah took point and Brooks followed.  Aldrich and the team had eyes on all possible vulnerabilities.  When Isaiah and Brooks reached the ramp without incident, Aldrich and Hayes ran from the large dumpsters up the mobile power trailers.

      The second Isaiah and Brooks boarded the ship, everyone but Baker moved forward.   Aldrich reached the ramp right about the time gunfire broke on the main deck.

      Aldrich’s sphincter clenched hard as he moved up the ramp, ready to provide cover for his boys, even at the cost of his life.
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      Isaiah took the ramp quickly, hearing nothing, his senses on high alert.  Brooks fell in behind him without hesitation.  When they reached the main deck, they didn’t see anyone.  It was like a ghost ship.

      “Where the hell is everyone?” Brooks muttered.

      “I don’t know.”

      Did the Persians know they were going to be boarded by hostiles? Isaiah wondered.  Just then, a few deckhands appeared.  Isaiah rushed them but didn’t shoot.  It was not until it looked like they were going to get below decks and warn the others that Isaiah fired those first fatal shots.

      He put two rounds in their backs then dropped down with his blade and punched it into their Carotid arteries, leaving them to bleed out.

      Eyes up, Brooks covering his six, Isaiah waited a few agonizing seconds before the troops stormed the decks.

      Isaiah realized he was dead before he’d even been shot.  That’s why he went on the move, shooting every single person he saw.  Brooks opened fire behind him.

      The men pouring onto the deck were so close to him, he hit everything he shot.  Of course, that meant he was just as close to them.  He was shot inside of seconds.  First the arm, then the stomach, then in the legs, and twice on his side.

      He pulled the trigger until the slide shot back and the gun dropped onto the deck.  Did it fall, or could he no longer hold it?  The pain was instantaneous, but his response didn’t reflect it.  He dropped down to pick it up, but he couldn’t seem to press the mag release and eject the empty magazine.

      He felt the enemy closing in all around him, moving in so close they actually blocked him from the overhead dock lights.

      A long burst of gunfire erupted; he turned and watched several men emptying their magazines into Brooks.  The man was laid out on the deck, his dead body taking every last bit of their lead.

      With his mouth hanging open, his eyes moving slowly over the landscape of bodies before him, Isaiah let his arms hang at his side as he resigned himself to his fate.

      Just then, more gunfire erupted.  The men around him were suddenly torn to shreds, blood spatter dousing him like a warm shower.

      As the Persian soldiers fell around him, Isaiah turned and saw Aldrich and Hayes wiping them out.  The stink of blood and cordite filled the salty sea air.  More men poured forth, all of them armed, too many for Aldrich’s team to take down and contain.

      Aldrich and Hayes changed mags, then resumed fire on those coming.  Isaiah saw Hwa-Young appear behind them, weapon ready, finger on the trigger guard.  She slid in behind Aldrich and took up the fight.

      That’s when Isaiah was punched in the chest, the bullet smashing the air right out of him.  Two more rounds struck him, one in the gut, and one in the face.  The gut hurt, but nothing like what he felt in his face.  He felt the bullet blast through his mouth, the bottom of his cheek searing hot and blown out.  If he could have taken a breath, he would have screamed at the top of his lungs, that’s how bad it hurt.  But he couldn’t breathe, so he couldn’t scream.

      With hangdog eyes and a body that couldn’t take much more, he glanced over at Hwa-Young, who saw him and went after him.  Aldrich grabbed her by the collar and hauled her back, trying to fall back with Hayes.

      Hayes was shooting everything he could and hitting a lot of it, but it wasn’t enough.  There were just too many of them coming.  Isaiah wanted to warn Hwa-Young, to tell her to go, but he couldn’t speak.  He couldn’t even raise an arm to wave her off.

      Aldrich screamed to Hayes, “Get her out of here!”

      Hayes grabbed Hwa-Young and started dragging her off the deck, but she fought him hard, eyes wet and dripping as she tried to get back to Isaiah.  The bodybuilder finally managed to pick her up and hustle her off the deck.

      Aldrich moved onto the deck, but he couldn’t see what Isaiah saw, that the Persians had used him as bait to lure the rest of them.  Mustering all the strength he could, Isaiah shook his head back and forth, which wasn’t much.  Aldrich saw him and stopped.  Instead of moving forward, he made hand signals Isaiah understood.

      Aldrich put one finger up, then made a fist; he then put two fingers up and made a finger gun.  Isaiah felt the wind go out of him, even as his systems started to shut down.  The pain was too much, the end already so close.

      He gave a slight nod, thoughts of his family coming to mind.  Aldrich’s face changed, the sadness creeping into the otherwise steadfast man’s face.

      Aldrich withdrew a grenade, pulling the pin.  He then raised his weapon and shot Isaiah in the head, killing him so quickly, Isaiah felt his soul leap from the dead body.

      Before his soul could transition over, he saw his former friend and team leader toss the grenade around the corner where a dozen men were now making a run for it.  But then Isaiah was pulled away from earth and the war below.

      Looking beyond this world, hopefully heavenward, he wondered if he would see his family.  He had missed them so much.

      Moments later, he felt them all around him, a family of arms embracing him, the warmth of their love so inviting.  Right then, he all but forgot what had just happened and all of the pain his earthly body had sustained.

      Instead, he moved toward the light, excited for what was next to come.
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      Hwa-Young saw Isaiah on his knees on the deck, bloody and looking half-dead.  She moved as quickly as she could but then Hayes grabbed her.  She almost turned and shot him out of instinct alone, but by then he’d swept her up and contained her.  She knew that Hayes was strong, but not that strong.  By the time Hayes pulled her down the ramp, Hwa-Young realized she was sobbing.

      “It’s okay,” Hayes said.

      “No, it’s not!”

      “We have to go,” he said calmly.  “Aldrich said to go.”

      She tried again to fight him, but he only tightened his grip, which she didn’t think was possible.  The force on her arm became so tight, she almost couldn’t breathe.

      A moment later she saw Aldrich scrambling down the ramp.  Several men appeared on the deck, weapons aimed at Aldrich.  Two shots rang out.  Baker’s snipers were covering Aldrich.  Just as the Persian soldiers’ heads snapped back in a violent mist of red, a massive explosion rocked the ship.

      “Let me go!” Hwa-Young shouted as best she could.

      Hayes let her down and they ran, gunfire chasing them up the dock.  Sniper fire from shore kept the Persians off their six but she knew they just left Brooks and Isaiah behind.

      When she, Hayes, and Aldrich got to cover—when she saw the stricken looks on the remaining men’s faces—the fact that now four of her brothers were gone hit her too hard.  She sat down and tried to keep her composure, but she couldn’t.  She was falling apart inside.

      Niko moved in next to her, touched her arm.  She looked up and saw his concerned, pained expression.  These men were her family, but she was closest to Isaiah.

      “I’m sorry,” Niko said.  She nodded her head, unable to thank him because speaking the words would trigger the big breakdown.  Instead, she forced herself to get up and move to Aldrich’s side.

      “What now?” she asked with a voice full of tremors.  Aldrich shook his head, looking at them.  “We’re not enough.”

      “I know,” he replied.  “But we can’t just abandon this op.”

      “We lost almost half the team,” Hayes said.

      Hwa-Young watched Aldrich put his emotions away before her very eyes.  She told herself she had to do the same thing.

      Aldrich turned and looked at Hayes.  “We all made peace with this ending earlier today.  Hell, we did that months ago.”

      About Isaiah, Hwa-Young said, “I knew he had dedicated these last few years of his life to protecting America, but I didn’t see him going out like that.”

      Aldrich had seen the deaths of Brooks and Isaiah to the very end.  About Hwa-Young’s friend, Aldrich said, “Almost every politician I’ve ever met ranged from being a lying, self-serving piece of crap to a flat-out soul-sucking sociopath.  I’ve come to hate most of them, but Isaiah…he was legit.  Not a sellout or a parasite at all.”

      “That man was a red-blooded, patriotic American,” Hayes said.  “He deserved better than what he got.”

      “Again, what now?” Hwa-Young asked, her emotions threatening to undo her.

      Aldrich turned his eyes on her.  “Do you have directions to Nicholasville?”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “We’re probably not going to make it,” Aldrich said.

      She felt the men around them bristle at the news.  They had all pledged their lives to the cause but now that four of them had given their lives, this all seemed to get very real.

      “We have to take this ship down,” she said, doubling down on her commitments.

      “This is no place for a girl,” Baker said, eyes on the dock.

      Five months ago, she would have been offended, but after getting to know Baker, after coming to see him as a big brother, she knew what he meant.  This was his way of trying to save her life, even if it put his life in danger doing so.

      “Rowan would be happy to see you,” Price said.

      “I’m not leaving you guys,” she said.

      “You could get killed,” Hayes replied.  “Now more than ever.”

      “I knew the risks and made peace with them long ago,” she said, the guys getting her pissed off enough now to bury her emotions over Isaiah, Brooks, T-Dawg, and Lopez.

      Aldrich lifted the binoculars to his eyes, glassed the pier and the frigate’s decks.  It looked like they were putting out whatever fires Aldrich started by tossing that grenade.

      They waited the day through, Niko running for food when it was safe, Baker and Aldrich keeping their eyes on the target as if their lives depended on it.

      “I’m going to pee,” Hwa-Young said.

      Aldrich nodded.

      She moved down the line of cars, getting out of the line of sight from the B Team and the C Team.  When she had her privacy, she pulled down her pants and emptied her bladder.  She finished, then moved down one more car.  There she plopped down on the concrete and let her emotions surge.

      If she was going to be worth a damn in the next skirmish, she couldn’t be hanging onto this much grief.  She had allowed herself the same emotional purging when her mother and sisters were raped and killed in North Korea, so she’d do the same now.

      When she was done crying, she allowed a tremendous surge of hatred, anger, and rage to come forth.  When she drew in and harnessed all of that internal fire, Hwa-Young then tempered it, keeping it ready for when she would need it most.

      When she was done, she wiped her eyes and rejoined the team.  Aldrich looked at her, saw the change, then gave her a respectful nod.  Yeah, she was ready to get back on that boat and kill every last one of those self-serving rats.
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Ash Weylin

        

      

    

    
      Before his hosts finally turned in for the night, they stoked the fire for Ash.  He thanked everyone for sharing their dinner with him, not expecting them to be so generous.  The head of Gator City, Gator himself, brought him a pillow and a sleeping bag and wished him a good night’s sleep.

      “The fire should keep you warm for a while,” Marley McDaniel had said, the last of them to go.  He smiled at her, felt the strength in the girl, but he also admired her beauty.  He had been thinking of eating her ever since he first laid eyes on her.

      “Thank you, Marley,” Ash said softly.  “I appreciate your hospitality.”

      She nodded without speaking.  He watched her head to her tiny home.  Even though she was gone, he couldn’t stop thinking about her.  She had been unable to stop looking at his empty eye socket but he didn’t hold that against her.  Everyone did that.  In fact, he found his eye socket to be quite useful in situations like this.

      Marley should have been afraid for her life, but instead, her brain kept telling her to stop staring, to stop being rude, to just look into the other eye.

      He climbed into his sleeping bag, but instead of nodding off to sleep, he forced himself to stay awake.  About two hours into the night, he watched the rest of the coals dim to an acceptable glow.

      He got out of his sleeping bag, put on his shoes, and collected his things, and then he briefly warmed his hands by the fire.  After that, he looked toward Marley’s house.  He shouldn’t go there.  It wasn’t time.  But he was so taken aback with her beauty, with the possible taste of her after parts of her had roasted on a spit, that he found himself sneaking over there anyway.

      None of the doors had locks on them, so he turned the knob, opened the door, and slipped inside.  He heard the sounds of her breathing and smiled.

      Sneaking very, very slowly through the dark, he moved toward the source of the sounds.  When he was close enough to her, he leaned down, sniffed her skin, and wondered if he could take her tonight.  Could he drag her off, maybe get her back to home base?

      He wasn’t quite sure.

      Either way, his nostrils worked as they moved over her bare arm, her shoulder, her hair.  He took a lock of her hair and quietly put it into his mouth.  The taste of it was dreamy, so lovely.  Using his teeth, he bit down, breaking some of the strands.  When he pulled the attached hair from his mouth, the detached strands remained in his mouth.

      Standing up, he moved back to the door, slipping outside into the night.  The overhead moon was bright enough for him to see the layout of the camp, but that also left him vulnerable to those who might look out of their home.

      He started to walk but stopped.  Looking down, he saw Roscoe sitting there, looking up at him.  Chewing the last of Marley’s hair, swallowing it, he gave the dog a smile.  When it wasn’t the smile he wanted, he used his fingers to pull up the corners of his lips even more.

      The dog didn’t seem to appreciate his efforts.

      He bent over, scratched behind his ears, then moved past him, giving his head a little push away from him.

      “Go,” Ash whispered.  The hound trotted off to Gator’s porch where he walked in a small circle before laying down.

      Ash, however, moved toward Marley’s younger sister’s one-bedroom house.  He slipped inside, not worried about the deaf girl but concerned about the boy with her, Buck.  Fortunately, he found what he wanted quickly, quietly took it, then slipped back out soundlessly.

      Before he left, he picked up a stick then scratched a message in the dirt in front of the fire.   Thank you for everything. I wish you love and peace.

      Looking at the small, robin’s-egg blue Glock 43 he’d taken from Leighton, then looking to the small house from which he stole it, he wondered if there was enough ammo in the magazine to kill them all.  He thumbed the mag release button, looked at the magazine, then frowned.  There were four or five rounds at best.  Not a full magazine.

      With the odds against him, he started down the hillside, finding his way to the street below.  There, he stopped and listened to the sounds of the night.  He heard something eating, something tearing at flesh.

      He crouched low, moving toward the source of the noise.  When he got close enough, he heard whatever had been eating scamper off into the forest.

      He stepped forward, saw his man laying dead in the brush.  He dropped down on all fours and growled at the corpse like a dog.  He gave it everything he could, really emptying out the emotion.

      When he was done, he stood up, stared down at the body, and said, “I want to eat you, to consume you, perhaps even internalize some of your strength, but you didn’t even put up a fight which means you are a coward.”

      He turned and hissed into the night, then ran his tongue on the dry roof of his mouth.  When he turned his attention back to the corpse, he continued saying what he’d been saying only moments ago.

      “This is why I cannot eat you, my friend.  I cannot absorb your weakness.  Plus, there are a bunch of bugs and stuff in your neck and it’s pretty gross.”

      Tilting his head back as far as he could go, he spit a mist into the air, then lowered his head and let the spittle land on him.  With a smile, he said, “Freshly showered and ready to go.”

      Now that he had confirmed what Edric and the others told them about a pack of Nicholasville survivors—the ones who robbed the Hayseed Rebellion months ago—and now that he had seen their homestead and what they had achieved together, he knew he needed to lead his own men there rather than stay at that depressing homestead Edric Jennings had spent the last five months running into the ground.

      Moving swiftly through the night, down the road a half mile back to where he and Edric’s (now dead) man had parked the car, he began to formulate a plan.  The road to Edric’s homestead home was long and dark, but it would give him plenty of time to think.
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        * * *

      

      When he got back to home base, Ash walked into Edric’s home, moving quietly to the man’s bedside.  Edric was asleep, but not soundlessly.

      “I smelled Elena’s vagina,” Ash said into the darkness.  He heard Edric jump.

      “What are you doing in here?” the man asked.

      “I said, I smelled—”

      “I heard what you said.”

      “Yes, but do you know why?” Ash asked.

      “Because you’re a freaking creep?”

      “Quite the contrary,” Ash mused.  “I smelled her because she always asks the same thing of the men she’s with.  She asks them to kill her.  Most people don’t have the stomach to do that.  But you did.”

      “So?”

      “I’m not sure whether I should revere you for your heart and courage, or have you killed for wasting my rosewater on a girl you intended to kill anyway.”

      “Maybe I had sex with her and then killed her.”

      “You wasted her,” he said.

      Ash lit the candle on the bedside table, looked at Edric with a crooked smile.  From his pocket, Ash withdrew a big, dead fly.

      He smelled it, then said, “Isn’t this the sweetest smelling corpse you’ve ever seen?”

      He held the fly by its wing.  Extending his hand, he pushed it in Edric’s face.  The man turned away, eyes narrowed, a big, tired frown consuming the lower half of his face.

      “You over-sprayed it,” Ash said, “and it stayed in her crotch until her death.  I want to trust you, so I will give you this gift.  This fly had staying power, loyalty to its host.  Devour the body of this brave fly and absorb its loyalty, its strength.”

      Edric turned back cautiously.  “You need to go,” he said.  “Unless you want to be the one to keep these guys fed day and night.”

      “I told you,” Ash reminded him, “I brought my own food.”

      “Are you willing to share?”

      Slowly, Ash shook his head, his grin widening and his eyes narrowing.  “My love for them is theirs to swallow and mine to eat.  They are my cattle, my sheep, my meals.  You will have to hunt for your own food.”

      “There is no more food to be found.”

      “Not in Lexington,” Ash said.  “But in Nicholasville, there are bodies to be had.”

      “Nicholasville is barren.”

      “I assure you it is not,” Ash said.  “There were people there, fighters, men and women with big hearts, the courage of warriors, the spirit of survival.  If you eat them, you will fill your own soul with these wondrous traits.”

      “I’d rather have a can of chili,” Edric said.

      “Well you can’t have your chili!” he roared.  He left his arm out there, the fly still dangling beneath his pinched fingers.

      Ash saw the fear mixing with hatred in Edric’s eyes.   The Mexican clearly didn’t like him.  In fact, Ash would bet the man hated him with every fiber of his being.

      He had known people like this before, those false prophets who spread love and peace around while doing the exact opposite of what they preached.  He had seen that type of “leadership” emerge in all measure of society in the last half a decade, but never had he seen it embodied so deeply in a single person.

      “Eat the fly, Edric.”

      “I’d rather not,” he said.

      Ash withdrew the stolen Glock 43 and put it to Edric’s head.  “I’d rather you gather up the courage and loyalty I’m offering you.”

      Glaring at the man, measuring his chances, Edric finally took the fly, set it on his tongue, then closed his mouth.

      “You can feel that tiny winged nugget sitting on your tongue right now, yes?”

      Edric nodded.

      “Press it to the roof of your mouth.”

      He did.

      With the gun pointed in Edric’s face, Ash said, “Swallow this creature’s courage, feel its loyalty seep into your soul, know that this gift I give you is meant for your growth, your well-being, the well-being of the community.”

      Edric forced himself to swallow the fly, which Ash suspected—judging by Edric’s expression—had scratched its way down the back of his throat.  It took two big gulps and some hard swallowing to get the fly down into his stomach.  But when it was down, it was down.

      “How do you feel?” Ash asked, pleased to see how Edric was coming into the fold.

      “Better?” he asked.

      A satisfied smile crossed Ash’s face.  Before he left, he said, “Send a team to Nicholasville to pick up your dinner.  I don’t need your men being jealous of my cuts.”

      “I already did,” Edric said, “but half the guys got killed.”

      “Yes, I know.  That’s what I’m saying.”

      “You want me to send them now?”

      “No, not now,” Ash said.  “It’s the middle of the night.  When you get up, and you don’t need to get up early, send them.”

      Edric nodded, acquiescing.

      “One thing before I go, if you would so kindly indulge me.”

      Edric nodded as if he had a choice.

      “Don’t ever waste my rosewater on a pussy fly again.  Do that and I’ll cut you up and leave pieces of you all along the road.  You’ll be a buzzard’s feast at best.”

      “Alright,” Edric said, his voice so small and weak.

      “Do you know how bad that buzzard smelled, the one you tried to feed me yesterday?  That will be your future if you cross me.  A future where you travel through the filthy fucking colons of those flying garbage cans.  You’ll be bird crap spread all over the Kentucky countryside.  Is that what you want?”

      Grinding his molars, Edric shook his head, his eyes cold and soulless, lips pinched in a scowl.

      “Good, now get some sleep and we’ll try again in the morning.”
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Rowan McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      No one was expecting Lance Garrity when his Bronco bounced and shuddered up the hill leading into Gator City, but there he was, moody as hell and unrested.

      Rowan knew the feeling, for Rose was still keeping him and Constanza up at night.  But as Rowan approached the man, he realized there was something more than just the loss of sleep on his mind.

      “This is a surprise,” Rowan said, shaking the man’s hand.  He looked in the old Bronco Garrity was restoring and saw Willow.  She was holding Callum.  Smiling, he said, “Morning, Willow.”

      “Hey, Rowan,” she said with a smile.

      “Yeah, a few surprises this morning,” Garrity said.  He looked past Rowan at a few of the others who were just getting up and around.  The former sheriff waved and forced a smile, but whatever it was he was thinking couldn’t be pretty.

      “We need some volunteers to head into town,” he said, getting down to business.  “I need a few guys to run a security perimeter and a few people to work the burn pile.”

      “What happened?” Rowan asked, shading his eyes from the sun.

      “Those people who killed themselves and their kids the other day?  The one that really got me into a stir?”

      “Yeah?” Rowan asked.

      “Turns out it was more than one community who did this, meaning there’s a lot more than thirty or forty dead,” he said, his expression rather cheerless.

      Rowan felt a great sadness sweep over him.  He saw the same sadness in Garrity’s eyes, but there was more than just sadness residing there.  Where this sorrow would pass with Rowan, he didn’t think anything was passing with Garrity.  He was holding onto all of it—all the sickness, the death, the murder, and the aftermath.

      “Are you even processing any of this anymore?” Rowan asked low enough that Willow couldn’t hear.

      Garrity looked out on the horizon, saying nothing for a long time.  Then, “I don’t know, man.  I don’t think so.”

      Rowan shook his head and said, “That’s not good.  You know that, right?”

      “Yeah, but what are you going to do?”

      “You should do something else for a while, Garrity,” Rowan replied.  “You can’t keep this pace and have a child in your house and expect to stay sane.”

      “Maybe just a little while longer,” Garrity said.  “Are you up to helping me out?”

      “Sure, of course,” he said.  “You should know that by now.”

      “What about Leighton?  I’m having Willow help out with the burn piles.  They seem to get along well.”

      “I’ll check with her, but probably,” Rowan said.  “What are you going to do with Callum?  He can’t be near the burn piles.”

      “I was going to see if maybe Marley or Chandra wanted to babysit.”

      He nodded his head and said, “Kenley might be up for it, too.  Or my mom if she’s coming up today.”

      “That would be great,” he said, turning and nodding at Willow.  She got out of the car and started preparing the “babysitting kit.”

      “Oh, now?” Rowan said.  Garrity nodded.  “Okay, I’ll check with Leighton, then Marley.  Why don’t you head over to the fire?  It’s warmer there.”

      “Thank you, Rowan,” Willow said.  “After what happened the other day, down at the burn piles…we’d all feel better with a few eyes on our six.”

      He nodded.  “No problem.  I honestly thought we were done with those morons.”

      “Me, too,” Garrity said.

      Rowan went to Leighton’s tiny house, knocked twice, then eased the front door open in case she wasn’t presentable.  She was.

      “Have you seen my Glock?” she asked, frantic.

      “I haven’t.  Sorry to interrupt, but can you work with Willow at the burn pile today?  That mass suicide the other day…it turns out there were multiple communities involved.”

      She stopped her manic search, stood up straight, and said, “Really?”

      “Garrity’s here now.  As I said, Willow is going to work the pile.  I know she’ll feel better with you there, and I’ll feel better, too.”

      “Yeah, sure.  Okay.  If I can’t find my gun, I’ll need to borrow someone else’s for the day.”

      “No worries.  Do you think Marley would be up for babysitting Callum?”

      “Hell yeah, she would,” Leighton said.  “The real question is whether or not Willow will be able to pry him out of her arms when she gets back.”

      He laughed then said, “I’ll let her know.”

      “What’s Dad doing this morning?” she asked.  “Can he go with you to run security?”

      “He’s working on the garden’s irrigation system.  We’ve got the water tanks installed and the rain roof ready, but you know him.  He’s overly ambitious.  Always trying to catch up.”

      “You can’t do this on your own,” she said.

      “I’m going to ask Hudson to come with me,” he said.  “The guy doesn’t have a death wish anymore, but I think maybe he’s missing the action a bit.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Leighton said.  “What about that homeless guy?  Ash?  Do you think he’d take my gun?”

      “He left already.”

      “He didn’t say anything?” she asked.

      “He scratched a thank you note in the dirt.  Does that count?”

      She shook her head.  “That eye socket creeped me out.  You could strike a match on the skin in there it looked that rough.”

      He gave an involuntary shiver, then said, “Yeah, no kidding.  He should cover it with a patch or something.”

      “I’ll see you out there in a few.”

      “I’ll have Hudson grab an extra weapon and spare mags,” he said.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Outside, Garrity asked, “Is she up for it?”

      Rowan nodded and said, “She’s getting ready now.”

      “Oh, good,” he said.  “That’s really good.”

      “Let me tell Marley that Callum is here,” he said.  “I’m told on good authority that Callum is her favorite.”

      Marley was happy to see Willow and the child.  But so was Chandra.  The Californian had promised to spoil the heck out of Callum, which was a relief to Willow.  Whatever pressure Garrity was carrying looked like it was spilling off on his new girlfriend.

      Rowan got the okay from Hudson, then the two of them topped off a few spare mags.  He gave Leighton one of the guns and said, “Are you ready, Freddy?”

      “What about Constanza?” Leighton asked.

      “She’ll be fine.  She’s with Mom and Dad,” Rowan said, not sure why his younger sister would ask that.

      “You don’t want to let her know where you’re going?” Leighton asked.

      “I’ll be back before she knows I’ve been anywhere else.  Besides, if she comes up here with Mom, someone will tell her.”

      “Leighton,” Hudson called from his small house.  Rowan tapped Leighton on the shoulder, then pointed to Hudson.  Hudson held up a belt with a mag pouch.

      “Hang on,” Leighton told Rowan.

      Rowan didn’t mean to, but when he glanced over to see what was taking the two of them so long, he saw Hudson and Leighton smiling at each other a little too long.  And then, to his surprise, he saw Hudson lean in and kiss Leighton.  She leaned in as well.  Quick as the kiss was, the fact that both of them were complicit spoke volumes.

      Everyone seemed to think Hudson and Kenley were one day going to become an item.  He glanced over to Kenley’s one-bedroom home and saw her there.  She was on the porch, bed-headed and bleary-eyed, and seeing the same thing as Rowan.

      Oh, no…

      Kenley turned and went back in her place, slamming the door behind her.

      Before Rowan left, Chandra walked up to him and said, “Hey, after you’re done in town, do you think you could help me with my gray water plumbing?”

      He smiled and said, “Sure, I’d be happy to.  So long as you help me brush Molly.”

      She laughed and said, “There’s always something with you.”

      “So, I like your company, so what?” he said.

      “You keep telling me that,” she replied, brightened by the statement.

      “You know, I wasn’t sure how well we’d get along when I got here, but now that it’s been a while, I have to say, I am so glad you’re here.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said, suddenly looking shy.

      “I know about your family,” he said, “but there are other kinds of families, too.  I see you as family.  We all do.  I hope you feel the same about us.”

      “I do,” she said, a little extra shine to her eyes.  “I want you to know that’s not lost on me.”

      “Or me,” he said.

      “Let’s go, bro,” Hudson said to Rowan like he hadn’t just sucked face with his sister while Kenley was watching.

      Willow said goodbye to Callum and the girls then jumped in the Bronco with Garrity.  Rowan, Hudson, and Leighton hopped in the Jeep and the two parties started down the hill.

      Rowan and Hudson dropped Leighton off with Willow at the burn piles.  There were two other guys Rowan knew from the workforce, guys who knew their way around a gun.  He waved at them; they waved back.

      “You guys armed?” Rowan called out.  One of them pointed to a gun a few feet away and nodded in the affirmative.

      Garrity was suddenly at the Jeep’s window, startling Rowan.  “I’m going to head back to the office where I’m keeping the extra gas and a few extra guns.  You can’t be too prepared if these assholes come back.”

      “Do you want me and Hudson to hang back with the girls?” Rowan asked.

      “No, my guys are armed and aware of what happened, so they’ll be fine,” he said.  “Besides, I’ll only be gone a few minutes.”

      “Alright,” Rowan said.  “We’ll start setting a perimeter a few blocks out.”

      “Sounds good,” Garrity said.

      “Oh, and Lance?” Rowan said.  Garrity turned around.  “It’ll be okay.  Seriously.  But when this is done, you need to take some time for yourself.  You have to reset or you’re going to be more of a burden than you want.”

      He nodded, then said, “Will do.  I’ll be back in a few.”

      Rowan watched Garrity kiss Willow, thank Leighton, then get in the Bronco and head back to his former office.

      Turning to Hudson, Rowan said, “So what’s with you kissing my sister?”

      Hudson turned bright red.  “What do you mean?”

      Rowan punched him in the arm, a solid shot, then said, “Don’t give me that innocent Annie crap.  I saw you.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, hesitant.  “If it helps, she kissed me first.”

      “It doesn’t,” Rowan said.

      “Are you mad?” Hudson asked, a genuine question.

      “I’m not, but Kenley was, and when my dad finds out, oh man, you’d better have a bullet-proof vest and some running shoes ready and I mean stat.”

      Hudson laughed, then said, “Actually, I have both.  Wait, Kenley saw?”

      “Yeah,” Rowan said, “I think so.”

      “That means I’ll need the vest and shoes sooner than I think,” Hudson said, seemingly bothered by the new development.

      Rowan gave the man a stern nod, then said, “You’d better start with the vest.”
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        * * *

      

      On Edric’s orders, Sal Marquez and Anthony Russo grabbed the nicest cars, assembled their teams, then headed to Nicholasville to round up dinner.

      Before they set out, Anthony pulled Sal aside and said, “Is this how our lives are going to be from now on out?  Us hunting humans for food?”

      “Keep it down, brother,” Sal said.

      “I didn’t sacrifice everything to have to hunker down with some one-eyed psycho eating teenagers and now just regular people who are trying to survive.”

      “We’ve been eating our friends, bro.  Or haven’t you noticed?”

      Anthony looked at Sal funny.  Sal slapped his face affectionately and said, “At least we get to pick who we eat for dinner this time.”

      “I thought we were eating black buzzard,” Anthony said, still stunned.

      “That was the farty part,” Sal replied.  “The tougher parts were the humans.”

      Swallowing hard, Anthony asked, “Who…who did we eat?”

      “Don’t think about that now.  We’ve got orders.  So we’ll go out, catch and kill, then decide which parts of the body we want.”

      The two crews drove into Nicholasville in one long procession.  When they reached the edge of downtown, Sal said, “I’ll head to the source of the smoke, you make sure we don’t get any surprises along the way.”

      “Why are they burning them instead of eating them?” Anthony asked.

      “Not everyone is as hungry as we are.”

      Anthony nodded then said, “Maybe we should just find out where they live and go take their stuff?”

      “Those aren’t our orders.”

      “Have you forgotten that we lost guys recently?” Anthony asked.

      “My memory is good, brother.”

      “Alright then,” Anthony said, leaning out the open window and fist-bumping Sal.  “I’ll meet you at the smoke in half an hour?”

      “Make it an hour, just in case,” Sal said.  “And don’t get killed.”

      Anthony nodded.  “See you then.”

      Sal and his guys proceeded into town while Anthony and his guys took a different route.  Anthony wasn’t that deep into town when he ran a stop sign and almost hit a Jeep coming in fast and from the left.  Both vehicles slammed on their brakes, the two of them stopping just short of a T-bone collision.

      Anthony saw two guys in the Jeep staring at him; he glared back and reached for his gun.  Cautiously, his eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, saw his guys getting ready.  Back to the Jeep.  The driver was frantically working the stick shift.  Suddenly the Jeep’s back tires barked, then started smoking.

      The guy sitting next to him, one of Ash’s guys who wanted to come along, said, “Get ‘em!”

      Anthony dropped the clutch, spun the wheel, and took chase.

      From the passenger seat, one of Ash’s tagalongs said, “This one’s got courage.  I’m not sure if you’ve ever tasted courage, but courage makes for the best meals.”
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Leighton McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Leighton told Willow she was happy the woman was there, but that she was even happier that she and Garrity had found each other.

      “I’m happy, too,” Willow said, “but it’s been tough lately.  Tougher than I thought.”

      “How so?” Leighton asked.

      “I’m really worried about Lance.”

      “He’ll be okay,” Leighton said.  “He usually bounces back from things.”

      “He’s been really depressed lately.  He can’t sleep and Callum’s fussy.  My God, it stinks so bad out here!”

      When she first starting working the burn piles, Leighton experienced the same olfactory overload.  The pile of dead was like nothing she’d ever smelled before.  Garrity told her that if they didn’t burn them, the whole world would eventually smell that way.

      Shooing away a few pesky blowflies, she said, “At least it’s not too smoky, but it will be in a second.”

      “The gas masks help, right?” Willow asked.

      “Totally.”

      Willow was thirty-four, mother of one, and abandoned by an abusive ex-husband.  Now she was trying to start over in the apocalypse.  At first, Leighton thought, Who would want to fall in love in the apocalypse?  She didn’t even consider something like that a possibility.  But then she saw it happen with Willow and Garrity and it had changed her perspective on the matter.

      She had already been making peace with Niles’s passing, but now that Garrity and Willow were an item, she found herself looking at Hudson a different way.  She didn’t mean to, but it happened.  It all started with his patience with Kenley and Kenley’s refusal to move forward with him.

      Kenley lost her father, Leighton got that.  But she didn’t lose a lover.  Leighton had been in love with Niles, ready to spend her life with him, and then he died and she didn’t know how she’d ever feel again.  Hudson was giving Kenley a chance to feel again.  But to see her constantly rebuffing the man had always bothered Leighton.

      She felt the first stab of jealousy a few weeks back.  Shortly after that, she found she could resolve her feelings about Niles enough to maybe start thinking of falling in love again, and that’s when she saw Hudson.  That’s when she really saw him.

      Now that he kissed her and she kissed him back, it was the first time in a long time that she felt something real and exciting in this God-awful world.

      “You look different,” Willow said.

      Leighton waved at the smoke drifting their way, then coughed from either the ash of the dead in her throat or the rotten-corpse smell of the air.  A few flies bumped into her face, which she swatted away, and then she looked at Willow with wet, runny eyes and said, “I think I might be in love.”

      “That’s great!” Willow said.

      It was all the woman could do to make such a statement.  She knew right then that Willow was saddened by Garrity, by the way he was hurting inside.  Leighton knew exactly when the fracture happened.  Gator told her everything.  He changed after they killed that upside-down HR girl in the barn.  Garrity convinced himself that he made the shot in error without even realizing it.  The truth was, no one knew who shot her.  Still, Garrity shouldered that weight as if he knew for certain that he had been the triggerman.

      Leighton went and hugged a teary-eyed Willow.  “He’ll be okay, Willow,” she said.  “He’s just seen a lot of death and he takes on so much responsibility.  It’s too much.  We’re thinking of staging an intervention.”

      Willow laughed and wiped her eyes.  “Can we do one tonight?”

      “If I don’t choke on one of these flies...my god, they’re the size of bumblebees right now!”

      “What’s in the backpack?” Willow asked, switching topics.

      “PPE.  Gas masks.  Welder’s gloves.  And a gun Hudson lent me.”  She opened the backpack and handed Willow a gas mask.  “Put this on for now.  We’ll use the welder’s gloves when we’re ready to fluff the bodies.”

      “Fluff the bodies?” Willow asked.

      “That’s how I think of it when we push them around.  We create pockets of oxygen that allow the fire to spread.  That way the pile burns easier and more evenly.  I’ll show you.”

      She took a few minutes to help Willow with the mask, the straps, and then she gave her a moment to get comfortable in it.

      The woman looked cute in a funny sort of way, so much so that Leighton wished she had a working cell phone somewhere so she could take her picture.

      With a smile on her face, she saw Garrity coming down the road.  She waved to him, then pointed to Willow.

      Leighton started to walk to him to help with the sprayer tanks when she saw him speed up.  She stopped, frowned, then watched him approach way too fast.  At the last minute, he slammed on his brakes and locked up the wheels, the Bronco’s back end going into a controlled slide.

      The second he jumped out of his Bronco, he started shooting.  She ducked down, quickly realizing that people were shooting back.

      She spun around and saw Willow standing there in a panic.  The two guys Garrity tasked with monitoring the fires ran for their weapons.  Both men were immediately mowed down by gunfire.

      Leighton grabbed Willow’s arm to pull her to safety, but the woman was frozen with fear.  The minute Leighton grabbed her, Willow’s body started jumping and jolting out of her control.  She was getting shot.  Leighton dove away from the gunfire—a moment she knew she’d never forget.  She had run from Willow in her final moments.

      Scrambling to the pile of corpses for cover, she saw Willow hit the ground, her body riddled with bullets, her clothes now polka-dotting red.

      Where she had chosen to take cover, Garrity had run right into the storm with guns blazing.

      Half of her was itching to dive into that storm with him, but the other half was thinking he was a maniac for doing something so stupid.

      A second later, his body bucked sideways, a bloom of red on his shoulder.  He kept running at the guys in the vehicles, firing at them.  He jolted backward again, now favoring his side.  Still, he kept shooting.

      She looked at her gun where it lay on the ground near Willow, measured her chances of getting to it alive, then glanced back to Garrity, frantic.

      To her surprise, Garrity was hitting his targets.  He ran out of ammo, dropped to a knee, reloaded relatively quick for having been shot, then fired off three more rounds and resumed his charge.

      Within seconds, however, the side of his face jerked hard, his momentum halving.  A ragged flap of flesh shook out of his face, but Garrity kept shooting.

      Leighton felt herself cry out.

      Guys were down everywhere, Garrity was hit badly, but he was within fifteen feet of the human pestilence closing in on him and clearly determined to kill every last one of them.

      He put down two more guys with shots that could be kill shots.  The slide on his gun shot open and he reached for a fresh mag, but there was no spare mag to grab.  She watched him stop in this moment of realization.  He looked down, patted his pockets, then looked up at the one man left to kill.  He was in the car watching Garrity start to panic.

      The guy climbed out of the car with a sinister grin on his face.  He had a gun.  He pointed it at Garrity.

      Leighton felt the scream tear from her throat; she grabbed the nearest weapon to her, the wooden closet rod that was sharpened to a point, the same rod she used to fluff the bodies, her “stir stick.”

      With the rod in hand, she broke into a sprint.  Garrity turned and looked at her, half his face soaked red and hanging, his body wavering.  Seeing this, she drew back the makeshift spear, then launched it at the shooter with all her might.

      Before the archaic weapon had a chance to hit her target, the scumbag pulled the trigger and Garrity’s head snapped back, a mist of red spraying out the back.

      Fractions of a second later, the wooden spear sunk into the grinning man’s chest, causing him to stagger back and drop the gun.

      Leighton picked up speed then tackled him low and hard.  She drove him to the asphalt, both their bodies crashing hard.  Moved by a primal rage she barely knew she had, she began driving hammer fists into his face at such a ferocious pace, the man couldn’t stop her.

      When the storm in her subsided, she pushed herself to her feet, wiped her eyes, then let out an animal roar, one so deep and tortured it bellowed out of her throat like molten heat.

      Looking down, she saw this dying animal blinking, gulping for air, gagging on blood.  Instead of letting him die alone and scared in the street, she grabbed the rod that was still stuck in his chest and started stirring it around.  The pain brought him back immediately.  As she watched him shriek and howl in pain, her only regret was that she could not hear the agonizing sounds he was making.

      When it looked like he couldn’t take it anymore, she ripped the rod out of his chest and drove it into his throat.  The sharpened point skipped off one or more of the man’s cervical vertebrae, then stabbed the asphalt.  This alone ended his struggle.

      When she was done, the tears came on fast and hard.  Sobbing like a child, she dropped down before Garrity and checked for a pulse.  It was no use.  She went to Willow, found her every bit as dead as Garrity.

      Just minutes ago she was gushing like a schoolgirl about her kiss with Hudson; now she felt like whatever fracture had taken place in her heart was a clean break from which she would never recover.

      She got in Garrity’s Bronco, collected the two bodies, and then headed back to Gator City, bawling all the way there.

      She had known Nicholasville like the back of her hand, but twice she took a wrong turn, almost got lost, then corrected her course.  By the time she crested the hill into Gator City, she was so wiped out she felt the edges of her world going fuzzy and gray.

      Her body suddenly felt very weak.  With each breath, she saw Garrity dying, and Willow dying.  The adrenaline dump then kicked in and her emotions damn near flat-lined.  She didn’t remember parking the Bronco, and she barely remembered Gator grabbing her shoulders and saying, “Where’s Hudson and Rowan?”

      That was the last stab in her already battered heart.  She’d forgotten about them.  Were they dead, too?  Did she just leave the man she was falling for, as well as her brother, to die?  Something odd and new happened to her, a painful sensation at first, but then a freeing one.  She felt herself pull out of her body, almost away from it because the pain was too much to bear.

      The last thing her eyes did before she completely checked out was see Callum cradled in Chandra’s arms—the little boy whose mother and new father were now dead.

      The body Leighton once occupied fell to its knees, stayed there for a moment, then stopped blinking altogether.  It was just kneeling there, its mouth hanging open, its eyes staring at everything and nothing.

      If she could feel what the body was feeling, she would describe the sensation as a cold, empty sensation sweeping through her, devouring the last of her emotions, the last of her connections, the last of her awareness.

      Her eyes remained open, but to her, there was only deep space—a perfect nothingness.
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Rowan McDaniel

        

      

    

    
      Rowan and Hudson were trying to outrun the guys they had almost collided with, but when the car’s passenger slid out of the side window and started to shoot, Hudson did the same, shooting back.

      Hudson lit up the windshield, effectively turning the glass opaque.  The car automatically began to slow, the driver unable to see the road ahead.

      “Get back in, quick!” Rowan shouted.

      Hudson dropped back down inside the Jeep and buckled up.  Rowan then hit the gas, pulled ahead a full block, then slammed on the brakes and spun the Jeep around, nearly turning it on its side.  He found first gear, stomped on the accelerator, and dumped the clutch.  He lurched forward knowing he had only a small window of time to gain speed before hammering the unsuspecting driver head-on.

      Because Rowan was speeding up while the other driver had slowed way down, the impact was worse for their car than it was for the reinforced Jeep.  The sounds of the collision were deafening.  Rowan’s and Hudson’s bodies jolted to a jarring stop.

      After taking a moment to recover, the two men undid their seatbelts and got out.  They had their knives in one hand and their pistols in the other.  On the hood of the car they’d collided with were the driver and passenger, both men sprawled out, their faces torn open and peeled back from going through the glass.

      Rowan stabbed both men, just in case, while Hudson shot the two guys sitting in the back seat.  Behind the car with the hood-surfers was another car.  It had slammed into the back of his buddy’s car for a three-car pileup.

      The driver and passengers were dazed but coming around.  Three shots took out the clowns in the front seat, but a huge blast blew through the windshield, startling both Rowan and Hudson.

      “Was that a shotgun?” Hudson asked.

      Rowan nodded.

      Both men had ducked down in case the shooter had another load in the tube.

      “How many rounds do you have left?” Rowan asked Hudson.

      “Three,” he said.  “You?”

      “One,” Rowan said, “but I have an idea.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Why don’t you shoot through the windows—one bullet clearing out both sides.  He’ll pause for a second then he’ll try to shoot you.  That’s when I’ll shoot him.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I hear you out there!” the man yelled.

      “I’ll head around to the other side,” Rowan said, ignoring the man.

      Hudson nodded, waited for Rowan to get to the other side, then he moved in and started shooting.  He put the first round through the window, breaking the glass and hitting the man in the torso.

      Hudson put the second shot through the other window, just as planned.  Rowan dared not attempt the kill shot because the injured man racked the shotgun and started yelling something incoherent.  The second he discharged the weapon, Rowan hit the deck.  Under the car, he saw Hudson go down hard.  The man first crashed to his knees and then he flopped over on his side.

      Did he just get Hudson?  He heard the man in the car, listened to his labored breathing.  Instead of using his last round on him, Rowan slid out his knife.

      Rising up, he saw the man’s head leaning against the door, looking out the opposite side to where Hudson was.  He immediately drove his knife down into the man’s eye socket, the sound meaty and sharp, the grunt of a well-placed strike more than satisfying.  With both hands, he twisted the blade back and forth, the squelching, twisting, slurping sound music to his ears.

      Hudson rose to his knees, leaned over, and peeked inside the car.  There, he saw Rowan and frowned.

      “I thought you were going to shoot him,” Hudson said.

      “For a second, I thought he got you.”

      Rowan pulled his blade out of the man’s skull, half the eye coming with it.  He flicked it off with a finger, stomped on it, then kicked it in the dirt.  Looking up, he saw Hudson watching him in revulsion.

      “You’ve got problems,” Hudson said.

      “We’ve all got problems.”

      “Yeah, well, yours go deeper than normal.”

      “Can you even define normal by today’s standards?” Rowan asked, heading to the back of the car and popping the trunk.

      “It sure as hell ain’t this,” Hudson said, waving a hand at the body.

      Rowan was not interested in Hudson’s nitpicking of his battlefield behavior.  He just wanted to know if the dead scumbags had anything of value on them.

      “Let’s see what these clowns have in the trunk, then we need to get back to Leighton, Willow, and Garrity and let them know we took care of their problem.”

      They rifled through the two cars, finding a jerry can of gas, some random ammo, and a couple of old guns.  After that, they tried to start the Jeep.  It had taken a beating, but it wasn’t dead.  Finally, the engine turned over, but it had needed some massaging first.  Rowan then feathered the clutch enough to dislodge its bumper from the other vehicle’s grill.

      “Do you know where we are?” Hudson asked.

      “I will in a minute,” Rowan said as he looked around.  “I just need to see a street sign.”

      Hudson looked into the sky, pointed, and said, “Just head toward the smoke.”

      Rowan spun the wheel, turned the Jeep around, then made his way back to the burn pile.  The minute he saw the carnage, panic shot into his heart and he took his foot off the accelerator.

      “What the hell?” Hudson mumbled.

      There were multiple cars and dead people everywhere.  Rowan looked all over for his sister, Willow, and Garrity, but they were nowhere to be found.

      Hudson suddenly had his recently acquired shotgun in hand along with a few extra shells.  “Stop and let me out.”

      Rowan parked.

      They got out, inspected the cars, saw the guys shot to death.  Rowan ended up standing over the dead man with the bloody chest and the ragged hole in this throat.

      “That’s Leighton’s stir stick,” Rowan said, looking at the discarded closet rod.  The point of the stick was bright red and still wet.  “That’s what she called it, a freaking stir stick, like it was coffee she was stirring, rather than dead people.”

      “She’s funny like that,” Hudson said, pale-faced and scared.

      Rowan looked at the ground, trying to get an idea of what happened based on the evidence left behind.  There was a trail of blood on the asphalt.

      “Someone died,” Hudson said, seeing it, too.

      “And then someone dragged that body from the scene,” Rowan added, the implications sitting all wrong inside him.

      His eyes fell to the two men who had been at the burn pile before Leighton and Willow had arrived—Garrity’s guys.  They were riddled with bullets, not too far from their weapons.  Rowan picked the guns up and put them in the Jeep.

      He and Hudson walked down the road, saw another blood pool as well as evidence of another body being dragged a short distance.  There were shell casings all over the place and the fires were too low to burn all day.

      “Garrity’s Bronco is gone,” Hudson said.

      That awful, sick feeling Rowan had just got a lot worse.  Was Leighton killed here?  Garrity?  Willow?  One of them was still alive, otherwise the Bronco would be here, as would the bodies.  So who was it?  Who survived?

      “There’s too much blood for…you know, for someone to…” Hudson said.

      “I know,” Rowan said, quickly.

      Survive.

      Rowan looked up at Hudson who had the same bloodless expression on his face.  He swallowed past the lump in his throat and tried to pull himself together.  “Let’s check the sheriff’s office first.  They would have gone there if there was the possibility of saving a life.”

      “And then?” Hudson asked.

      “If no one’s there, we’ll head to Garrity’s place.”

      The trip to the sheriff’s office was short.  When they got there, they found the office vacant.  They headed to Garrity’s place, Rowan driving faster than he should for the Jeep having taken a beating earlier.  When they arrived, they found it empty as well.

      On the porch, however, Rowan saw a letter with Garrity’s name on it.  He held it up, showed Hudson.  There was a question in his eyes—should he open it?

      “What’s he going to do,” Hudson asked, “arrest you for unlawfully opening his mail?”

      Rowan opened it.  It was a personal note to Garrity.  He started to read it, not meaning to read the entire note.  Once he started, though, he could not stop.

      I’m sorry, Lance.  You were a good friend, a great sheriff, and you’ll make an even better father.  Thank you for everything.  Marilyn.

      Rowan sat down on the stoop, the weight of this day becoming too much on his psyche.

      “What is it?” Hudson asked.

      “Do you remember where Marilyn lives?  I can’t think straight right now.”

      “The deputy?”

      Rowan said, “Yeah.”

      “Not far from here.  Is that where they’re at?”

      “Maybe.  If you can get me to the right street,” Rowan said, “I think I can find the house.”

      “Sure, we went there a dozen times picking her up for early ops.”

      When they got to the house, Rowan went and knocked on the front door.  No one answered.  He listened for the sounds of footsteps or other activity before knocking again.  He called her name but got no reply.  When he looked at Hudson, the man gave him the “what gives?” look.

      Rowan went around back, saw the door locked and the windows shut, except for one.  The smell coming from inside the house was ferocious, too much to stomach while trying to climb through a tiny hole leading into the house.

      Back around the front, he reared back and kicked in the front door.  Hudson got out of the Jeep, realizing there was something wrong.

      They both held their noses and squinted as they walked inside Marilyn’s house.  They found her body laid out on the easy chair.  A shotgun lay half on her chest, half on the easy chair’s armrest.

      Stricken, his brain felt like it was starting to squirm and cramp in his skull.  He took in all the gore on the back wall as well as the ragged stump that used to hold her head.  Seeing this, he felt numb, absolutely detached from himself.

      Hudson staggered out front, wordless.  Rowan heard him puking and it made sense.  It wasn’t that it was gross to look at—though it was, and it stunk—it was the loss of a friend, a woman who pushed too hard to do the right thing only to lose herself in the process that hurt so much.

      “I’m so sorry,” Rowan whispered to her body, taking her cold, dead hand in his.  “You needed to leave this world, I understand.  We’ll take it from here.”

      Outside, he found Hudson on the porch stoop, his head in his hands, crying.  Was his friend finally cracking?  Was Rowan about to crack, too?  He had known Marilyn through Garrity, but never enough to form a tight friendship with her.  Hudson however, knew her well.  They’d become pretty close over the months.

      His friend stood up, kicked her garbage can, then picked it up and tossed it across the yard.  Then he just stood there, not moving except for the shaking in his hands and arms.  Finally, he wiped his eyes, then turned to Rowan and said, “We need to find Leighton and the others.”

      Rowan nodded, got into the Jeep, then tried to start it.  The engine groaned and gave up, tried again, puttered a bit, and then finally turned over.

      “We did this to her,” Hudson said about Marilyn.

      “This life did this to her,” Rowan replied as he put the Jeep in gear and headed straight for Gator City.

      “No man, we drove her to it,” Hudson argued.  “When we started taking down those scumbags, all of those maggot Hayseed jackasses, we ruined her brain.  We just halved it and halved it again until she couldn’t take it any longer.”

      “Let’s just focus on Leighton, Willow, and Garrity,” Rowan said, terrified for his sister.

      Hudson sat there quietly, the shotgun resting in the footwell by his leg.  Finally, he said, “She took the coward’s way out.”

      Rowan didn’t know what to say.  Hudson was right, but he wasn’t right as well.

      The despondent man finally turned to Rowan and said, “This is the first time I’ve ever been jealous of a woman.  She got out and we’re still stuck here.”

      “You can’t think like that, Hudson,” Rowan said.  “You put those days behind you.”

      “If Kenley felt anything close to this, and it was probably worse, I can understand maybe why she can’t seem to connect with me.  She’s lost in her own dark world.  Do you think she’d do this to herself, too?  If the grief became too much?  Because that’s kind of what I’ve been worrying about lately.”

      Rowan tried to make himself feel something, but all he could feel was fear, concern, paranoia.

      “You know her better than all of us,” Rowan said.  “If Kenley was going to kill herself, I have to believe she would have done it already.”

      He said this, but all he could think about was his little sister.  If she died…don’t think like that!

      “She’ll be okay,” Hudson finally said, knowing what concerned Rowan most.

      “Did you see all that blood?” he managed to ask.

      “Yeah,” Hudson replied.  “I saw it and I know what it means.  Two of them are dead or in critical condition.”

      “Yeah,” Rowan said.

      “Either way, we can’t do anything for them.  We’re not surgeons or doctors.  And we can’t save anyone if we’re dead.  Slow down, man.  Seriously.”

      “We have to pray for the best,” Rowan said, “but plan for the worst.”

      When they got up the hill, they saw Garrity’s old Bronco in the meadow with the doors wide open.  They also saw Gator carrying Willow’s lifeless body out of the car.  Garrity was already on the ground, unmoving.

      And Leighton…he saw Leighton.  She was lying face-down in the dirt, Marley at her side, crying, trying to rouse her.

      There was blood all over her.

      Rowan started to tear up, to cry.  He wasn’t even sure if he put the Jeep in park when he leaped out and ran for her.  He passed Willow and Garrity—both dead, which tore his heart into a million little pieces—but Leighton.  Leighton!

      He skidded to his knees before her, looked at Marley who said, “She’s unresponsive.”

      “Was she shot?” he asked, breathless.

      “I don’t know,” Marley said, crying.  “She just dropped here.  Like she fell over.”

      “Did you check to see if she was shot?”

      “This side, yes.”

      Rowan got his arms under Leighton’s body and said, “Let’s roll her over.”

      He and Marley rolled her over and saw her eyes open but looking away, unblinking.  Rowan gently brushed off the dirt caked to her cheek.

      In the distance, he heard a child crying.  Rowan felt the others gathering around him, worried, watching.  He had perfect tunnel vision just then.  All he saw was Leighton.

      Marley said, “I have a pulse, it’s strong.”

      “So, why does she look like that?”

      “I don’t know,” Marley said.

      “She’s in shock,” Gator said, tears in his eyes, blood all over his hands and forearms.

      “What do we do?” Marley asked, out of ideas and scared.

      “I need Mom and Dad,” Rowan said.

      “They’re at the house,” Marley told him.  “I’ll stay with her.  You go, quickly.”

      Hudson was suddenly there, getting on his knees before her.

      Rowan said, “If she likes you, then try to talk to her.”

      “I will.”

      “Wake her up!” he roared.

      “I’ll try,” Hudson said, looking even worse than before.

      Rowan stalked back to the Jeep, his mind twisting in every direction, scattered so wide he couldn’t seem to think straight.  The sounds of a baby crying roused him once more.  He turned and saw Chandra holding Callum.  Kenley was on the porch, crying, too.  Rowan stopped at the sight of Garrity’s body.  He just looked at his fallen friend.  It was hard to believe he was gone.  Willow, too.  And now Marilyn.

      How was he supposed to process all of that?  He got in the Jeep, traversed down the bumpy driveway, then made his way to the road and headed home.  When he got there, he saw Rose in a Pack ‘n Play in the driveway.  Constanza was bent over the railing playing with her.  She looked up and waved, but Rowan couldn’t make himself wave back.  He got out of the Jeep and that’s when Constanza saw him and freaked out.  He was bloody as well and looking ragged, unable to cull his emotions, unable to even let them out.

      The Hispanic beauty and love of his life was talking to him but he was in a fog.  “Are you hurt?” she asked.  “Talk to me, Rowan.”

      He shook his head, wordless.

      His father came up to him, saw the blood, and asked, “What happened?”

      “Leighton,” was all he could say.

      He saw his father’s eyes change.  Faith stepped outside the barn, her shirtsleeves rolled up, dirt on her arms like she’d been working in the garden with Colt.

      “Where?” Colt asked.

      “Gator City with Marley,” he said.

      “Is she okay?” he asked, panicked, fear oozing from him.

      “Garrity is dead,” Rowan said with so much pain in his heart.  “Willow and Marilyn are gone, too.”

      Constanza was crying now.  She went to Rose, picked her up, held her tight.

      “What about Leighton?” Colt asked at his side.

      “Something is wrong with her, but she’s not shot.  I…I think she…I don’t know what happened to her.”

      “Get the guns!” he called out to Faith.

      Rowan couldn’t find the words to say what they had done—all the guys they’d killed—for he still hadn’t told him the details about Marilyn.  By some miracle, he managed to find the words.  “Marilyn…she couldn’t take it anymore.  She…she killed herself.”

      This stopped Colt.  To be killed was one thing, but to kill yourself?  That meant the pain and emotional torment had gotten the best of you.  To do that to yourself somehow seemed so much worse than someone else doing it to you.

      Rowan couldn’t say any more because he kept seeing most of Marilyn’s face blown off, the gristle that had dried to the wall behind her.  He let the image really settle in.  All the pain she must have felt before she pulled that trigger, how she must have cried.

      “The rest of us were ambushed at the burn pile,” he said, choked up, on the verge of tears.

      “Rowan?” Colt asked, almost like he was scared to hear the answer.  “Rowan?”

      He just stood there, unblinking, nothing registering.  His father pulled him in a hug and that’s when he started to shake and cry.  God, this hurt so bad.

      “What’s wrong with him?” he heard Constanza asking.

      “He’s in shock,” his father said.

      “Is that what this is?” he asked.  “Dad…Garrity…they shot Willow.  She never did anything to anyone.”

      His dad held him even tighter.  “We’ll be okay.  We’ll let ourselves feel after this is over.  For now, we have to pull ourselves together so we can see this through.”

      By we, he means me, Rowan thought.

      “Faith!” Colt yelled.  “Those guns!”

      She came out with her arms loaded, hustled to the Jeep, and said, “What are we doing?  What’s wrong, Rowan?”

      “Leighton’s hurt, Garrity and Willow are dead, Marilyn killed herself,” Colt said.

      Faith looked shocked, not sure how to react except to say, “Leighton?”

      “Get in the Jeep, Faith.  Give me the keys, Rowan.  You’re in back.”

      Constanza kissed him hard, then took his face into both hands and said, “You had better come back to me and your daughter.”

      He nodded, trying to pull out of the haze he’d seemed to have fallen into.

      “Promise me,” she said, giving his face a little shake.  “Promise.”

      He broke the trance, focused on her gorgeous face, then he turned and saw Rose’s little face and the spell broke.  “I promise,” he said.

      “Let’s go!” Colt said slapping the side of the Jeep.

      Rowan climbed in the back and they took off, heading up to Gator City.  When they arrived, Colt and Faith jumped out of the Jeep and ran to Leighton.  She looked like she was in a catatonic state.

      “I think it’s shock, Dad,” Marley said.

      “If she pulls out, she’ll be fine,” Gator said.  “She just needs to snap out of it.”

      That’s when they heard a motorcycle.  The only motorcycles that came up that hill were parked nearby.

      Gator ran to the house, got the Barrett, then told Trixie to get her nine and be ready.  Rowan got his gun, but he knew he’d be useless in a gunfight right then.  He still had that awful, uncomfortable tunnel vision.

      Gator and Trixie walked to the edge of the porch.  Gator scoped in the driveway, then seemed to relax.

      Everyone watched the motorcycle crest the hill.  The rider wasn’t wearing a helmet, but he had a smile on his face.

      “Oh, it’s him,” Rowan heard someone say.  He thought it was Chandra, but he couldn’t be sure.

      Gator started back to where Leighton was, saying to Trixie, “Get rid of him.”

      “I will,” she called out, “but for the record, his missing eye is disgusting and I still think someone should tell him to wear a patch.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          

      

    

    






Marshall Aldrich

        

      

    

    
      A group of Persian scouts tried to sneak off the boat, armed and alert.  Aldrich’s team grabbed them and dragged them down the docks to an open lane between parked cars.  From there, they began to interrogate them.  It all started with Aldrich and Hayes shoving them down to their knees then growling into their ears, “How many on the ship?”

      The first guy said nothing, so Aldrich put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.  “How many on the ship?” he asked the next guy.

      “We started with one hundred and seven.  I don’t know how many you killed.”

      “Who of significance is on board?”

      The man said nothing, so Aldrich shot him and went to the next man.  “Same question,” he barked in the next man’s ear.

      “The new Ayatollah and his family,” the prisoner said, “as well as the president and his family.”

      “Can you take me to them?”

      “He is insulated.”

      “How long can he stay on board without external provisions?” Aldrich asked.

      “With the men you killed not participating in the rationing of food, months maybe.  The families have security, making the fortress around them impenetrable.”

      “We can blow it up,” Hwa-Young said, “smoke them out.”

      The man said, “With all due respect, you are sloppy, and noisy.”

      “You’re on your knees, we’re on our feet,” Aldrich hissed.

      “What is the saying?” the sailor asked with a bit of gallows humor.  “A broken clock is right twice a day?”

      “More like ‘Even a blind squirrel finds a nut from time to time,’” Aldrich said.

      He thought about Isaiah, T-Dawg, Lopez, Brooks.  Marlon and Price were left, as were Hwa-Young, Baker, and Igarashi.

      The feelings he’d tamped down were now boiling to the surface.  That’s why he kept his rage on tap, the rage he would need to close out this mission.

      “Where are they headed?” Aldrich asked.

      “We are at war,” the sailor said.

      “No, you’re not, otherwise you wouldn’t have brought this boat with Iran’s leadership on it.  This is a resettlement mission.”

      The sailor lowered his head, no longer speaking.

      “If I ask you again and you don’t answer me—” Aldrich started to say.

      Hwa-Young walked forward after the man hesitated, pushed Aldrich aside, then ripped the man’s turban from his head along with his skull cap.

      She grabbed his face, held it firm, and used her blade to carve a line from the space between his eyebrows over the top of his head, right down to the base of his skull.

      The screaming and thrashing were murder on everyone’s ears, but this was Hwa-Young, the girl who carried more rage than all of them combined.

      She leaned on the blade, made sure the edge scored the skull itself.  When she was done, she grabbed the front of the man’s hair where it was thick, started ripping it aside hard enough that the hair—as well as some of his forehead skin—began peeling away from the bone itself.

      The screaming finally became too much.

      “Can’t we do this quieter?” Baker asked from the top of a fried electrical box he’d set up shop on.

      The sobbing, hiccupping prisoner finally said, “We’re going to Louisiana, by the Texas border.”

      “Where exactly?” Hwa-Young growled.

      The man gave them the location of a farm; Aldrich memorized the location.

      “Why there?” Aldrich asked.  The man didn’t answer.  Aldrich walked around the front of him, put the gun on the top of the man’s exposed skull, and aimed down through the middle of him.  “Why there?”

      The man still didn’t answer.  Hwa-Young shoved the weapon aside and said, “He wants to die so it’s no benefit to him to tell us.”

      She went to work on him again, peeling the skin back.  He went back to the shrieking and high-pitched screaming.

      Baker flashed them a look, but Aldrich was on Hwa-Young’s side with this.  When the skin finally refused to peel any farther, Hwa-Young used the blade to scrape it off the skull.  By now, her hands were slick with blood, and the man’s face was a red waterfall.

      When the skin on his face started to rip and pull across his eye, the man said, “Steve Trammel!  His name is Steve Trammel!”

      “The billionaire?” Aldrich asked, astounded.

      “Yes,” the man said, sobbing worse than ever.

      Baker fired off a shot, startling everyone but Hwa-Young.  Behind Aldrich, a man’s body splashed into the harbor waters, one more corpse to join the others in either bloating, floating, or sinking.

      “Why Trammel?” Hwa-Young asked.  She knew of the eccentric billionaire.  He was a disgusting freak.

      “Because he owns farmland.”

      “America is full of farmland,” Hwa-Young said.

      “In this case, the farmland is also a sanctuary.  The new Ayatollah is tired from the many battles of Iran, and he is older than even he will admit.  He no longer wishes to live out his life in his homeland.  Not when he can live in the lush lands he, Trammel, and the others helped to overthrow.  To him, living his last days here is like taking the woman of the man who was his fiercest enemy and raping her day in and day out for the rest of his life.”

      There was a small light that went on in the man’s eyes, a sort of pride he took in talking about America as a conquered land.

      “Who else besides the Ayatollah and the President are going to Louisiana?” Aldrich asked, pressing the man.

      “Just us.  We will work for our keep.  The same as it has always been.”

      So no more boats, and no airplanes.

      “We’ll see about that,” Aldrich said.  “We’ll just see.”

      With that, Aldrich went down the line, shooting the prisoners in the head and telling Hayes to handle their bodies.  The big man began dragging them toward the harbor where he shoved them in the water with the others.

      Baker fired off two more shots; two more bodies fell from sight.

      When Aldrich finally finished the executions, save for the man who had worn the turban, he checked the chamber to make sure a round was seated and ready to go.

      “What now?” Hwa-Young asked Aldrich.  She let go of the whimpering man’s scalp, then pushed his head away.  He collapsed on his side at Aldrich’s feet, blubbering and whispering something in his native tongue.

      Aldrich stepped back and shot him in the head.  “We continue to wait,” he said, answering Hwa-Young.

      When Hayes came to collect the body, Aldrich said, “Not this one.  We made these creatures a promise.  We said that if they came to America, every one of them would get the same treatment we gave their minister of defense.  Hwa-Young, would you like to do the honors?”

      He handed her a big, sharp blade.  She shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” Aldrich asked.

      “Positive,” she said.

      Hayes said, “I will do it, boss.”

      Aldrich handed the man the blade, then looked at Hwa-Young and said, “You will always have first right of refusal until your heart is at peace.”

      Hwa-Young then did something Aldrich never thought she would do.  She went and hugged him.  It was a long, poignant embrace.

      She said, “I’m sorry for my disrespect back in West Virginia, at the airport.  I didn’t know you the way I know you now.”

      “I’m not sorry at all,” Aldrich replied.  “It made me see you for who you are, not who you could be for me.  The difference is profound.”

      Beside them, Hayes began cutting the man’s head off.  When he was done, the bearded beast stood, stretched, and shook the blood off his hands.  To Aldrich, he said, “Why this one?”

      “The turban,” Hwa-Young said, answering for him.  “The others did not wear turbans.  They were sailors and foot soldiers, no one of consequence.  Only this one will matter to the Ayatollah.”

      “She’s correct,” Aldrich said.

      Hayes looked at her for a long time.  She studied him back, unblinking.  After that, Hayes said, “I certainly underestimated you.”

      “We all did,” Baker added.

      For the first time since he’d met her, Aldrich saw Hwa-Young’s emotions as plain as day.

      “Family,” Aldrich said.

      “Family,” both Baker and Hayes said.

      “Family,” Price and Niko echoed, smiles on their faces.

      “I love you guys,” she said.  “I really, truly do.”

      The moment was sweet but short-lived.  They were still chin deep in the muck.

      “How long should we wait, boss man?” Hayes asked.

      “Until they break or we get tired of waiting,” Aldrich answered truthfully.

      “Steve Trammel,” Hwa-Young said.  The billionaire landowner.  The scumbag who had a part in this according to the man with the turban.

      “I know,” Aldrich said.

      “This man will be the end,” Hwa-Young said in her most serious face.

      “Maybe or maybe not,” Aldrich said.  “We will see.”
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Gator

        

      

    

    
      Gator was a wreck inside, his emotions never so unsettled.  So, when the guy with one eye showed up unannounced, it felt like an uninvited guest making an appearance right after a family fight.  In fact, Gator was so rattled by what was happening with Garrity, Willow, and Leighton that he forgot to leave the Barrett on the porch.  He realized this right about the time he reached Colt’s Jeep.  He’d leave it there.  It was Colt’s weapon after all…a gift from his brother, Walker.

      Before he could get to the Jeep, let alone help Colt and Faith with Leighton, he heard the sounds of cars and trucks heading up the hill.  He turned around, and though he didn’t see the approaching vehicles, he saw Ash Weylin drawing down on Trixie.

      The one-eyed super freak shot at her twice, but the former dancer ducked quickly and scrambled for cover.

      Gator leveled the weapon on the man, pulled the trigger.  An explosion of flesh was his reward for such a quick response, but the shot was rushed, the distance farther than he’d like.  Still, Ash’s arm below the elbow fell into the dirt, the ragged stump draining a gallon of gore.

      Instead of rushing the second shot, Gator lined it up perfectly, catching the man dead center.  The hole he put in Ash Weylin’s chest—the one he could see through for just a moment—was proof he’d blown the man’s spine in two.

      The one-eyed creep fell in a heap, dead where he lay.

      The others joined in with Gator, all of them either armed or grabbing weapons.  Kenley, however, walked right past them all, gun in hand, heading for the sounds of the cars.

      “What are you doing?” Chandra called out.

      Hudson caught up to her and grabbed her arm.  She shook him off and said, “Go be with Leighton, Hudson.  Leave me alone!”

      Gator saw the pain in the woman’s eyes, but so did Hudson.

      “I tried to be with you,” Hudson said loud enough for Gator to hear.

      “I love you,” Kenley said, “and just because it’s not the way you think doesn’t mean that someday…”

      He held her arm and tried to take her gun, but she turned the pistol so it was aiming at his head.  “Let go, Hudson.”

      “Please,” he begged, ignoring the threat.  “Please don’t do this.”

      Her expression only hardened.  She finally pushed him away, which was right about the time the parade of vehicles crested the hill.  She made a beeline straight for them, shooting to kill after she watched Ash draw on Trixie.

      Everyone started shooting back, but Kenley was the only one not taking cover.  She hit two drivers and one guy jumping out of the back of a lifted El Camino before the first bullet hit her above the breast.

      She staggered to the side, tried to shoot again, but couldn’t lift the gun.  The second bullet was a headshot.  She fell right there, dead in the dirt.

      Hudson charged the men, a horrified scream tearing loose, and then Gator waved them forward and everyone charged in.

      Hudson shot two of these scumbags, then ducked to the side and ran for where Trixie was hiding.  Unlike Kenley, Gator wasn’t trying to off himself.

      By that time, Gator was working the Barrett M82.  It barked out shot after shot.  But then the mag ran dry.  He dropped the weapon and sprinted for the house.  He went inside, tore through his supplies, then grabbed the satchel of grenades, prayed there were no duds, then went back outside and started lobbing them off his deck, right down into the driveway.

      The explosions rocked the canyon.  In between the grenades, the others had taken up firing positions and were shooting the insurrectionists.

      Finally, they seemed to gain the upper hand.  Then together, they all moved on the horde as one, including Trixie who was also shooting everyone she could.

      Fortunately, there were enough crack shots in the group to neutralize what was coming.  But then the firing became less and less.  Most of the intruders were down by the time they started to run out of ammo.

      Gator scoured the battlefield for enemy weapons, anything they could grab.  By the time he realized no one had any more ammo, one of the scumbags who attacked them appeared.  He had Hudson dead to rights.

      Gator discretely charged the slide, even though the chamber was empty, and then he leveled his weapon on the man.  “Put the gun down and I won’t shoot.  Pause even for a second and I’ll give you a third eye you can see.”

      The man made a knowing smile.  “If you had a single bullet between you, it would have already cut me down.”

      He turned the gun to Gator and said, “This is our place now, so you’ll have to go.  One way or another, you’ll have—”

      The shot from behind startled them all.  The guy looked down at his chest where he was shot and then another shot rang out, catching him in the chest yet again.

      Gator looked up and saw Leighton standing beside Ash Weylin’s body, her robin’s-egg blue Glock 43 in hand.  The barrel was still smoking.  Through all of this, her trance had broken.  Was that possible?  Was any of this possible?

      Down the hill, the man with the gun was sucking in air and looking like he wasn’t sure where he was.  Leighton walked down toward him, a little wobbly on her feet, but overcome with rage.  When she was close enough, she put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.

      Down the hill, Gator heard more cars and trucks coming.  They all seemed to hear them, everyone but Leighton.

      Wasting no time, the others scrambled to pick up the guns of the fallen men, ready to meet the next cars heading up the hill.  Hudson grabbed Leighton and they ducked into the woods on one side of the dirt road leading up to Gator City.

      Gator called out, “Watch the crossfire, stay prone, and aim up.”

      Every single member of Gator City had trained for this, so when the next six cars came lumbering up the dirt drive, they were cut down quick, their weapons taken and used on the next cars coming until there were no cars left to come and no scumbags left to kill.

      In the very last car, there was one survivor.  Hudson broke away from the ranks and walked down to the car.  Gator followed, covering his six.

      Hudson looked in at the man who had blood splatter on him and whose head was now bobbing slightly from being shot but not killed.

      “What’s your name?” Hudson asked.

      “Edric,” he said, blood spittle coming out, the man’s jaw coming forward enough to let Hudson know he would be dead shortly.

      “You Hayseed Rebellion?” Gator asked from behind him.

      The man’s eyes slowly shifted over to Gator.  He nodded, then looked up at Hudson, grinned, and said, “Yeah.”

      Hudson pulled his weapon and said, “Not anymore.”  He put two rounds into the man’s skull.  “That was for Kenley, Garrity, Willow, Marilyn, all of Silver Grove, and America you sorry son of a bitch.”

      Hudson capped off his tirade by spitting in the man’s face.  The loogie drizzled down the front of his face, right alongside the two beads of red now leaking from the bullet holes.

      “Burn in hell, pendejo,” Hudson hissed as he walked away.

      When Gator looked up the hill at the procession of HR cars and the dead HR henchmen in and around them, he saw Leighton standing over the top of all of it and smiled.

      Colt joined her, as did Faith, but Leighton was looking at Hudson.  The former boxer started up the hill.  When he was within a few feet of her, Leighton let go of her parents and practically fell into Hudson’s arms, holding him tighter than Gator had ever seen her hold anyone.

      Gator saw it in Leighton’s eyes, that thing Gator once recognized in Trixie.  She found a new place to put her love, to make a home, and to call a family.  Hudson would have an uphill battle, though, for he had a lot of grief he’d need to deal with.  They all did.  But at least they had each other.

      Up on the hill, looking at Kenley’s body, his heart ached like nothing he’d ever felt before.  Trixie and Chandra were by her, as was Marley.

      There were so many of them who had died so needlessly.  Maybe they were the lucky ones.  Maybe dying was a gift.  That left him to wonder if living was something reserved only for those deserving of such a punishment.

      Then again, for all they had lost and gained, maybe in time they would heal.  For now, with these deep wounds, Gator—like the others—would let his pain run its course.  He would properly and openly grieve, not just for those who died, but for the part of him that had died as well.

      And then he would let himself fall deeply, madly in love with not only Trixie but with the rest of his new family.  Smiling despite the pain, he wiped his eyes with his free hand then started up the hill to help the others.
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Marshall Aldrich

        

      

    

    
      Aldrich’s team waited an exhausting five days for the Persians to get off the boat.  Unfortunately for the unsettled troops waiting to put them to death, the Persians did no such thing.

      In the middle of the sixth night, however, the deckhands started dumping bodies.  When they were done, when the moon was high, Hwa-Young and Price broke away from the group, slid into the harbor, and swam through the bobbing corpses until they found their own.

      Hwa-Young found Isaiah first; Price found Brooks a few minutes later.

      They wrestled their friends’ bodies out of the harbor then asked Aldrich if they could give them a proper burial.  He nodded, then suggested they bury them on the grounds of the closest church, the Tabernacle Church of Norfolk.

      With the two-ways charged and active, Aldrich’s team made their way to the church, broke into a maintenance shed, then grabbed a couple of shovels.  They took turns digging until they had two reasonably deep graves.  After they lowered the men into hallowed ground, Hwa-Young asked if she could pray for them.

      The team nodded, all of them.  Quietly, reverently, she spoke from her heart, begged God to see the good in them, to take them into His arms, especially Brooks who was not bad, just misunderstood.  When she was done praying for the souls of her friends and family, she said a prayer for T-Dawg and Lopez, and then she finished by asking Him for protection for the rest of the team as they saw their mission through.

      It was all Aldrich could do to keep his emotions in.  He was having a hard time of it because he was tired, so tired, and he was weary from the losses.

      Back at the port, Alexander Hale spoke on behalf of the B Team saying the men were tired and restless.  Peter Whitlock of the C Team basically said the same thing.

      Aldrich wanted to chastise the two of them for giving up, but it had been five days going on six and the Persians they tortured were clear when they said the crew could hold the ship for up to a month with the provisions they had.

      Baker finally pulled Aldrich aside and said, “Why don’t you give me the address to Louisiana.  Niko and I can hang back, tie this thing off if we can, then join you there?”

      “I’m not quitting,” Aldrich said.

      “I know, boss.  But it’s time to hit the next stage.  I was thinking you could pay a visit to Trammel. Let that bitch-ass punk know how the cow chews the cabbage.”

      Aldrich nodded his head, slowly at first, then faster, like it was an acceptable idea.  “Let me think about it.”

      He wanted to talk to the other teams first.  When he pulled Hale aside, the B Team leader didn’t give him much of a chance to talk.  “We committed to see this through, Aldrich, but we’ve got a lot of dead and the guys are tired.  They really did go above and beyond.”

      “I know,” Aldrich said.

      Baker came up on them like he wanted to say something.  Aldrich indicated that it was okay to speak freely.

      “How about we form a smaller strike team—it would be volunteers only—to take out the riff-raff?” Baker suggested.  “If the Persians head out to Louisiana, if all of them go, we’ll follow from a distance.  Then, when they get to Trammel’s place, we’ll squeeze them from the rear and send these furry turds down to hell in a hurry.”

      “I like it,” Aldrich said.  He turned to Hale and now Whitlock.  “You want to see if you have any volunteers?”

      The other men nodded, then went and had pow-wows with their respective teams.  When they returned, Aldrich knew the answer.  He could see the answer all over the men’s faces.

      “The guys really want to get back home,” Hale said, sheepishly.  “We’ve taken out more than enough of these Iranian assholes, certainly enough to put America’s mind at ease.”

      “My guys feel the same,” Whitlock said of the C Team.

      A big hand clapped Aldrich’s shoulder.  Baker’s hand.  He said, “It’s okay, boss.  Niko and I will hang back, follow them to Louisiana if we make it, then handle business southern style.  In the meantime, you, Hwa-Young, and Price can break Trammel’s back and shove him up his own ass.”  He unleashed the trademark Bill Baker grin.  “Just make sure you piss in his ear for me first.  After that, tell him America says he can kiss our ass.”

      Aldrich turned to his best guy with a laugh and said, “Are you sure?”

      Baker winked.  “Positive, boss.”

      Aldrich nodded then said, “Okay.  If that’s what we got, that’s what we got.”

      Baker stepped forward and hugged the man fiercely.  He said, “You made the apocalypse fun, Marshall.”

      “Thanks for everything, Bill.”  He hugged the man back, then let go, looked at Niko, and said, “Come here, Japan.”

      Niko gave Aldrich a hug and for a second, he felt like he’d never see the guys again.  Baker and Niko hugged Hwa-Young, who started to tear up as well.  Aldrich wasn’t surprised to see this.  They were family and no one adopted that idea harder than Hwa-Young.

      “Love you, girl,” Baker said to her.

      “I love you, too,” she said.  She turned and said, “I love you, too, Niko.”  She grabbed him and hugged him tightly.  “Make sure you guys get to Louisiana, okay?”

      Niko nodded, wiping his eyes.  “Okay,” he said.

      Aldrich turned and shook both Hale’s and Whitlock’s hands, thanked them, and then he went and thanked the two teams individually for their sacrifices for the nation.

      When they were done, he, Price, and Hwa-Young gassed up the Humvee, packed it with enough weapons, food, and ammo, then headed out.

      On the way out, Hale flagged him down.  Aldrich stopped the rig.

      “Hey man, I’m sorry that we couldn’t take this one down,” Hale said.  “I’m sorry it went sideways.”

      Aldrich turned to the Bayandor class frigate and said, “Look at that big bitch.  We did what we could.”

      They shook hands again.  Hale said, “It was a pleasure serving with you, sir.”

      “The honor was mine,” Aldrich replied.  He added, “Oh, and don’t sustain any more loss of life over these pricks.  We’ll run a proper clean-up in Louisiana where they don’t expect us.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      On the way out of the city, Hwa-Young asked, “How far?”

      Price was in charge of navigation.  He had the map close by, but not opened up.

      “I calculated it earlier,” Aldrich said.  “It looks like about eleven-hundred miles.  But the good news is Trammel is right next door to Texas.  And you know what’s in Texas, right?”

      “You’re going home after this,” Hwa-Young said, pleased for him.

      He nodded and said, “If I survive these guys, I need to see my family, to make sure they are alive.”

      “Do you feel like they are?” Price asked.

      “I kind of do,” he said.  “My father-in-law will be staying with them.  He’s an avid hunter and outdoorsman, so I’m thinking they’ll be okay.  It’s the only thing I can allow myself to consider, otherwise, I’d drive you, me, and everyone else crazy.”

      “What about you, Price?” Hwa-Young asked the Aussie.

      “If I go home with Aldrich, his wife will like me more than him and that’s not fair to the family.”

      Aldrich laughed and said, “You are a pretty man with all that hair, Price.”

      Price looked at Hwa-Young and smiled, almost like his good looks were the burden everyone else bore around him.

      Aldrich knew the man was missing his wife and sons, but Price had also come to understand he might never see them again.  Civilization was dying, people were dying.  Eventually, if things progressed the way they had in the past, someone would build a seaworthy ship and humankind would open up shipping routes again.  No one expected that to happen anytime soon, but it was a possibility.  If that ever happened, Price said he’d try to get back to Australia and see if his family was still alive.

      “What are you going to do in the meantime?” Hwa-Young asked Price.

      “We’ll see.  Right now, we’re going to Louisiana.  That’s about as far into the future as I can see, my pretty young Sheila.”

      Aldrich looked up in the rearview mirror and saw the Aussie looking sad.  Aldrich had seen that look before when Price was thinking of his family.  Their family—the one they formed over the last five months as part of The Underground—had been cut by two and then cut by two again.  Even though many things had been resolved, there were still so many loose threads out there, so many unresolved matters left to attend to.

      “Well, settle in for the drive,” Aldrich finally said.  “It’s going to be a long three or four days.”

      “Could be less, boss,” Price said.  “Enough time has gone by…”

      Aldrich knew what he meant.  Enough people were either starving to death or dead.  They were no longer wandering around on the highways ransacking abandoned cars or indiscriminately attacking people.  And even if they did see other people, Aldrich seriously doubted they would be strong enough or driven enough to hassle three winter soldiers in a fortified Humvee.

      With that, Aldrich took another big breath, held it, then slowly released it.  He tried to calm his heart and steady his nerves.

      If they managed to find and kill Trammel, they would have successfully tied off a huge chunk of this operation.

      Beyond that, he didn’t know what was happening, especially on the west coast.  The truth was, with so much still left to do, he found he was too tired to care.
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Hwa-Young Tae

        

      

    

    
      Three days later… Three days ago, they left Virginia, made their way through North Carolina, then ran into a spot of trouble in Greenville, South Carolina.  It wasn’t anything they couldn’t handle, but it pissed Aldrich off enough to make him more aware of the things he’d written off before.

      Just outside of Atlanta they ran into a group of armed guys with a checkpoint only a few cars had stopped for.  When they got close enough, Hwa-Young and Price got out of the Humvee, shot six of the armed guards with automatic weapons, then hustled back to the rig.  Aldrich stomped on the accelerator and plowed through the checkpoint, taking light-arms fire before running over another four of these opportunistic scumbags.

      Neither Aldrich, Price, or Hwa-Young even batted an eyelash, not after all they survived, not after all that they had lost.

      “Handling things this way is a lot better,” Aldrich said, pleased.

      “Roger that, boss,” Hwa-Young said.  She knew what Aldrich was referring to.  They’d tried to be kind back in Greenville, but their attempt at diplomacy nearly cost Price his life.  That wouldn’t be the only time the group ran into trouble.

      They had a close call just outside of Birmingham, Alabama, but with some divine intervention, they managed to escape a potentially lethal situation.  About forty guys went after them, one of them throwing a grenade, which landed on the Humvee’s hood.  Instead of blowing up, it fell right into that sweet spot between the hood and the windshield.

      Thank GOD, the grenade was a dud!

      When they were clear of the horde, Aldrich got out, grabbed the explosive, then tossed it about fifty feet away where it exploded, startling the hell out of the three of them.  Aldrich looked at Price, whose eyes were wide.

      “No way that just happened,” Hwa-Young said.

      “Maybe we’re not going to hell after all,” Aldrich said, amazed.

      “You sure about that, boss?” Price asked.

      “Not all the way.”

      They had driven in silence through Tuscaloosa and then into Mississippi where they had finally taken a half-day break to get out of the Humvee and stretch.

      Aldrich had been getting irritable and Price was sad, but all Hwa-Young wanted was to sleep by a campfire, right under the stars.  It was a much-needed break that they enjoyed without incident.

      They had passed through Mississippi without issue, then crossed into Louisiana.  Jackson, Vicksburg, Monroe, and Ruston were ghost towns, save for a few unfortunate souls.

      Shortly after that, they took exit 67 to Arcadia/Homer which—according to Price—would take them to LA-9.  At the stop sign, they went north heading toward Homer.  Beyond Homer, closer to the Arkansas border, was Haynesville—their final destination.

      They cruised into Haynesville late, made camp, then started fresh the next day, ready to put a gun to the fat lady’s head and make her sing.

      “Are you locked, stocked, and ready to rock?” Aldrich asked Hwa-Young.

      She nodded, her face stern.  At that moment, Hwa-Young saw nothing but the ghosts of her past and the ghosts of her future, and the only way to make them all go away was with a bloodletting.  With a nasty grin, she said, “I’ve been ready for this day since the first time I laid eyes on the Hayseed Rebellion.”

      “You can’t be a true red-blooded American and not want to put a lot of those cocksuckers in the ground,” Aldrich said.  “It’s almost become an addiction with me.”

      “You don’t even have to be American to hate those wankers,” Price replied, pulling his hair into a ponytail.  “Time to right the wrongs with this Trammel dickhead.”

      They inventoried their weapons, ate a light meal, drank a lot of water, pissed, then got in the Humvee and headed toward State Route 520 using LA-2.  Trammel’s place was just off State Route 520 according to the man they’d tortured to death.  They were about to find out whether or not the man they tortured had been telling the truth.

      When they found the entrance to the property, the drive into the property looked clean, well managed, and inviting.  They navigated down a long road flanked by a grove of trees and a small stream before seeing a large opening.  The expanse became a huge irrigated patch of farmland where at least fifty people were working the fields.  Aldrich studied the workers and they studied him.  It didn’t appear that they were armed or ready to take up arms against them.

      “Do you think they’re here willingly?” Hwa-Young asked.

      “I can’t tell,” Aldrich said.

      “I didn’t expect it to be so beautiful,” Price said.

      “Or so lush,” Aldrich added.  “You could hunt here for days.”

      They were about to leave the fields and pass through another grove of trees when Aldrich pulled over next to a woman working at the edge of the field.  Hwa-Young had her weapon ready, just in case.

      Aldrich shut off the Humvee, got out, and said, “We’re looking for Steve Trammel, is this the right property?”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “Is he here?”

      She pointed up the street and said, “Just around the bend.  The house is enormous, you can’t miss it.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “You don’t look like you’re from Iran,” she said, cautious.

      “I’m not,” he said, relieved they were at the right place.  “None of us are.”

      “You don’t want to be here then.  It’s not safe.”

      “Is it safe for you?”

      From what Hwa-Young could see, she seemed to think about it for a second.  “Mr. Trammel is the largest landowner in half the state.  Without him, we would starve.  Our families would starve.”

      “How big is this place?” Aldrich asked.

      “About thirteen-hundred acres.  People come here to hunt, to fish, to…do the kinds of things men like Mr. Trammel can’t do outside his property.”

      “Are you a local?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “He feeds you, then?”

      “Barely.”

      “Is he a nice man?” Aldrich asked.

      She held his eyes, the intensity in them enough to give Hwa-Young pause.  Then she slowly shook her head, no.  The movement was so subtle he almost missed it.

      “Does everyone feel like this?” Aldrich asked.  Again, the serious eyes followed by a slow but serious nod, yes.  “That’s good to know.”

      “I know you,” she said, something like awareness passing through her eyes.  “You look different now, but I know you.”

      “I’m not from here, you wouldn’t know me.”

      “I voted for you,” she said.  “Most of us did.  If you were anyone else, I would not have spoken to you.”

      “Okay,” he replied with a smile.  “Thank you for your trust.”

      “The others will be excited to know you are here.”

      “Hopefully the meeting will go well,” he said.

      “Is he expecting you?”

      Now it was his turn to shake his head.

      She glanced over his shoulder, into the Humvee where she saw Hwa-Young and Price.  “Is this a social call?”

      It started to look like maybe she was nervous having said too much.  He wanted to put her at ease.  “It’s a life and death call.  Mostly a death call.”

      “He’s heavily armed,” she said.

      “As are we.”

      She reached out and touched his arm.  “The country continues to be better off with you in it.  I will pray for you.”

      “Pray for them, too,” he said of his two teammates.

      She nodded.

      “He likes to sit on the porch and drink sweet tea this time of day.”

      “What about security?” Aldrich asked.

      “He is the security,” she said.  “If we do not move fast enough, or produce enough, he will shoot us, then replace us.  We work hard because if we don’t, we will starve.  So, in many ways, he relies on power and leverage for his security.”

      “What about an uprising?” he asked.

      “If we come to the house without permission, he will shoot us.  He stays insulated.  Do you know Mr. Trammel, sir?”

      “Not personally.”

      “Don’t let the sweater fool you.  He is not a nice old man, he is an inhuman monster.”

      “What about body guards from people like us?” Aldrich asked.  Hwa-Young had been thinking that exact thing.

      “This man, if you knew of him, has been arrogant his entire life.  He believes that even in these lawless times, he is untouchable.”

      “He’s about to find out he isn’t,” Aldrich said.

      “If it truly is a matter of death, then please, make him suffer.  I am certain he took part in the crippling of America.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Aldrich said.  “And thank you.”

      She nodded.

      When he got in the Humvee he said to the others, “Get your HK’s ready and buckle up, I have an idea.”

      Hwa-Young buckled up; Price did as well.

      Aldrich put the Humvee in gear then headed down the road.  The instant the wide wooden house come into view, he stomped on the gas pedal, giving the Humvee all it had.

      Hwa-Young braced herself.  Price drew a sharp breath.

      Trammel was reclining on the porch, just like the woman had promised.  The billionaire stood when he saw them coming, set his tea down, then picked up a set of binoculars.

      “Look at this arrogant rat!” Aldrich roared.  “Did he think no one would come for him?”

      Hwa-Young braced herself for impact.

      Trammel picked up a pistol and fired two shots.  Aldrich ducked to the side, even though the windshield absorbed both bullets.  The porch came up on them faster than Hwa-Young expected.  Trammel ran into the house.

      Seconds later, the Humvee smashed into the porch, jolting them way and that.  They plowed through most of the porch, stopping a foot from the main house.  Hwa-Young felt horse-kicked by the incident, but she knew there was no time to waste.  She was the first out of the Humvee.  Aldrich and Price moved slower, but they moved.

      She moved past Price, drawing gunfire.  Price fired into the front door with a heavy burst from his HK 53, but then he let out a low grunt.  Hwa-Young turned and saw Trammel had been hit in the shoulder.  It wasn’t a bite, just a nick.  He looked down and saw where the bullet had grazed him, but when he looked back up, it was with what looked like renewed focus.

      Aldrich kicked in the front door and zeroed in on the location of the shooter.  Beyond him, Hwa-Young heard the noise of feet running.  She slid past Aldrich, then bolted after the man, following the sounds of the coward fleeing.

      At the end of the hall, Trammel ducked into a room and tried to close the door.  Hwa-Young fired three times, hoping to stop him from locking the door.  All three bullets hit their marks in the center of the wooden door.

      The instant Hwa-Young hit the door, it burst open, as if he had almost managed to shut it, but he didn’t quite succeed.

      Even though they saw each other at the same time, Trammel was ready with his gun.  He fired three wild shots.  Hwa-Young went down hard, landing on her side.  Before she even tried to breathe, she aimed her HK at the man and fired a shot.

      Trammel stumbled backward, looking down at his sweater, his face in shock as he stared at the growing red bloom.  With the gun still trained on the billionaire, Hwa-Young got to her feet both looking and feeling satisfied.

      Had she not seen the room they were in, she would have pumped him full of lead right then and there.

      Behind her, she heard Price say, “That’s a lot of firepower!”

      They were in an armory the size of someone’s master bedroom.  There were guns of every sort, boxes of ammo, a wall of grenades, even a shoulder-mounted RPG.

      They weren’t standing in a closet or even a room; this was where you came if you wanted to start a war.

      “Who are you people?” Trammel asked, his hand on his wound, the blood seeping through the sweater where it got all over the billionaire’s hand.

      Without a word, Hwa-Young unsheathed her knife, then forcefully cut Trammel’s shirt and sweater away.  Within minutes, the North Korean was looking at a pale white chest with gray chest hair and tiny pink nipples.  Her eyes went to the bullet hole in the man’s stomach.

      “Does it hurt?” Hwa-Young asked.

      Staring at her, his eyes filled with fear, he nodded slightly.

      “Good,” she whispered.  She shoved her finger into the bullet hole making him scream out in pain.  “I have dreamed of this day for so long.”  When Hwa-Young finally pulled her finger out of the wound, the exit produced a slight sucking sound and an exhale of relief on Trammel’s now-sweating face.

      “You didn’t think your misdeeds would come back to haunt you, did you?” she asked him.

      Trammel didn’t answer.

      “You want to know who we are, yes?” she asked.

      He looked at her, unblinking.

      “We are your misdeeds.”

      She jammed her finger in his bullet hole again, making him squirm.

      “When I look in your eyes, I see the lie,” she said.  “You pretend to be human, but you lost your humanity a long time ago.”

      He looked up at her and a smile curled his lips, almost like it couldn’t help it.

      “There it is,” she said, pointing to his mouth with her knife.  She flicked the blade, sliced a perfect line down the middle of both lips.  The two halves started to bleed, causing the smile to fade.

      Beside him, Aldrich felt Price getting restless.

      She knew they wanted in on this, too.

      “You murdered this world, you demented fool,” Hwa-Young said.  “I see why now.  I can see it in your eyes.”

      “What do you see?” Price asked.

      “The remnants of humanity,” she answered.

      Price walked forward, but Aldrich stopped him.

      To the fake philanthropist, Hwa-young said, “You’re old and ugly, you have no heart, and your soul is full of dogshit.  This world will be better off without you.”

      “Says the useless eater,” Trammel lisped, blood and spittle coming out of his injured mouth.

      Hwa-Young grabbed him by the hair and dragged him out of the armory.  Aldrich and Price backed up while she pulled Trammel kicking and screaming down the hallway and into the front room.  The front door was broken, so she dragged him through it and out to the porch where she tossed him down the broken stairs and out into the dirt.  He landed on his ass, put a hand over his wound, then started to cry.

      “Aldrich,” Hwa-Young said.  “Get the Humvee out of there.”

      “Easier said than done,” he responded.

      Aldrich got in the Humvee, started it, then tried to back it up.  Price went around the back, removed some of the obstructions, then said, “Give it a go, mate!”

      The rig was hooked up on something.  Price went around the front, kicked a few of the boards out from under the bumper.  He then leaned on the Humvee and said, “Now!”

      When he gave it some gas, Aldrich managed to pull free of the debris.  Hwa-Young knew the vehicle wasn’t running right.  She could hear it plain as day.

      “Back up fifteen feet,” Hwa-Young said.

      If Aldrich questioned her motives for even a second, he didn’t show it.  She liked to think that he’d learned to trust her long ago.

      When Aldrich backed the rig up to Hwa-Young’s liking, she said, “Price, get his legs.”

      “What are you doing?” Trammel opened the door and asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Hwa-Young said as she wrestled with the man’s arms.

      Price tried to grab Trammel’s leg, but the man started squirming and kicking, the attempts only spoiled by the pain in his gut.

      “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?” Price asked her.  Hwa-Young nodded.  “Brilliant.  This is why I love you, you wonderful, evil Sheila.”

      “Spread those legs wide,” she said.  “Make a path.”

      After a moment, it seemed that Aldrich got the picture as well.

      Trammel began wailing, begging, saying he’d give them anything, that they could have it all.  What he did not know, what that seditious, disloyal prick would never understand, was that they wanted his life for what he had helped do to the country.

      Hwa-Young glanced up and saw the field workers heading their way.  Had they heard the accident, the gunfire, Trammel’s screaming?

      Hwa-Young and Price positioned Trammel under the Humvee’s front tire, then Hwa-Young reached up and slapped the passenger door letting Aldrich know it was time.  Trammel started screaming again, throwing the mother of all tantrums.

      “Forward six inches,” Hwa-Young shouted.

      Aldrich eased the left front wheel right up onto Trammel’s pelvis.  The billionaire stopped squirming and begging, his eyes shot open wide, his mouth opening in a silent scream.

      Hwa-Young knelt down before the old man and said, “You are a blight upon this world.  We know you not only had a hand in this, that you and your army of traitors orchestrated it all from the top down.”

      “You can’t see the beauty in it, but there is beauty to all of his,” he said, a tear leaking from the corner of his eye.

      “You’re right, I can’t,” she said.  Hwa-Young called out to Aldrich.  “Drive forward four feet!”

      Trammel started screaming again.  When the Humvee’s wheel drove up onto the old man’s pelvis, the noise reached a different tenor.  Fear turned to pain and pain turned to the kind of sick moaning an animal makes in the throes of death.  The torture didn’t last long.  As instructed, Aldrich drove forward all four feet, crushing the lecherous billionaire’s entire body under the immense weight of the rig.

      When the Humvee did the job Hwa-Young wanted it to do, she said, “Okay, stop.”

      Aldrich stopped the vehicle.

      “Now back up.”

      Aldrich backed up, revealing the dead, flattened body.  This payback would not turn the world around or bring Hwa-Young’s family back, but seeing what she and the Humvee did to this sociopath was a damn fine start.

      A few of the people turned away, sickened by the sight, but most of them looked down at what had become of this monster.  Aldrich got out of the Humvee and went to Hwa-Young; she met him with a hug that lasted forever.

      “It’s over,” she said, her heart finally at peace.

      “Not quite yet,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, dressed in the clothes of the field workers, Aldrich, Price, and Hwa-Young went to work in the fields with the locals.  Later that day, in the distance, they heard the sounds of engines.  They had been waiting two days for this moment.

      “Get ready!” Aldrich shouted to the others.

      Everyone readied their guns and then they got into their positions.  Through the binoculars, Aldrich saw the caravan approaching.

      Farther back, they saw an old Ford pickup hanging back.  It was faded red, the front paint having flaked off the hood long ago.  Inside, he saw Niko and Baker and the swell of love in his heart was almost impossible to contain.

      “There is a Ford pickup that will be coming in after the Persians.  They are with us.  Does everyone understand?”  Heads nodded all across the fields.  “Not a single bullet touches that truck!”

      When the line of seven vehicles came into the property, they moved slowly, the windows down, the people inside smiling at the beauty of the land, their new home.

      “Now!” Aldrich screamed.

      The workers dropped their harvesting baskets and picked up their automatic weapons (care of Trammel’s armory) and opened fire on the vehicles.

      The firing squad was a thing of beauty, all that death being doled out at once.  Every single worker stayed on the trigger, running their magazines dry.  No one reloaded.

      The red Ford came in hot, Niko and Baker getting out of the truck fast, both of them armed.  They saw Aldrich and Hwa-Young, and then Price.  The five of them went from car to car, putting bullets in those who hadn’t died.  They shot soldiers and civilians alike.  Because Niko felt less emotion than everyone else, he shot the kids when the others couldn’t or wouldn’t.

      When they came to the second car in the procession, Aldrich pulled open the door, his 1911 ready to go.  He stopped at the sight of the passenger’s familiar attire.  Hwa-Young recognized him immediately.  A smile broke on her face.  She and Aldrich were looking at the new Ayatollah.  The supreme leader had several bullet holes in him but he was still alive.

      Everyone around the man, including his wife, was dead.  The driver, however, was not.  Aldrich shot him, his head bucking forward, his body collapsing onto the steering wheel.

      “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you,” Aldrich said.  “Welcome to America.”

      “This is hardly the welcome I had hoped for,” the Ayatollah said.

      “For that, I am sorry,” Aldrich put the barrel of the gun to the man’s right eye.  “Maybe I can try again.”  The man opened his mouth to speak, but Aldrich pulled the trigger seven satisfying times.

      “Bury him in pig guts,” Aldrich said to no one in general.

      To his delight and surprise, a voice that belonged to one of the workers called back, saying, “Yes, sir.”

      Aldrich turned to Hwa-Young, wiped the blood from his face, and said, “For us, now it is over.”

      “Can my heart finally rest?” she asked, hopeful.

      With a nod, he said, “Yes, my dear, it can.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    






Marshall Aldrich

        

      

    

    
      That night they had a huge party, they ate well, and then they slept in Trammel’s beds.  The next day the workers showed up to the house, not to the fields.  Aldrich stood on the good part of the porch overlooking the workers now standing in the driveway.

      Trammel’s squashed body was still smooshed into the ground, but the workers let a few pigs out to eat what they wanted of the man.  They were now feasting.  These, of course, would be the pigs they had planned on slaughtering and burying with the Ayatollah.

      “You have worked this land, these gardens,” Aldrich said.  “But you have not fished in the lake or hunted here, correct?”

      Many heads nodded, several of the people saying, “Correct.”

      “That changes today.  Bill Baker, Niko Igarashi, and Tyler Price will now be overseeing the house and the property, but only in the capacity of property managers.  They will need your help, and they will provide help as well, so that the fruits of this land will begin to feed the community.  Together, you can try to rebuild, to have some sort of life.”

      “You mean, this is our property?” a younger girl asked.

      Aldrich nodded and said, “If you’d like it, yes.”

      The feeling that overcame him when he looked out at the joy in their eyes and the relief on their faces was well worth the effort.

      “What about you?” the woman he first spoke to asked.

      “I have a family who misses me, whom I miss.  If they are still alive, I need to see them.”  Everyone nodded, many of them looking disappointed.  It was the best he could do.

      The next morning, Aldrich loaded up one of the Land Rovers in the oversized four-car garage Trammel had turned into a huge faraday cage.  The Land Rover started up just fine.

      Aldrich looked around, unaccustomed these days to having such a nice ride.  Outside, he got out of the SUV and said his final goodbyes.  He hugged Hwa-Young hard, cried with her, then gave her two pieces of paper.

      “This is where you will need to go.  Price can map out the directions for you.”  He handed her the second piece of paper.  “And this is my address in Texas if you ever want to visit me.  You will have a home there if you want—be it a week, a month, or for forever if you want—you are always welcome.”  Hwa-Young’s eyes were draining now.  He pulled her into his arms, kissed the top of her head, and said, “Your family would be so proud of you, but no one is more proud of you than I am.”

      Her entire body shook in his arms, prompting him to hold on harder, longer. When she let go, she wiped her eyes, looked up at him, and said, “If you are proud of me, and if they are”—she said, looking at the three surviving members of the team—“then my birth family is truly proud.”

      The emotional toll that saying goodbye left on him was damn near devastating, but he had to go because others missed him as well.

      He made the one-hundred-and-forty-mile trip to Winnsboro, Texas in the better part of four hours.  Passing through Linden, Texas, he was shot at several times, which let him know Trammels’ rig had bulletproof glass.  At the far end of the small city, a couple of kids threw a huge rock at the windshield; the rock broke in two when it hit the glass.  The windshield sustained no damage, which made him appreciate the billionaire’s mindfulness of his vehicle security even more.  Other than that, Aldrich managed to get back home without incident.

      When he turned on W. Myrtle St., the nostalgia hit him hard.  He hadn’t been home in almost six months.  Aldrich’s wife probably thought he was dead.  In many ways, he’d felt dead doing what he was doing, but now he was coming back to life, a feeling he feared would never return.

      He rolled the window down allowing the fresh country air to fill the cabin.  With the fresh air, the century-old trees, and the overgrown meadow grass lining both sides of a single-lane country road, he felt the hardness in his heart begin to fall away.

      He wanted to see his family so bad it ached.

      Aldrich rounded the bend, his house coming into view, as well as a six-stall horse barn and several large bales of hay sitting in the fenced-in yard.  Two horses roamed the yard, his youngest daughters perched on the saddles.  At that moment, he would have sworn the dam behind his eyes was going to break.  He told himself to hold on just a little longer.

      He turned into the driveway, slowly so as not to spook anyone.  The sun was on his windshield, so he knew his family wouldn’t see him past the sun’s reflection.

      The girls pulled on the reins of the horses the second he turned into the dirt driveway.  Both girls just looked at the Land Rover.  Then the front door of the house opened and two people stepped onto the porch, a man and a woman, both armed.

      He stuck his hand out, gave them a wave, then pulled onto the concrete pad.  His wife and father-in-law kept their rifles trained on him.

      “Get out of the truck real slow,” his wife said.  “Keep your hands up where I can see them.”

      She was wearing country clothes, none of the fancy threads with which they had attended numerous banquets, fundraisers, and speeches.  He liked her better this way.

      When he got out of the SUV and she saw him, she fell into a breathless fit of tears, handed the rifle to her father, then ran for him.  The girls were suddenly there, too, all of them hugging him, crying, giving him the exact reunion he’d been dreaming of for months.  His wife pulled back, looked at his face, his long hair, the beard, and then the scar.

      She ran her finger down it and said, “Oh sweet Marshall, what have you been doing?”

      “Setting things right in America.  It’s a long story and I’ve missed you guys so much it hurt my heart.  I thought it would burst open every day not seeing you.  But here you are.”

      He looked up at his father-in-law and nodded his thanks, an overwhelming amount of emotion in his eyes.  The old man gave a soft grin then nodded back.  He loved this man like he was his own father, so to know that he had taken care of the family while he was gone only made him feel better.

      “Daddy,” his youngest daughter said, looking up at him.  She just had her sixth birthday, which pained him to miss.  “What happened to your face?”

      “It’s going to be a great story, sweetheart.  How about I tell you all about it over a glass of tea?” he asked.

      The delight in his daughters’ bright eyes and little faces was too much.  The swell of relief, pain, loss, and reunion shined in him as well, so much so that his wife wiped a stray tear from his cheek the moment it fell.

      Looking into her eyes, he said, “I was so afraid I’d never see you again.”

      “We thought you had died,” she confessed, the miles of worry plain as day to see.  “I about died when I saw you.  I’m dying inside right now, but I’m so alive.  I…I missed you so much.”

      Inside, they sat down and he told them the story of the fall of America and how a politician, a sniper, a White House staffer, a North Korean immigrant, a bodybuilder, a suspected serial killer, an Australian triathlete, a Brazilian freedom fighter, a street preacher, and a gamer kept half the country from falling into the hands of men and women so evil none of them thought they would survive the ordeal.

      When he spoke of the men who fell by his side, and under his charge, he couldn’t stop his emotions, but he didn’t try because he was not a warrior or a former politician there.  On this property, under his roof, and with these people, Marshall Aldrich was a father, a husband, a man, and a patriot, and his family needed that from him more than they needed diplomacy or steadfastness.

      Of that, he had more than enough to give.
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      The trip to Nicholasville, Kentucky, was just over seven hundred miles.  Over the next three days, Hwa-Young made her way up through Louisiana, Arkansas, Tennessee, and into Kentucky.  She slept in the car, kept a loaded gun near her at all times, and only refilled the truck once because it was one of those Suburbans that was outfitted with a dual gas tank.

      She felt safe most of the trip, worried a little bit going through Memphis and then Nashville, but then she saw all the dead bodies all over the streets and realized people were scared to be outside.  Or they were desperate.

      Either way, no one really did anything but get out of the way or maybe stare as she drove by.  A dog once chased her half a block before giving up.  She thought he was cute.

      When she got into town, she headed straight to the address written down for her, the address Rowan had given Aldrich in case he was needed in the war effort.  Now, she began getting excited to see Rowan again.  She had missed him fiercely over the months.

      When she drove into the driveway and saw a half-taken-down house with stacks of lumber everywhere, she worried that she wasn’t at the right place.  While she was trying to figure out if she was at Rowan’s place or not, a couple of people walked into view carrying weapons.  She put both hands on the top of the steering wheel to show she was not holding a gun.

      Rowan walked out a second later, saw her, and said, “It’s okay,” to the others.

      In the doorway of what looked like a small barn converted to a temporary house, she saw a good-looking Hispanic girl cradling a cute child in her arms.

      Was that Constanza?

      Baby Rose?

      She got out of the Suburban and Rowan went to her, sweeping her up in a hug.  She was aware she was scarred up, badly bruised, and that she stunk.  If he noticed—and it would be hard not to—he didn’t say anything.

      “I am so happy to see you!” he said, genuine delight in his eyes.

      “I actually missed you,” she said back.

      He hugged her again, and then said, “Everyone, this is Hwa-Young Tae.  My friend from the run on Washington.  If not for her, I wouldn’t be alive.”

      Rowan’s mother and father introduced themselves, as did Constanza, who also introduced Rose.  The Hispanic girl gave Hwa-Young an extra long hug and said, “I hoped one day I would meet you.”

      “I had hoped the same,” she said, meaning it.

      “Aldrich?” Rowan asked.

      “He finally made it home to his family,” she said.

      “Isaiah?”

      “He made it home to his mother, his father, his brother, and his sister,” she said tearing up.

      “Oh, no,” Rowan said, hugging her again when she began to break down.  “What have you been through?”

      “Too much to talk about right now,” she whispered, the wounds still fresh.

      “I can have Constanza get you set up with a cold bath, if you want, if you’re okay with that.”

      She nodded her head, then looked at the girl.  “That actually sounds good.”

      “Are you okay with that?” Constanza asked.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      Faith asked, “Would you like to eat something first?”

      Smiling, she said, “Thank you, but I think I will enjoy it more if I am clean.  It’s been too long.”

      Even though she was able to bathe herself at Trammel’s after they killed him, she spent a few days in the Suburban, which made her a bit ripe for the picking.

      Constanza went inside, got her some fresh clothes, then walked her down to the house across the street where she started filling a clean bucket with hand-pumped well water.

      “If you’re not awake now, you will be after this,” Constanza said.

      Hwa-Young had suffered worse tortures.  When she first arrived in Ohio to kill Senator Clause Eichmann, her skin was flawless, as opposed to her mind, which was a closet of torment, of remembered torture, of horrific pain.  Now her mind was healing, but her body had taken a fair amount of abuse, enough so that she felt uncomfortable undressing in front of Rowan’s fiancée.

      “I can turn away if you want,” Constanza offered.

      “It’s okay,” Hwa-Young said.

      When she began to undress, she was suddenly aware of every new blemish on her skin—the scars, the burns, all the bruising.  She was not the girl she started this mission as, nor was she a well-adjusted young woman.

      More than once she woke herself up screaming, and twice she woke up crying.  There were things in her that were unresolved, just as there were wounds on her that needed time to heal.  Some of these wounds might never heal, though.  The family she just said goodbye to was one of them.  She already missed this family of warriors, just as much as she missed her own family in North Korea.  If she was lucky, she’d have a new family here, one she would embrace, protect, and defend with just as much heart as the last two.

      She took off her pants and shirt, then she removed her bra and stepped out of her underwear.  She fought the urge to cover herself, even though she had nothing to be ashamed of.

      “Just dump it on me,” she told Constanza.

      “Do you want to feel it first?”

      “I’ve never been one to dip my toes in first,” she said.  “It’s easier for me to just jump in with both feet.”

      Constanza dumped the bucket of water on her, then handed her a bar of soap and said, “I’ll get you more rinse water.”

      Standing in the weeds of an overgrown backyard stark naked and cold, she began soaping herself, the weight of the battles falling off, the absolute horror of what she’d done these last months trying to release itself.

      She stopped soaping herself, sat down in the weeds, and started to cry.

      All the pain wanted out, it needed out, so she opened herself up and let it go.  She didn’t see Constanza come up behind her, but she felt the woman’s hand take the soap.

      “I’ll do your back, sweetheart,” Constanza said, kind and understanding.  She washed Hwa-Young’s back and shoulders, then she asked if she wanted to wash her hair.

      Hwa-Young nodded, but couldn’t speak.

      Constanza had something else for Hwa-Young’s hair—a subtle yet fragrant shampoo.  She closed her eyes and let the soap run down her face as her new friend cleaned her hair.

      “I’m going to rinse you,” she told Hwa-Young.

      When the bucket of water drained on her, and the soap and filth washed away, Hwa-Young tried to imagine the nightmares being washed away with them.  It was a good feeling.

      “I’m going to get you another bucket for your body,” she said.

      The Hispanic beauty went and filled the bucket.  Hwa-Young turned and watched her.  She was caring, sweet looking, and there for her—a perfect stranger, a woman not much older than Hwa-Young.  She was suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude, so much so that she knew right away that she could make these people her family, if only they would have her.

      She stood up before Constanza as the woman rinsed her.  “You’re a beautiful young woman,” she said with a smile.

      Hwa-Young let herself smile.  “I was thinking the same thing about you.  Thank you for being so nice to me.”

      Later that night, Rowan and Colt suggested they go up to Gator City where Marley was living.  “She’ll be thrilled to see you!” Rowan said.

      They arrived just after dusk.  Marley was indeed thrilled to see her.  After she introduced Hwa-Young to everyone, the entire group broke bread together.  After that, they listened while Hwa-Young told them everything about the trip after Rowan and Marley left five months ago.

      They sat rapt, some cried, she cried with them, and then in the end, whatever standoffishness she might have felt by people like Chandra or Trixie completely melted.   She fell into the fold fairly quickly.  She was even given a room to call her own.

      One of the boys, Adi, showed her where she could sleep.  “Thank you for being such a great host,” Hwa-Young said under the lamplight.  “Who do you belong to?”

      “He belongs to me,” Marley said standing nearby.

      “My parents were killed at the White House,” Adi said.  “But Marley and Isaiah saved me, and Rowan helped us get home.”

      “In some ways, you’re a lucky boy, I’d say,” Hwa-Young said, a terrible sadness moving through her soul.  She remembered being that young, and she remembered losing her entire family.

      “I’m the lucky one,” Marley said, standing close enough to Adi to put a hand on his head.  “He should not have survived, but a friend guided me to him in ways I can’t explain, and now he is my gift, and truly, my salvation.”

      “Your gift?” Hwa-Young asked, not understanding.

      “For the things I was asked to do in this war, I believe I was meant to save him so that one day he could save me.  This is why I see him as a gift.  He gives me purpose.”

      Looking up first at Marley, and then at Hwa-Young, Adi smiled and said, “It was nice to meet you Hwa-Young.”

      “It was nice to meet you, too, Adi,” she said.

      While Hwa-Young was getting ready for bed, Chandra popped her head in to say good-night.  After a moment, she stepped inside, closed the door, and said, “We lost the girl who was here the other day.  People miss her around here.  You don’t have to like us, or get along with us, but personally I ask you this one thing.  Please don’t let yourself die, or kill yourself.  We are a large family, and for all of our faults, we are all we have, and we love each other.”

      “I stopped wanting to die a long time ago,” Hwa-Young said.  “I have done what I set out to do, so now I am ready to live.”

      Before turning in for the night, Rowan came to her and said, “Is this okay?”

      “I love it,” she said, smiling, this time without any effort at all.  “Thank you so much for what you’re doing for me.  I will pull my weight here.”

      “I know you will,” he said.

      She gave him a hug, and then she said, “Is the mattress I’m sleeping on brand new?  Because it smells new.”

      “Actually it is.  Several of them are.”

      The euphoria that crept over her was one thing, but the significance of so many little things coming together were another altogether.

      She was finally getting her new bed, a new family, the safety she hadn’t had all of her life, and her smile.  At that moment, she felt that everything she had done to get there felt right, just, and perfectly worthwhile.

      When she fell asleep, she dreamed for the first time in years.  In the dream she saw her mother, and her sisters.  She even saw her father.  They were there to greet her, to hold her, to reassure her that she was where she needed to be.

      When she woke up the next morning, it was with tears in her eyes, tears of joy.  And in the air, just the faintest whiff, she thought she smelled the delicate scent of her mother’s skin.
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        Look for the new series coming in the summer of 2021 titled The Burning Hollow!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Your Voice Matters

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed These Times of Insurrection, please consider leaving a review when prompted by Amazon, or at the link below.  Emerging authors always get that writer’s high when 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 when prompted by Amazon (it can be as long or as short as you want).  You can also CLICK OR TAP HERE to go directly to the product page and leave a review.  From here, simply scroll down to the review section of the main product page and click or tap, WRITE A CUSTOMER REVIEW, then you’re in!

      

      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.

      

      Thank you in advance!

      

      *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!
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      America is changing fast.  Cities are becoming dangerous.  Time to bug out…

      

      Security Engineer, Logan Cahill, and a woman who may or may not be his girlfriend, Skylar Madigan, live together, but only because it makes conspiring together that much easier.  Logan, like Skylar, is tormented by the notion that time is running out for America.

      

      As the nation spins perilously out of control and foreign forces make their foothold in the country known, Logan is tasked with investigating the mysterious Harper Whitaker, a programmer he believes to be working under false pretenses.  Is she caught up in cyber espionage, or something darker?  And how does Skylar fit in with this?  Has she been using him to get to Harper?

      

      Things are not as they seem, and the lid is about to blow off the whole city, maybe even the country.  The question that plagues Logan is the question of when, and how.  When does he bug out?  How will he survive a total collapse of society?  The good news is, Skylar has a plan and Harper just might be a part of it.  Will they be able get off the grid before all hell breaks loose?  The apocalypse is coming, which means the end is near…

      

      
        
        CLICK OR TAP HERE TO CLAIM YOUR FREE COPY NOW!

      

      

      

      NOTE: If you have read this book but would like to be alerted to the new releases before they arrive, simply click the link above, sign up for the ebook, but ignore the second email with the link to the free book. You will, at this time, be subscribed.
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      Ryan Schow is a USA Today Bestselling Author who grew up reading anything from Robert Ludlum to Stephen King to Chuck Palahniuk. As a real life second-degree black belt and self-described adrenaline junky, he’s drawn to books, movies and TV featuring gritty, capable characters who are admirable but flawed, and eventually willing and able to go knuckle-to-knuckle with the most formidable of adversaries.

      

      That said, the best characters are always rich with personality but struggling under the weight of some internal strife. Sprinkle in some chaos and muddy the waters between right and wrong, and to him you have a compelling tale. To Ryan, these kinds of impossible circumstances make for the best stories, and this is reflected in both his characters and the content of his novels.

      

      For more information about the author or to chat with him about the current books, new releases and cover reveals, CLICK HERE to join the private fan page, called The Last War Fan Group.
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